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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this dissertation is to examine some of the distinctive qualities of 

traditional Chinese drama in light of comparative studies in literature and drama, especially 

of Richard Wagner's theory of motifs. Opposed to realism, Wagner argued that music is 

necessary to the finest drama, for it should be "distanced" fi-om actual life. Wagner 

intended to fiise all artistic arts into his "music drama." However such drama has existed 

in China for at least seven hundred years. Moreover, it still keeps vigorously springing up, 

and greatly manifesting its vitality. The hypothesis of this dissertation is that traditional 

Chinese theatre has been able to survive through the historical sediment primarily due to 

the influence of literary motifs that have sustained the vitality of the old dramatic form. 

This dissertation is based on the research of three theatrical aspects: drama-in-

itself, dramatic creation, and dramatic appreciation. For the area that is called "dramatic-

in-itself," it deals with the general function of dramatic presentation, either for the sake of 

art or for moral education; for dramatic creation, it emphasizes on playwrights and their 

worldview of dramatic creation; and for dramatic appreciation, it examines the viewpoint 

of the audience. 

Traditional Chinese drama is a high synthesis of arts. The chief factors that 

promoted the formation of this art are the literary motifs resulting fi-om the Chinese 

cultural tradition. Literary motifs can be traced in almost every aspect of Chinese drama: 

in dramatic purpose, in language, in music, in acting, in dress-up, and in stage scenery. 

Every aspect of Chinese drama is marked with Chinese national traits. And all these 

dramatic elements constitute a complexity that incorporated both representational and 

presentational qualities. This complexity has turned Chinese drama into a uniquely mixed 

art, long-lasting and durable. This dissertation will explore how literary motifs work in 

traditional Chinese drama. It will primarily focus conventions of music composition, 

poetry tradition, dramatic structure, thematic construction and theatrical movements. 
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Preface 

Chinese theatre is one of the world's earliest, which has consistently undergone a 

history of more than seven hundred years and still keeps vigorously springing up, and 

greatly manifesting its vitality. This old theatre always sees itself as an artistic form derived 

from a pristine civilization. Its great tradition has lasted for centuries so that many 

features of its artistic appeal are unique and require our special attention. The most 

important of all is that the influence of the remote times is still evident in the theatrical 

happenings of the 1990s; old ways die hard on the stage of Chinese theatre. William H. 

Sun points out that 'Two things make Chinese theatre unique. Firstly, China's population 

of close to 1.2 billion as well as about 50 million Chinese descendants outside mainland 

China (most of whom share the same language) are the largest base for a theatre of any 

group in the world. Secondly, a largely uninterrupted popular theatrical tradition of at 

least seven hundred years is ... the strongest and most accessible source any theatre can 

draw upon."' Moreover, there are about three hundred varieties of regional operas 

coexisting in today's China^, each differs strikingly from the other in style though, they 

are largely identical in dramatic essence and heritage. This identicalness of various 

regional operas in Chinese theatre bears the same source of theatrical tradition which 

promote the development of the old artistic medium during the contemporary times. 

Evidently this is a pleasing and inspiring inference for such an old dramatic form to 

prosper in the present days when other traditional dramatic forms in the world, like the 

ones of Greece and India, had long faded to historical insignificance. Even the realistic 

stage of the Europe has now been encountering the dilemma.^ However, we must be on 

' William H. Sun, ed. ''Tradition, Innovation and Politics: Chinese and Overseas Chinese 
Theatre Across the world'^ in The Drama Review, (Summer 1994). p. 15. 
^Zhao Meicheng & Li Qi, Zhenjiade aomi 1990. p. 114 
^Traditionally western drama used to be based on the early Greek tragedy which is 
interpreted by Aristotle as the art of imitation. Aristotle's famous first principle of poetry, 
and indeed of any art, is that 'krt is an imitation of nature." Thus it laid down the 
foundation of the realistic theatre in the West. According to Oscar G. Brockett, until 'the 
mid-nineteenth century, the revolt against realism had brought new attitudes toward the 
theatre. The symbolists drew much inspkation from the work Richard Wagner (1813-
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the alert against the declension of the traditional theatre due to the impact of modem 

artistic mediums, television, movie and popular music, in today's rapidly changing world.'* 

Traditional Chinese drama, like other forms of arts, is also facing a crucial challenge; it 

more or less tends to be of decrepitude and it also has encountered an aimoying dead-end. 

1883), who sought to fuse all the arts into a master work; music drama. Opposed to 
realism, Wagner argued that music is necessary to the finest drama, for it should be 
'distanced" from actual life. Between the first and second world wars, realistic stages 
continued to be the most popular mode with unsophisticated audiences, but it was 
embraced by few major artists, who, instead, participated in one or more of the numerous 
artistic movements that came into being during these years. In the book of Experimental 
Theatre: from Stanislavsky to Today by James Roose-Evans there is a introduction of 
Gordon Craig (1872-1966), who was clearly in the tradition of Wagner and the symbolist. 
His small book The Art of the Theatre caused him to become 'the spokesman, prophet 
and leader of the revolution against realism." Craig protested that the theatre had become 
overburdened with words, its origins bemg in dance and mime. He defined the good 
dramatists as one who knows that the eye is more swiftly and powerfully appareled to than 
any other sense, and in Towards a New Theatre he quotes the derivation of the word 
theatre from the Greek meaning a place for seeing shows. During the 1920s, the 
movement — Epic Theatre — took shape in Germany. Prior to World War n, it was little 
appreciated, but after 1945 its influence steadily grew. Epic theatre is associated with 
Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956), who began his career in the theatre when the expressionists 
were at the peak of their popularity. Brecht calls his plays epic because he thinks they 
resemble epic poems more than traditional drama. The epic poem, composed of 
alternating sections of dialogue and narration presents a story from the viewpoint of a 
single storyteller. The epic also may freely change place and time; it narrates some scenes 
and shows others; it bridges passages of time with a single sentence or a brief passage; it 
may easily cover the sweep of a historical period. Theatre practice in the years following 
World War n can be best described as extremely diversified. It borrowed, combined, and 
modified elements from various modem movements, adapted staging devices from many 
earlier periods, and explores new techniques both in writing and staging. The diversity 
can best be featured with the most representative types of expression: the 'inusical," and 
the 'theatre of the absurd." Since the late 1950s, virtually all theatrical practices and 
standards have been called into question, and many new techniques and subjects have been 
introduced. As a result, it has been one of the most expansive, exciting and sometimes 
puzzling and fiustrating periods the theatre has known in modem times.' 
"•Edwin Wilson mentions the challenge of movies and television in the book_77je Theatre 
Experience. He especially refers to the function of television which seems 'the ultimate 
challenge — one it would be unpossible for theatre to meet; plays with first-rate actors 
and actresses, with full color and good sound, could now be seen freely in the home." 
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Therefore, it is required that dramatists carry out a series of reforms in traditional Chinese 

theatre and produce more plays novel and lively in style and content so as to have more 

audience be intensely drawn to the theatre. Only by doing so, can they sustain the heritage 

and continuity of traditional Chinese drama. At the same time, there is a crucial need of 

more dramatic critics and researches in exploring the sustenance that has kept the theatre 

alive for thousand years, and the innate relationship between the glorious traditions of 

Chinese culture and its unique development of Chinese dramatic presentation, so as to 

promote the further development of Chinese theatre. This is what the author intends to 

work on in this dissertation. 

When he talks about Chinese poetic imagery in comparing to the western literary 

tradition. Professor Pauline Yu argues that 'Western literature presumes mimesis and 

fictionality. Mimesis is at the heart of the Western tradition, which conceives of the poet 

as artificer, 'as a maker of fictions that represent yet are different fi-om, other than, the 

phenomena of the concrete, sensible world.'" 'The traditional Chinese poets, on the other 

hand, accepts the connection between subject and object, or among objects, as something 

already pre-established. Instead of relying upon the creative ingenuity of the poet, as in 

the West, Chinese poets do not need to consciously establish meanings for 

objects^agines; for the most part these meanings already exist and await only a receptive 

mind to give them artistic expression.I have drawn great inspiration fi-om what 

Professor Yu says about the things already existed in the poets' mind. This 'Something" 

already pre-established is the knowledge through accumulated learning and has been 

commonly shared by all the literati and artists in traditional China. This knowledge 

directly, or indirectly, made it possible that the creation of literature and arts with typical 

Chinese national characteristics keep alive. 

Chinese intellectuals have always tended to the same dependence on historical 

actuality. It means that the fiindamental psychology of Chinese intellectuals in the creation 

^ Ronald Miao. " Book review on Pauline Ytt 's The Reading of Imagery in the Chinese 
Poetic Tradition" HJAS Vol. 51: No.2 (Dec. 1991) 
Paulin Yu. The Reading of Imagery in the Chinese Poetic Tradition. 1987. pp.4-6 
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of literature and arts is to search for some precedent rules and regulations that dominate 

human life as well as their artistic life. For Chinese, therefore, academic attaiiunents 

indicate the acknowledge of numerous pre-existence emerged in the elapsed times, thus 

came the term jigu ^ , a classical expression for the study of the ancient, or 

archaeology in modem times. Most traditional Chinese intellectuals thought higher of 

practicing imitation of old literary styles utilized by their forbears than striving to create 

distinct styles of novelty in their own literary works. Words or expressions used in literary 

works should always be associated with classical education. In this way brilliant writings 

in Chinese generally draw their materials from a series of idiomatic expressions or folk 

adages in ancient documents and literature. The documents and literature are called jing 

 ̂, or classics, such as the five famous books; The Book of Songs, The Book of 

Documents, The Book of Changes, The Book of Rites and The Spring and Autumn 

Annals. These five classics have become the most precedent among all the other 

precedents, and actually they have been predominating other precedents. For example. 

The Book of Poetry, probably compiled by Confucius is always considered as the source of 

Chinese literature, the same as Homer's epics that became the source of Western 

literature. What are advocated in these classics are later established as the norms for 

Chinese to follow in their life. Eventually the five classics themselves are considered 

perfect truth guiding people's life. 

As a result, allusions and allegories in these classics are constantly quoted in 

articles of later generations. As is said by Liu Xie (§!J jgg a. 465-532) that 'One has to 

accumulate learning in order to maintain a store of precious information, and to 

contemplate the nature of reason so as to enrich his talents; he must search deeply and 

experience widely in order that he may exhaustively evoke the source of light; he must 

master literary traditions in order to make his expressions felicitous and smooth." In this 

way 'When spiritual thought (shensi ) is in operation, all possible vistas open up 

before it. ... When one ascends mountains [in such an inspired state], the whole mountain 

will be tinged with the coloring of his own feelings; and when his eyes rove over the seas. 



12 

the seas will be saturated with his ideas. He can roam as companion of the wind and the 

clouds according to the measure of his talents.® Therefore, man's 'kccumulation of 

learning" is of great importance not only in acquiring knowledge, but also in artistic 

creation. 

What Professor Yu describes here about the something pre-established in the mind 

seems true of Liu Xie's 'kccumulation of learning," which not only refers to traditional 

Chinese poetics, but also refers to other forms of artistic creativity. According to my 

observation, it also can be applied to the dramatic presentation in traditional Chinese 

theatre, since traditional Chinese theatre is derived from the genres of traditional Chinese 

poetry, and can hardly be separated from its poetic tradition. Some of the lyrics in Yuan 

drama are the enumeration of allusions and allegories. Take Wang Shifii's "7%e Story of 

the Western Wing'̂  for example, in Act I when the Male Lead, Student Zhang, first comes 

onto the stage, he sings, 

[Male Lead sings to the tune of Dicmjicmgdnm in Xianlu mode: filj S • #] 
I travel for study through the Central Plain, 
Heels without strings. 
Like a tumbling weed. 
My gazing eyes link with heaven: 
"The sun is near, Chang'an is far."'' 

[To the tune of Hunjianglong ̂  ] 
Penetrating the Poetry and Documents, the classics and traditions,® 
Like a bookworm I never emerged but labored over my boring and 
rubbing. 
I stayed in the thorny enclosure until my seat grew warm' 

®Liu Xie, §!| jg. The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons, translated by Vincent 
Yu-chung Shih. 1959. p. 155 
•'A saying common among students seeking fame and fortune in the capital at Chang'an. 
It derives from a story about the youth of Emperor Mingdi (r. 323-25) of the Jin dynasty. 
When asked which was closer, the sun or Chang'an, he replied that the sun was: one could 
see it simply by raising one's head, but no one could see Chang'an. Students used his 
words to refer to their own dim prospects. 
® The Poetry and Documents along with other classics as are mentioned previously are the 
basic texts of the curriculum for the examinations. In a more general sense, this is merely 
a term for the all of the works required for students in the traditional curriculum. 
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And ground the iron inkstone until it was worn through. 
Before I can make the ninety-thousand-mile cloud-path journey of the peng,^^ 
I'll first have to endure twenty years of snow-lit window and firefly light. 
Lofty talent does not fit well into the schemes of the vulgar; 
When time's athwart, there is no attaining the ambitions of a man. 
In vain I whittle insects and carve seal-script characters 
And stitch together broken strips and tattered texts. 

The student speaks; Well, traveling all the while, I've already reached Pu Ford. 
This Yellow River has nine bends, and this is precisely the area of ancient Henei. Look at 
this grand sight! 

[To the tune of Youhulu 031] 
Where are the wind-tossed billows of the nine bends most conspicuous? 
None of the waters of the world are as tricky as those of the Yellow River: 
Only this place is paramount. 
This river belts Qi and Liang, 
Divides Qin and Jin, 
Cuts off You and Yan.'^ 

' Originally a thorn and bramble fence constructed to keep examination candidates fi'om 
crowding around the plaque announcing the roster of those who had passed. It also came 
to stand synecdochically for the examination ground itself. 
i°The story of the ninth-century student named Sang Weihan who stood for the 
examinations but was disqualified because his surname was a homophone for a word that 
meant 'funeral" or 'hiouming". Having been advised to change to another career, he had 
an iron inkstone cast, vowing that he would not give up until he had worn it through 
grinding ink. 
^^pengJS  ̂is mentioned in the opening lines of the Zhuangzi, "In the northern darkness 
there is a fish and his name isK'un fg. The K'tm is so huge I don't know many thousand 
li he measures. He changes and becomes a bird whose name is P 'eng. The back of the 
p 'eng measures I don't know how many thousand li across and , when he rises up and 
flies off, his wings are like clouds all over the sky. When the sea begins to move, the bird 
sets off for the southern darkness, which is the Lake of Heaven." Peng is so massive that 
it could rise on the whirlwind for nine thousand li before it sets off on its six-month 
journey to the south. The cloud path of the journey is a common metaphor at Song 
and Yuan periods for the road to success in the examination. 
•2'Carving seal-script characters and whittling insects" usually refers to the famous Han 
scholar Yang Xiong 953 B.C. - A.D. 18), who remarked that writing rhapsodies 
and poems was the equivalent of carving intricate characters and imagines: time-
consuming and interesting but not particularly worthy of effort. 
13 Qi ^ ' Liang ^ » Qin ' Jin ^ » You ^ > Yan 3^ are the six of the jiuzhou fi 
j'H,the nine ancient divisions in China's magical and cosmological geography. 
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Snowcapped waves beat the long sky. 
At heaven's edge autumn clouds furl; 
Bamboo hawsers cable together the floating bridge. 
On the water a steel blue dragon reclines. 
East and west it breaches into the nine regions. 
North and south it threads together a hundred streams. 
A homing vessel: is it fast or not? How does one see it ? 
Like a crossbow bolt's sudden leaving of the string. 

[To the tune of Tianxiale^~^^ ] 
Just as if the Silver River dropped through the nine heavens;''* 
From its deep fount beyond the clouds suspended 
To its entering into the Eastern Sea, it cannot but pass here. 
It irrigates the thousand kinds of flowers of Luo yang,'^ 
Enriches the myriad-acre fields ofLiangyuan;'^ 
And once it floated a raft to the edge of sun and moon.'' 

To create such a series of lyrics which employ so many allusions and allegories, and set 

them to various musical tunes that help lead a mythic dimension to the romantic play, a 

dramatist has to take years of painstaking labor on accumulation of learning so as to 

obtain the pre-established state in mind as Professor Yu suggests. Only by then could he 

ascend mountains, and see the whole mountain tinged with the coloring of his own 

feelings; and could his eyes rove over the seas, and find the seas saturated with his ideas. 

He then can roam as companion of the wind and the clouds according to the measure of 

his talents. 

'Traditional Chinese drama combined several artistic media; language (both verse 

and prose), music (both vocal and instrumental), and acting (including dance, mime, and 

i'*This is a line adapted fi-om a famous poem entitled Gazing at the Lushan Waterfall by 
the Tang poet Li Bo (701-762) 

Luo Yang had been capitals for many early dynasties, and it also has been renowned for 
its many flowers, especially peony, and gardens. 
'^Liangyuan is renowned for the famous gardens a feudal lord of antiquity constructed 
near present-day Kaifeng. 

Stephen H. West and Wilt L. Idema ed. and trans. Wang Shifu's The Moon and the 
Zither: The Story of the Western Wing. 1991. pp. 172-1174. Any other quotations fi'om 
this play bear the same source. 
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acrobatics)."'® Therefore in studying Chinese theatre one can hardly neglect the poetic 

aspects, for it is because of these literary and artistic elements that make traditional 

Chinese theatre possible. Meanwhile theatre, as defined by Edwin Wilson, is a '^oup 

experience."'' It requires the involvement of audience participation in completing the 

whole process of theatrical realization. In traditional Chinese theatre, this something ~ 

objects/imagines — already pre-established in the mind of the dramatists has been extended 

to that of audience, in whom this something is also found active in perceiving dramatic 

presentations. A finished piece of dramatic art must find an identical symbolic system and 

an appreciative structure shared by both the playwright and the audience, so as to be 

understood and accepted by the public. In doing so can a piece of dramatic art be 

considered as a complete whole, thus a creation of group experience. 

To realize the creation of group experience, one must see to it that it is one of the 

most impressive facts about our human species how widely we share our symbolic system 

or symbolic images in common. Throughout myths and folklore, throughout rituals and 

doctrines, throughout every branch of art, and throughout dreams, the fantasies and the 

waking visions of both ordinary and extraordinary people, we meet, at all times and 

places, recurrences not only of the same material but of the same images for that material. 

The images themselves have always made their own immensely powerful impression by 

being accepted intuitively. This is because the objective of all arts is Men and the natural 

world around them, fi-om which all the intuitions arise. In his The Art-work of the Future, 

Richard Wagner (1813-1883) defines arts as 'kn immediate vital act", the expression of 

man, as man is the expression of nature. 'The first and truest fount of Art reveals itself in 

the impulse that urges fi-om Life into the work of art; for it is the impulse to bring the 

unconscious, instinctive principle of Life to understanding, and acknowledgment as 

Necessity." "Art is an inbred craving of the natural, genuine, and uncorrupted man," not 

an artificial product, and not a product of mind only, which produces science, but of that 

James J. Y. Liu. Essentials of Chinese Literary Art. 1979. p. 85 
Edwin Wilson. The Theater Experience. 1985. pp. 13-23 
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deeper impulse which is unconscious. From this unconscious impulse, this need, come all 

great creations, all great inventions; conscious intellect does but exploit and splinter those 

direct impulses which come straight from the people. The people alone can feel 'k 

common and collective want'^, without this want there can be no need; without need no 

necessary action; where there is no necessary action, caprice enters, and caprice is the 

mother of all unnaturalness. Out of caprice, or an imagined need, come luxury, fashion 

and the whole art-traffic of our shameless age. 'Only from Life, from which alone can 

even the need for her grow up, can Art obtain her matter and her form; but where I,ife is 

modeled upon fashion. Art can never fashion anything from Life. "2° 

Professor Yu's assertion on the poetic imagery leads to my hypothesis on the 

phenomenon that it is the working of certain patterns derived from some specific cultural 

elements. These patterns are obviously the literary motifs which have already existed 

before the process of artistic creation. They repeatedly recur to the literary mind and the 

intuitive acceptance of the audience, thus promoting the work of literary and artistic 

creation throughout the history. So do the traditional Chinese dramatists. They make a 

deliberate choice by selecting from among a number of embryonic themes stored in their 

mind to complete their artistic creation. For what Wagner says about art, especially his 

theory on the 'bommon and collective want" has become a compelling argument to 

support my hypothesis. In addition to that, Wagner's talent and experience in music and 

his invention of 'hiotifs" in his musical drama fit in easily with my approach to the 

research on the cultural perspective of Chinese drama. Ks theory of motifs is also true of 

traditional Chinese theatre. For when we discuss traditional Chinese drama, we can hardly 

neglect the musical motifs applied in early Yuan plays. 'Yuan dramatists were poetic 

playwrights but they did, after all, compose their poetry to music and so were obliged to 

handle not only dramatic but musical conventions."^' Therefore, it is appropriate for this 

Arthur Symons, "TTie Ideas of Richard Wagnef \ in Eric Bentley, ed. The Theory of the 
Modem Stage, 1970. pp. 287-288 
2' James L Crump. "7%e Conventions and Craft of Yuan Drama" m Cyril Birch ed. Studies 
in Chinese Literary Genres, 1974. P. 193 
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dissertation to utilize Wagner's theory of motifs and focus on the recurrent literary motifs 

in traditional Chinese drama. These literary motifs are the essence that sustain the heritage 

of traditional culture and keep the continuity of traditional Chinese drama. Most 

importantly those motifs amplified in the unique Chinese culture and drama will help not 

only re-examine the values of an old theatrical form in the Orient, but also again bestow 

this old theatre with a new historical mission in enhancing the development of traditional 

Chinese drama in the modem world. 

Modem scholars have published many works regarding traditional Chinese drama. 

Most of them are about histories of Chinese theatre, origins of Chinese theatre, performing 

techniques and dramatic themes on traditional Chinese stages.^^ Recent publications show 

some interest in cultural aspects^, some even place the study of traditional Chinese drama 

in the background of the world theatre's development, but seldom has anyone touched 

upon the subject of motifs reflected in traditional Chinese drama. My dissertation is based 

on an extensive reading and a careful analysis of selected Yuan plays and a few selected 

Chinese dramatic classics after the period of Yuan. The Yuan period is considered as the 

golden age of traditional Chinese drama, for it is during that time that Chinese theatre took 

its general formation. It is by that time that Chinese theatre started to be combined with 

22 At the beginning of the book, A History of Chinese Drama, William Dolby points out 
that 'How Chinese drama first arose has in modem times been the subject of much 
debate." There are many distinguished Chinese authors and dramatic critics who draw 
different conclusions on the origin of Chinese drama. Wang Guowei's conclusion 
is that Chinese drama originated fi'om the late Song and early Yuan in his Songyuan 
xiqukao ( ^ TU IK ® ^ ) ' Ren Bantang's concept is that Chinese drama 
originated fi'om the period of Spring and Autumn, but formally developed at the period of 
Tang Dynasty in his Tangxinong (> ' Zhou Yibai ia fi in his Zhongguo 
xiqu fazhanshi gangyao ( 4" HIK ffi M ^ > ' Peng Longxin ^in his 
Zhongguo xiqu shihua ' Wu Guoqing in his Zhongguo 
xiqushi manhua all trace back to the period of the Han Dynasty 
when 'the Hundred Games" were popular, they all quoted the example of" Mr. Huang of 
the Eastern Sed" to support their arguments. 
23 Yu Qiu-yu's ^ Zhongguo xuqu wenhua shishu has 
touched upon the traditional cultural aspects in relating to traditional Chinese drama, 
which has shed light on this dissertation. 
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dialogue, singing, reciting, dancing and other means of theatrical elements, ail became 

woven together into one story plot.^'* With the story plot included in a play, Chinese 

drama took its general form. This theatrical form that were featured with the complexity 

of all arts has extended up to the present time. 

I have approached this research on traditional Chinese drama through the study of 

artistic function of drama in light of comparative studies in literature and drama, especially 

the study of the application of motifs in literature and arts. My research will be focusing 

mainly three aspects: drama-in-itself, dramatic creation and dramatic appreciation. These 

three aspects are constantly reflected in every chapter. For the area that I call 'tirama-in-

itself," it deals with the general function of dramatic presentation, either for the sake of 

art or for moral education; for dramatic creation, it emphasizes playwrights and their 

world of dramatic creation; and for dramatic appreciation it examines the viewpoint of the 

audience. The research will examine the actual practice of how literary motifs are 

employed in traditional Chinese play productions and their significance in forming the 

uniqueness of traditional Chinese drama. My arguments in the dissertation will be 

arranged in six parts as follows; 

1. General Introduction. In this section I will be exploring the function of motifs 

in the works of western music and literature, and clarifying my views on motifs working in 

Chinese literary tradition. 

2. Motifs in Dramatic Music of Traditional Chinese Theatre. I will be making a 

systematic exposition of musical tunes applied in traditional Chinese drama. 

3. Motifs in Traditional Chinese Theatre with Poetic Tradition. I will be 

elucidating the significance and influence of the Chinese poetic heritage in the dramatic 

creation. 

According to Edwin Wilson in his The Theatre Experience, plot is, 'ks distinct fi^om 
story, the patterned arrangements of events and characters for a drama. The mcidents are 
selected and arranged for maximum dramatic impact." 
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4. Motifs in Dramatic Construction in Traditional Chinese Drama. I will be 

undertaking the comparative studies on the Western and Chinese dramatic structures, and 

interpreting how Chinese dramatists view the process of dramatic creation and production. 

5. Motifs in Dramatic Themes in Traditional Chinese Theatre. I will be 

illustrating how cultural differences result in the variations of play classification. My 

conviction is that traditional Chinese drama is dominated by role type characterization, so 

is the dramatic classification. 

6. Motifs in Dramatic Movement in Traditional Chinese Theatre. I will be 

depicting the stylized movement and the aesthetic beauty of traditional Chinese dramatic 

presentation, and elucidating its significant roles and contributions to the theatre of the 

world. 
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1. Introduction to Motif 

Every nation follows its own way to present its distinctive forms in creating artistic 

works. What I mean by artistic works here also include literary and theatrical works. 

These forms should always be identical to the nation's cultural characteristics.' These 

cultural characteristics help form certain patterns for both artistic creation and 

appreciation. Therefore, people within the nation will not find it diflBcult understanding 

and appreciating the artistic works once they are presented. In this case, both artists and 

their works become products of the nation's culture. Artists carry on the nation's cultural 

heritage in their artistic works and their works must reflect the identical features of the 

nation's culture, or the national characteristics, so as to meet the satisfactory perception of 

all the members in the nation. An artistic work without the national characteristic is to be 

like a zebra without strips. 

With the influence of the national characteristics, all artists, though working 

individually, follow the same cultural norms and values in their artistic creation, thus the 

nation's cultural heritage is possible to be carried forward. Listen to what Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) says about himself, "What am I myself? What have I 

1 What I mean by the nation's cultural characteristics is mostly based on the situation in 
China. China is a country with a large population and territories. Because of its unique 
written language, its tradition of centralized and bureaucratic government, and its 
Confucianism as the national ideology for centuries-long time expansion, the nation has 
developed its unique cultural heritage which has influenced in every aspect of people's life 
and their artistic creations. The uninterrupted cultural influence has extended up to the 
present. Indian civilization developed a complex social institution known to us as the 
caste system and the tolerant and inclusive religious tradition of Hinduism. The Middle 
East is considered as the home to the earliest human civilization in Mesopotamia and 
Egypt where the civilization of Islam arose and flourished. For the West, it is the Greeks 
that provided the intellectual foundations of Western civilization with their freethinking 
rationality and secularism while Romans spread these ideas in an empire that encompassed 
the Mediterranean basin. Nowadays the Continent, for example, consists of a great many 
states, each has its own language and customs, but their national cultural heritages are 
derived from the same source. I consider the culture of these states as a whole culture 
belonging to the West. The situation of the West can hardly be compared to that of China 
whose unique national traits are extraordinary and immense. 
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done? All that I have seen, heard, noted I have collected and used. My works are 

reverenced by a thousand different individuals. ... Often I have reaped the harvest that 

others have sown. My work is that of a collective being and it bears Goethe's name."^ So 

far as theatrical experience is concerned, according to what Goethe says, we may 

therefore come to the generalization that playwrights and their plays, too, are a collective 

being; all are creations of a nation's culture. That is because the flinction of theatrical art, 

like any other forms of art, comprises absolute essentials for human existence, essentials 

that may be obtained from some other non-artistic sources, to be sure, but essentials found 

in rich supply inartistic works. And its commitment is, however, always confined within a 

certain ethnic coUectiveness. As is also proposed by Goethe that theatrical art has three 

possible and sometimes simultaneous fiinctions: 1. entertainment, 2. edification, and 3. 

exaltation of the human spirit.^ Here the functions of entertainment and edification are 

easy to understand and follow, for theatrical experience is mainly considered entertaining 

and educational everywhere in the world. But exaltation must be studied within its 

cultural context, because it is usually associated with religion or commitment to an ethnic 

faith rather than art. One can see that the common origins of religion or an ethnic faith 

and art as an attempt to define, order, understand, and thus control a dimly perceived, 

often confusing environment. For instance, the concept of "catharsis' in Aristotle's 

definition of tragedy, which means the purgation resulted from an experience of tragedy, 

can hardly find any equivalent in the Chinese counterpart. Traditional Chinese people had 

their own points of view towards tragedy and other theatrical presentations. Of course for 

exaltation of human spirit, the differences between the two cultures are far beyond the 

perception of a theatrical piece. Moreover, in the early days people did not and could not 

distinguish between art, religion, and science as they sought an understanding of their 

surroundings. 

2 Philip Freund, ed. Otto Rank, The Myth of the Birth of the Hero and Other Writings. 
1964. p. 166 
^ Stephen M. Archer. How Theatre Happens. 1983. pp. 17-23 
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Actually, religion properly concerns itself with humanity's relationships with its 

gods. Art, on the other hand, deals with humans' relationships with themselves, their 

fellow humans, and their existence. Traditional Chinese people thought highly of social 

norms and virtues in their life. Confucius always talked about Dao ) and De ), 

which were two separate concepts. Dao refers to a way of social conduct and principles, 

while De is the practice in accordance with the principles. These two concepts are 

designed to reflect the principles in the course of life action. Confiicius says, 'Let the will 

be set on the path of duty Too ). Let every attainment in what is good De ) be 

firmly grasped. Let perfect virtue Ren ({Z ) be accorded with. Let relaxation and 

enjoyment be found in the political arts Yi In my opinion, Dao, De, Ren, and Yi 

may be classified into four interpretative layers associated with Man's life in ancient 

Chinese society: Dao is the highest principle, De is the actual practice of principle, Ren is 

the highest De or virtue, while Yi refers to ritual and music, which is the actual 

realization of Ren. Therefore, it is Yi, the art, that accomplishes the realization of social 

harmony. It seems that Confucius tried to create the second human nature^ with the 

artistic means such as dance and music which are of cultural perspective. This is also true 

of what Goethe's exaltation of human spirit, which may indicate the situation in the mind 

of a traditional Chinese. We may have seen much of the world's greatest artistic creations 

depicting the magnificence of the human spirit, especially when faced with affliction. In 

the West it was Greek tragedy that helped people reach the exaltation, and in China it was 

the Elegies of the Chu^ and other laments by numerous poets throughout the history. To 

Confucian Analects. 1971. p. 196 
' The first human nature is biological and physical, which is so called DNA today. 
®The poems collected in The Songs of the Chu is often referred to in English as the 
Elegies of the Chu, an anthology of poems attributed to Qu Yuan. Qu Yuan lived in the 
3rd century B.C., when his country was at the dismal time and the Zhou Empire had fallen 
into disrepute. Qu Yaun was struggling against the ineptness of the rule of the Chu State, 
the weakness of its King, the greed and dissolute immorality of its ruling class. His 
enemies joined to poison the King's ear against this moral and crusading councilor. 
Eventually, Qu Yuan fell into disgrace with the King who, being a rather weak and 
vacillating character, had more love for the flattery and cajoling of the greedy members of 
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achieve the purpose of exaltation, theatre, as a performing art, must share common 

features regarding the magnificence of the national characteristics, with which the people 

within the nation can seek in the hope their lives being improved through theatrical 

experience, regardless of the purgation of various emotions. 

Regarding the national characteristics in theatre, we may turn to G. C. Jung's 

comment that without German, there would be no one who could have written "Faust." 

'It was not Goethe that created "Faz/j/,"but it was "Fausf'that produced Goethe.'"^ In 

Jung's version, to analyze an artistic work, one first of all has to investigate its cultural 

background for the work is produced out of the collective unconscious. He explains, " 

We mean by collective unconscious, a certain psychic disposition shaped by the forces of 

heredity; fi-om it consciousness has developed. In the physical structure of the body we 

find traces of earlier stages of evolution, and we may expect the human psyche also to 

conform in its make-up to the law of phylogeny. It is a fact that in eclipses of 

consciousness — in dreams, narcotic states, and cases of insanity ~ there come to the 

surface psychic products or contents that show all the traits of primitive levels of psychic 

development."® Though Jung approaches his research on artistic works through 

psychology, his statement is true of the principles of both artistic and literary creations. 

Shakespeare created Sir John FalstafF in "King Henry IV" and " The Merry Wives 

of Windsor" who became the greatest of comic creations, the archetype of all such 

endearing rogues in which English literature has abounded. In his totally different way, he 

has been to English literature what his contemporary, Don Quixote, has been to Spanish — 

a patriarchal archetype, immensely fertile and progenitive. The difference between the two 

his entourage than for the more stringent wisdom of Qu Yuan. Qu Yuan having incurred 
the distrust of his master, went into exile. For fifteen years in his lonely solitude he 
labored, eventually writing the famous lyrical masterpiece, the "Li Sao"  ̂
Encountering Sorrow), a narrative in 374 lines, the longest poem in pre-Han literature, 
and is written in a meter quite different fi-om that of the Book of Odes. This poem is also 
included in the collection, 
''Gu Xiaoming, ®^. Waiguoxiandai wenyipipingfangfalun i 
&||>.1985. p. 118 
® Raman Selden. The Theory of Criticism; from Plato to the Present. 1988. p. 230 
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is the difference between the two minds and national temperaments, between England and 

Spain, the age of Elizabeth and the siglo d' oro of Philip n with its exhaustion of Span's 

resources, living on a crazy, impoverished, fanatical chivalry. In this way, Guan Gong (Bg 

^), Cao Cao (^ ̂ ), Li Kui ^ ̂  ) and Wang Zhaojun (i BS ^ ), and all the 

stereotyped theatrical heroes and heroines on traditional Chinese stage bore the sameness 

of the Chinese archetype which has been run throughout the whole history in Chinese 

theatre. 

Each social group, no matter it is ethnic, tribal, or even patriarchal, has its own 

collective psychology, which is also called the collective unconsciousness. Its content is 

always archetypal and is most probably illustrated in myths, legends and ethnic beliefs. 'It 

is generally agreed that a culture's heroes form a system, and that these heroes reveal the 

values and standards of that culture."' It is from the myths and legends that people would 

have found common ground, and lightened up their hidden collective unconsciousness. 

The myths and legends are the childhood of our human being. When the creative process 

in theatre is at work, this collective unconsciousness usually circumscribe and direct the 

playwrights' thematic selection and styles of presentation. Though their approaches vary, 

their themes, plots, intrigues and other dramatic device could have been repeatedly copied 

for use. The famous British playwright William Archer describes one of his experiences of 

play-writing in his Play-Making: A Manual of Craftsmanship . 'I remember once, in some 

momentary access of ambition, trying to invent a play. I occupied several hours of a long 

country walk in, as I believed, creating out of nothing at all dramatic story. When at last I 

had molded it into some sort of coherency, I stepped back from it in my mind, as it were, 

and contemplated it as a whole. No sooner had I done so then it began to seem vaguely 

familiar. 'Where have I seen this before?' I asked myself; and it was only after cudgeling 

my brains for several minutes that I found I had re-invented Ibsen's "Hedda Gabler." 

Thus, when we think we are choosing a plot out of the void, we are very apt to be, in fact, 

ransacking the storehouse of memory. The plot which chooses us is much more to be 

' Shelley Hsueh-lun Chang. History and Legends. 1990. p. 57 
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depended upon — the idea which comes when we least expect it, perhaps from the most 

unlikely quarter, clamors at the gates of birth, and will not let us rest till it be clothed in 

dramatic flesh and blood. It may very well happen, of course, that it has to wait — that it 

has to be pigeon-hold for a time, until its due turn comes."In this way selecting from 

among a number of embryonic themes stored in his mind, which is resuhed from his 

experience of his artistic creation and his social experience as well, a playwright is often 

ready to make a deliberate choice, with or without consciousness. 

'With a given material, ..., all goes easier and better. Facts and characters being 

provided, the poet has only the task of animating the whole. He preserves his own 

fullness, for he needs to part with but little of himself; and there is much less loss of time 

and power, since he has only the trouble of execution. Indeed, I advised the choice of 

subjects that have been worked before. How many Iphigenias have been written! Yet 

they are all different; each writer considers and arranges the subject after his own 

fashion."!! Goethe was right, the character Iphogenia has been portrayed for several 

occasions. As the daughter of Greek general Agamemnon and his wife Clytemnetra, she is 

first depicted in Homer's epic Iliad, then Euripides, one of the three greatest Greek 

playwrights, wrote about her forced sacrifice in his tragedy ''Iphigenia in Auli^' in 407 

B.C. and parts of the play is marked by some of the finest Greek dramatic poetry in 

literature; in the seventeenth century French dramatist and poet, Jean Racine (1639-1699), 

wrote about her in the play "Iphigenie'\ Goethe also draw the materials from the Greek 

epic and wrote "Iphigenie auf Tauri^' in 1787, the tragedy in modem version about her 

life. There is another example which is about the famous Antigone, a heroine in Westem 

theatre and literature. Antigone was first mentioned in the tragedy of "The Seven Against 

Thebe^ by Aeschylus; then Sophocles wrote a tragedy entitled "Antigone^\ Walter 

Hasenclever (1890-1940) developed it into a modem dramatic version with pacifistic 

tendency of the same name; in 1944, Jean Anouilh's version of the Sophoclean tragedy 

William Archer. Play-Making: A Manual of Craftsmanship. 1912. pp. 24-25 
" J.W. Goethe. Conversations with Eckermann (1822-1832). trans, by John Oxenford, 
1984. pp. 7-8 
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was produced in Paris during the Nazi occupation, and in it Antigone is seen primarily as 

the rebel who defies the tyrant Creon. All these plays are considered great pieces. Before 

Hamlet was an English play, it was a Scandinavian story. ' like most of the 

great Elizabethan plays, presents itself to us as a whole that has been gradually built up, 

not as a single definitive creation made by one man in one effort. 

In Chinese theatre, the repeatedly used characters or themes in plays have occurred 

throughout the history. Take Wang Shipu's (i ̂  ̂  dates are not clear) "Xixiang jT 

( (15^15 ) The Story of the Western Wing) for example, the earliest plot was recorded 

in Yuan Zhen's ( 779 - 831) Chuanqi ''Ying Ying chuan" ( ( > 

The Tale of Ying Ying) in Tang dynasty. After that, words or lines about the female 

character, Ying Ying, were found in many other works such as the Tang poet Li Shen's 

772 - 846) poem "Ying Ying ge"C ll1tf^"The Song of Yingying), the Song's 

poet Qinguan's (|^|K 1049 - 1100) Tiaoxiaoling{ 1® ^ ̂ ) , Mao Pang's { 

Tiaoxiao zhuanta , Zhao Lingzhi's )Shangdiao dielianhua ci 

^ PI )• As for dramatic scripts, there are at least four versions before Wang 

Shifu.^''The most famous is the Medley written by Dong Jieyuan 1115-1243). 

CHlbert Murray. "Hamlet and Oreste '̂ in Wilbur Scott ed. Five Approaches of Literary 
Criticism. 1962. p.255 

Tang writers introduced the new chuanqi or tales of the marvelous, written in the 
literary style. Among the influences that contributed to the rise of this form are the 
neoclassical movement in prose, which provides a suitable medium for narration; the 
practice of the candidates in state examinations presenting specimens of their writings, 
including literary tales, as a form of introduction to the examiner and other influential 
oflBcials; and the prosperous, brilliant metropolitan life with all its gaieties and tragedies, 
fi-om which much of the Tang fictional material was drawn. 

According to Zhou Mi of Song dynasty, in his book Wulin Jiushi (5^ •  ̂  ̂̂  W 
^ > The Recollections of Wu Lin), during the Song, there was an ofl5cial script for_Zaju 
drama ( < > )"Ying Ying liuyao ( ), acting the story between 
Ying Ying and Zhang Junrui; according to Xu Hui of the Ming dynasty, in his Nanci 
xulu ( <  ̂Pi ̂  > Records of Southern Lyrics) there is a play script of Ying Ying 
xixiangji The Tales of Yingying and the Western Chamber); 
according to Luo Ye in his Zuiweng tanglu ( < Sf # M 0^ > Talks of a Drunk 
Man), there is the play title "Zhanggongzi yii Cui Yingying' ( 
Mister Zhang meets Cui Yingying) , and Dong Jieyuan IE®? jc of the Jm dynasty created 
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So literary works around the tale of Ying Ying had undergone several important changes 

and improvements in the course of its development before it culminated in the* dramatic 

masterpiece of Wang Shi-fli. 

Bai Pu Q ^ (1226-cir. 1313), another great Yuan dramatist, wrote the play 

"Wutong yu" Rain on the Wutong Trees) utilized the plot in the poem of 

"Changhen ge" ( ̂  fC Song of Everlasting Sorrow) by Bai Juyi (S ® ̂  772-846). 

This long poem depicts the love story between Emperor Minghuang and his favorite 

concubme Yang Guifei ). Gao Ming (1^ B^), also a distinguished Yuan 

dramatist, wrote the play "P/paLute) which is based on the story of Cai 

Bojie G^fS''^)and his wife Zhao Wuniang (^£$S) which had been widely known as 

"Z/iao Chaste Maid and the Second Brother Cai" ( in the folk 

literature of the Sung-Yuan period. But whereas Cai Bojie appeared in popular tales as an 

ungrateful fellow who deserted his parents and wife, the scholar-hero of "TT/e Lute" 

achieved 'Complete loyalty and filial piety," The story archetype can however be felt in 

the play. 

Maud Bodkin points out that 'When a great poet uses the stories that have taken 

shape in the fantasy of the community, it is not his individual sensibility alone that he 

objectifies. Responding with unusual sensitiveness to the words and images which already 

express the emotional experience of the community, the poet arranges these so as to 

utilize to the fiill their evocative power. Thus he attains for himself vision and possession 

of the experience engendered between his own soul and the life around him, and 

communicates that experience, at once individual and collective, to others, so far as they 

can respond adequately to the words and images he uses."^^ Jung thinks that the artist's 

vision is drawn directly fi-om 'primordial experience', transmitted through the 'collective 

unconscious', while Maud Bodkin treats the archetypal symbols as images shared by the 

minds of all human beings. Jung tries to approach literature and arts through deep 

the story told with the stringed instruments ( ), the story is thereafter 
named as "DongXixian '̂ ( ( ) )• 

Raman Selden. Ibid. p. 232 
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psychological analysis, while Bodkin tends to study artistic works in the cultural aspect. 

In this dissertation I assume the function of literary motif has exercised tremendous 

influence over the artistic creation, which is obviously culturally oriented. 

Motif \s a term first used in the Western artistic and literary criticism. The word 

motif'tierives fi'om movere (to move) and thus originally carries the meaning of movem — 

that which moves something." As is known that the musical motive actually engenders a 

motion, since music is a linear time-art, at least in its melodic components. The most 

creative function of the orchestra envisioned by Wagner in his remarkable blueprint for the 

Gesamtkunstwerk is what he says presentiments and reminiscences. It is quite clear to see 

that Wagner thought of these as complementary and equally plain that the reminiscences 

could be much more precisely defined and that they were a far more effective integrating 

device. The motifs of reminiscence are the theoretical prototypes of what are now 

universally termed 'leitmotifs," a term which was never used by Wagner but was later 

'boined by Hans von Wolzugen" to designate a short group of notes forming a 

distinctive pattern or impression in the field of music, when he wrote the first guides to 

the musical motifs in Wagner's dramas. So the origin of the word used in music derives 

fi-om leitmotif which is essentially a literary device adapted to the needs of music. In its 

anglicized version it also is used to denote a recurrent presence of certain character types, 

objects, settings, or situations in diverse genres, as so often in Wagner's operas. 

Comparative Literature and Literary Theory. 1973. p.145 
J. A. Cuddon, A Dictionary of Literary Terms. 1977. p. 357 

Wagner completed the Ring poem in 1852 and in 1853 began composition of "Dos 
Rheingold\ which he designated as the prologue to the drama. The prelude to "Das 
Rheingold''\s remarkable for the fact that it continues for 135 measures without a change 
of key. It is presumably symbolic of the calm, undisturbed depths of the Rhine and the 
elemental state of creation at the time the drama opens. This striking passage embodied 
what may be considered the first leitmotiv, or leading motive, of the Ring drama. 
Although it does not occur again in its original form, a number of other leading motives 
are constructed out of its harmonic element — that is, the perfect major chord. Among 
those which will be recognized are the motives of Rhinemaidens, Gold, Noms, 
Destruction of the Gods, Rainbow, Sward, Ride of the Valkyries, and Brunnhild's Sleep. 
The first leading motive of "Das Rhinegold" hecomes strongly apparent at the end of" Die 
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Richard Wagner deserves credit for his invention of the concept of leitmotif'\n his 

opera creation. He himself associated the leitmotif with literary antecedents and pointed 

out the fixed Homeric epithet as a parallel. Wagner's musical drama "Z)ay Rheingold' 

contains approximately twenty-six motifs of primary importance, and at least as many 

secondary ones. The Ring motif appears in Rhinegold alone fifty-one times . The Loge 

motif occurs thirty-five times. Frequently a motif is used only as a kind of musical 

identification for a person or object and is repeated whenever that person appears or the 

name of the object is mentioned in verbal deliveries on stage, where no actual 

reminiscence is involved. The technique does not establish a relationship between word 

and tone or between stage picture and tone. For artistic creation in music, the first motive 

of a musician is like the embryonic cell and is considered as the core of the process that a 

whole musical structure is built up. With the cultural background bestowed in the 

musician and the situational atmosphere he/she encounters are involved in the melody 

creation, the motif is formed which simultaneously comes to dominate the formation of the 

musical piece with the particular nationality. In this way, the process that the motif being 

combined with the scale of a nation's musical system then expends to the melody. These 

distinctions in musical creation help dominate the creation and appreciation within the 

whole nationality. However, these distinctions of music thoughts, music language and 

Gotterd&nmerung" when the ring is finally engulfed by the Rine. The simple, strong 
chord that dominates the music symbolizes the return to the primordial state of creation. 
Because of the vast and complicated plot of the Ring, there are numberless other leading 
motives that symbolize characters and dramatic situations. As developed by Wagner, the 
leading motive was not merely a musical imitation of characteristic sounds, such as the 
galloping of horses, the sound of laughter, or the roaring of the wind. Wagner's leading 
motives — he was not the first nor the only one to use them — express in music the 
psychological factors of a dramatic situation as well as the identifying characteristics of an 
individual. A given motive will be heard not only when a character appears on the scene 
but also when that character is linked with a certain dramatic situation. Thus, in Act Two 
of "Die Walkure" when Fricka rebukes Wotan for allowing Siegmund to steal Hunding's 
wife, we hear leading motives of persons or things as they are referred to in the 
conversation — Hunting, Sward, Ring, Love, Spring, and Treaty. 
'5 Jack M. Steia Richard Wagner and the Synthesis of the Arts. \960. p.96 
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music techniques of presentation also play the function that restricts the group or 

collective creation and appreciation in artistic appreciation. The musicians of the specified 

nationality write melodies which are surely involved in its specific cultural elements. And 

so members of the specified nation will always feel the created music pleasant to their ears 

and easy to understand the whole musical piece presented with the motif released fi-om the 

music. 

Traditionally every historical period had its own distinctive artistic means resulted 

fi-om its cultural environment. Music in Wagner's time is the dominant art of the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and writers tended to take it as a model and 

inspiration. In this way, Wagner's invention is in tone of the Western cultural history. 

What Richard Wagner tried to seek is to fiise all the artistic means into a master work: 

music drama, which is distantly similar to the traditional Chinese theatre, for it has a long 

tradition of musical expression. The reform on traditional western realistic drama is 

attributed to Richard Wagner. 'Opposed to realism, Wagner argued that music is 

necessary to the finest drama, for it should be 'distanced' fi-om actual life. Furthermore, 

according to Wagner, music oflfers a means whereby the dramatist-composer may control 

the performance of the actor-singer, since music can dictate the pitch, duration, and tempo 

of the words. Wagner also believed that the master artist should retain complete control 

over the scenery, costumes, lighting, and all other theatrical elements. Thus, he was one 

of the first advocates of unified production and a strong director.''^" However, in his 

Opera and Drama, Wagner requires that 'hiotifs of reminiscence be used only at moments 

when the emotional level of the melodic verse falls to a point where its relationship with 

ordinary speech is most evident; that is to say, when it makes its appeal primarily to the 

intellect. At these moments, the motifs in the orchestra were to keep the emotional level 

high."2i Though motif dominates the creation and appreciation of an artistic work, it is 

not merely a matter of thematic dominance, nor of formal structure. Any piece of music 

20 Oscar G. Brockett. The Theatre: An Introduction. 1974. p. 338 
2' Jack M. Stein. Richard Wagner & The Synthesis of The Arts. 1960. p. 96 
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may have several themes and various emotional expressions, but the commonality in the 

depth of a musical production is always prominent, and easy for everyone to feel if he or 

she comes from the same social background. As far as contents in theatrical production is 

concerned, this commonality is motif so to speak. From the point of process of a musical 

development, it may be called motive, for it is a structural element with which individual 

musical phonogram can be compiled into a master piece. This convention of deep 

structure in music has been long existing in any nation. 

Chinese drama has followed a specified path in its development and formed a 

complete but unique performance system through hundreds of years of evolution. This 

uniqueness in dramatic presentation is well-established and repeatedly reflected in its 

theatrical forms, artistic styles, aesthetic consciousness and dramatic perception, thus 

comparing favorably with its Western counterpart. In addition to what I have mentioned 

in the introduction about how Chinese artists inherit their literary tradition, Chinese drama 

seems to contain certain cultural elements that existed and are concealed in its 

performance. Its distinctive artistic appeals have formed the theatrical uniqueness in both 

style and content. They have been dominating and regulating the process of play-writing, 

performance, and even the perception of theatergoers. It is my belief that literary motifs 

are the dominating elements that have exercised a great influence on the evolution of 

traditional Chinese drama. Historically, these various motifs appeared in almost all aspects 

of the theater, such as music, poetry, diction, stylized movement, dramatic structure, stage 

decoration, facial make-up and costumes, all are mingled into the traditional Chinese play. 

All these elements contain motifs and have made the traditional Chinese drama not only 

popular, but also long-lasting and durable. 

With no exception, the existence of this deep structure in music was discovered in 

early Chmese tradition. There is a story about Bo Ya (f^ 3^) and Zhong Ziqi 

22 Bo Ya, an ancient musician in China, was playing a lute, and Zhong Ziqi, a wood cutter 
but a friend with an appreciative ear, was listening . While he was playing Bo Ya thought 
of Mount Tai; Zhong Ziqi said, 'Exquisite, your music is just as majestic as Mount Tai." 
In a little while , Bo Ya thought of a river; Zhong Ziqi again said, 'Exquisite, your music 
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recorded in the hookLushi Chunqiu ( < S ) which traces bacic to the years of 

Warring Periods (403-221 B.C.)- The friendship between the two was entirely based on 

the mutual understanding the musical pieces from the lute. Without the practice of the 

motifs in the music produced by Bo Ya and the motifs pre-established in Zhong Ziqi's 

mind, this mutual understanding was impossible, and Zhong Ziqi would never know that 

Bo Ya was depicting the loftiness of the high mountain and the ever flowing waters of the 

river. And Bo Ya would never meet such a Zhi yin ( ^ # an understanding critic ). 

Having realized that no one in the world understood his musical thinking after the death of 

Zhong Ziqi, Bo Ya broke his beloved lute and never had the feeling to play it again. He 

could never generate the mood shared by those who could truly understand what he 

longed for. To my understanding, feeling is very personal, but mood must be the 

conscious world resulted from the collective unconsciousness. Like a piece of music, or a 

theatrical piece, if no one would come to appreciate it after its creation, no one could 

understand, and the collective unconsciousness does not work, the value of its existence is 

thus lost forever. 

Chinese traditional drama is inextricably associated with music. Till the end of iast 

century, a piece of theatrical work without the accompany of music and songs would not 

be considered as a play. With the musical convention involved in theatre, traditional 

Chinese drama began to take its formative phase. It is the music in the plays that has made 

Chinese theatre famous for its non-realistic theatrical art in the world. In Yuan plays, 

music plays a significant part of such a framework. However, traditionally, the Yuan 

playwrights did not write the music themselves. 'The individual songs sung on the stage 

are generally the same form as the non-dramatic songs and bear the same tune titles. A 

single tune, once adopted is used for a number of lyrics in a play."^^ Wang Jide 

rills full like a flowing river." When Zhong Ziqi died. Bo Ya dashed his lute to pieces and 
never during his life time did he play again. For he believed that there was no one else 
understanding enough to make his playing worthwhile See Liishi Chunqiu ( S  ̂

Vol. 14 . p. 140 
23 Shih Ch ung-wen. The Golden Age of Chinese Drama: Yuan Tsa Chu. 1976. p. 185 
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? - 1623) of the Ming dynasty says in his Oxi Lu f^Laws ofMusical Modes) , 'Names 

of musical tunes are so-called tune title. The creation of ancient music is originally to 

select words and dub them in appropriate musical tunes. Through years of optimization, 

some beautifully sounded tunes were selected and preserved. Poets filled their new words 

into the existent musical tunes which bom the original titles, such as Dicmjiangchun{ 

H^#), Houtinghua , Yumeiren (^ ̂  A) • Shen Qiong :^9l(1533-1610) of 

the Ming dynasty has collected 685 tune titles in his Jiugong cipu ( <^."§^15110) )• 

During the Qing dynasty (1644 - 1911), Jiugongdachen nanbei cigongpu ( 

) compiled through the imperial order during the reign of Emperor Qian 

Long (r. 1736 - 1795) has collected altogether 2,049 tune titles with their variations up to 

4,466.2" Contemporary accounts provide a number of 335 tunes current in the Yuan 

period. In the extant plays, about 270 different tunes in ten musical modes are used. They 

are Shuangdiao, Zhonglu, Zhenggong, Xianlu, Yiiediao, Nanlu, Shangdiao, Dashidiao, 

Huangzhong, and Banshediao. These music moes are called Gongdiao |^) which 

originated fi'om the traditional music elements of Daqu ® ), or song-and-dance suite 

of the Tang and Song dynasties. The Yuan playwrights were governed by strict rules 

which demanded that all songs in a single act use melodies fi'om the same mode and that 

all lyrics make use of the same rhyme; the mode and rhyme used for one act could not be 

used for any other act in the same play. The organization of the songs into one mode suite 

per act helps convey to the audience a sense of the divisions and progression of the story, 

while the alternation of mode and tune surely also helps to alter and create atmosphere and 

to signify such generalities as tension or joy. That is because music can create the 

atmosphere and emphasize the directions of the action in a particular act. It is reasonable 

to assume that since only one musical mode is used in an entire act, the mode set the 

overall mood for the act, although the mood of individual scenes may diverge 

considerably. In this case, the strictly regulated musical tunes used in traditional Chinese 

2'* Zhang Gen, ^ H .Zhongguo dabaike quanshu: xiqii * ISfl) • 
1983. p. 301 
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drama are to create motifs which dominate both the creation and the appreciation of a 

play. DiflFerent musical tunes could help build up various motifs for varied emotional 

atmospheres on stage, thus sending a musical phrase straight inside the audience. With the 

composition of music and lyrics dominated by the motifs, audience can instantly light up 

with a perfect incandescence of response and recognition. Even in modem China, 

theatergoers would welcome a theatrical piece of Peking Opera with a contemporary 

theme but its diction presented with the accompany of the selected old musical tunes. 

More elaboration regarding the application of musical tunes in Chinese drama will be 

discussed in the following chapter. 

Although the concept of motifs initiated from the musical performance, it is 

applied in all forms of artistic and literature creations. Take Carpe diem (L 'snatch the 

day') for example. The phrase occurs in Horace's Odes (I, xi): 

Dum loquimur, fugerit invida 

Aetas: carpe diem, quoon minimum credula postero. 

It stands in short for; 'Enjoy yourself while you can." Horace elaborates on the motif in 

Odes in, xxix. It is found in Greek as well as Latin poetry, recurs frequently in many 

literatures and obviously arises from the realization of the brevity of life and the 

inevitability of death. It might be assessed as the motto of epicureanism. The carpe diem 

motif, in more specifically Christian and didactic writings, appears in many sermons and 

much devotional literature during the Middle Ages and thereafter, but the import tends to 

be admonitory: life is short ~ prepare to meet thy doom. 

In poetics, symbolic images take a large portion for its creation. 'Imagery and 

symbolism are imperceptibly blended, and a dual purpose is fulfilled by them; to describe 

an external scene and reveal an inner emotional experience."^^ The symbolic images are 

actually the medium conneaing the external scene and the inner emotional feeling, which 

must be accepted through an established convention. And every image appeared in an 

artistic work is motif at work, for images themselves have always made their own 

James J.Y. Liu. The Art of Chinese Poetry. 1962. p. 128 
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immensely powerful impression by being accepted intuitively. Wagner attached 

considerable artistic importance to his elementary symbolism of facial expression, vocal 

inflexion and bodily gesture; he discussed it with the same seriousness as the more highly 

developed images which constitute his poetry and his music. So far as traditional Chinese 

theatre is concerned, the major literary form of Chinese drama is poetry. For thousands of 

years, Chinese poetry had been considered as a national literary genre with are fiill of 

imagery and symbolism. Its influence had more or less extended to every aspect of 

traditional Chinese drama. 

'In a way, leitmotif, as a literary device has been known since the dawn of 

literature, and there is a certain amount of justification for considering the regular Homeric 

combination of an epithet with a noun ~ 'the many-voiced sea,' 'the hollow ships,' 

'Dawn, the rosy-fingered' — as a leitmotif. Similarly, one critic finds that the device was 

used , to some extent, well before the time of Wagner and , later independently of his 

influence, by such writers as Goethe and Dickens.''^® Wagner's Ring is built on the varied 

repetition of leitmotifs, just as Cervantes's Don Quixote is built on various episodes each 

of which is a different manifestation of the same general idea. The emphasis in literature is 

on content, for the literary motif is conductive to action only to the extent that it contains 

a situational element. This situational element is based on a particular culture which 

reflects the national characteristics. When Goethe talks about the importance of motifs, he 

relates motifs to 'Situation." He says, 'The world remains always the same; situations are 

repeated; one people lives, loves, and feels like another, why should not one poet write 

like another? The situations of life are alike; why then should those of poems be 

unlike?"^'' In literary creation the world share a lot of similarities. People will find 

passages in Shakespeare's works which are also found in the ancients, such as the works 

of Homer. However, there is no doubt that the Roman under Shakespeare's pen are 

Shakespeare's contemporaries. 

26 Calvin S. Brown. Music and Literature: A Comparison of the Arts. 1948. p. 211 
^''Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Conversation with Eckermann (1823-1832). trans, by 
John Oxenford, 1984. p. 66 



36 

From the experience of the Western theatre, we may generalize the conclusion that 

the formation of a nation's theatre can hardly be separated from the preparation in the 

nation's literature. The appearance of Greek tragedy resulted from Homer's two epics 

Iliad and Odyssey. India also produced two epics Mahabharata and Ramayana after 

Vedas, which may have begun as early as 1000 B.C. They were to be the major sources of 

material for Sanskrit dramatists.^^ These great epics not only provide the later drama with 

ample thematic materials, but also cultivated through their epic poems the national 

capacity of telling stories and describing personalities with rhymed verses and expressive 

languages. 

Though in the history of Chinese literature, there were no such epics in the early 

days that could help bring about the nation's theatre, Chinese literary tradition has its own 

way to draw materials from historical sources, that is from the classics, such as Shijing 

^ The Book of Songs), Shiji (3^ Records of A Historian), and some other literary 

sources. Regarding Chinese poetics, when Yuan Haowen (7c 55 1190-1257) 

comments on Tu Fu's poetry, he says, 'Not a single word in Tu Fu's poetry is chosen 

without source."^' The convention of revising and expanding an extant literary idea 

instead of creating a completely new one is most revealing in China. We hear the 

Sanskrit drama was organized around rasas (fundamental moods), to which all other 
dramatic elements were subordinated. Thus Sanskrit plays are not categorized as comedy, 
tragedy, or melodrama, but according to one of nine rasas\ erotic, comic, pathetic, 
furious, heroic, terrible, odious, marvelous, or peaceful. While a single work may employ 
many moods, incompatible ones are avoided, and since the final aim is to induce a sense of 
composure and harmony, all plays end happily. Death and violence are banished from the 
stage, and right and wrong are clearly differentiated. Joy and sorrow may be mingled , but 
all must be resolved into happiness in an ending that shows good triumphant over evil. No 
scenery was used. The actors used stylized movement and gestures to suggest actions as 
climbing a hill, picking flowers, crossing a stream, riding a horse, or driving a chariot. A 
walk around the stage indicated a long journey. Singing was also used extensively. 
Costume and make-up for each character were also strictly prescribed. By the thirteenth 
century, Sanskrit drama had retreated to a few temples. With the coming of the 
Mohammedan invaders, the dramatic tradition gradually faded into historical 
insignificance. 

YangLun^f^ (1747-1803). Tu-shih chmg-ch'uan . 2v. Shanghai 1962. p. 1155 
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teachings of Confucius echoed persistently through history. When Confucius talks about 

himself, he considered himself'k transmitter and not a maker, believing in and loving the 

ancients."3° What Confucius says was memorized by every educated Chinese in traditional 

times. This Confucian influence in literary creation shaped the conservative intellectual 

quality of traditional men of letters in China. So was in the field of traditional Chinese 

drama, the playwrights' obsession with source materials reflects this feature. Almost 

everything they wrote for plays , they would claim that it was based on some kind of old 

records. Quite a few early Yuan plays derived from folk tales about legendary figures of 

the ancient China. 'More securely, we can state that a large proportion of the Yuan plays 

obtained inspiration from earlier works of history and literature — outstandingly, Sima 

Qian's Shiji (5^15 Records of a Historian) — the various official histories, and Tang and 

Song novellas, but including all maimer of written sources. Here, too, our ignorance of 

oral and oral entertainment sometimes leaves doubt as to whether the written courses 

were used directly, or indirectly through other oral genres. It seems that dramatists often 

used their written sources with great freedom and fantasy."^' Like English dramatists of 

the Elizabethan age, the Yuan playwrights made little attempt to invent the plots of their 

plays but borrowed heavily from previous stories, poems, and plays that were common 

literary property. At least by Yuan times, the widely propagated and circulated Three 

Kingdoms stories had been used for dramatic presentation and numerous Yuan plays dealt 

with the Three BCingdoms themes. It was through the influence of oral artists that heroic 

sagas and folk legends left their images on traditional Chinese stage. 

The play "Dou E Yuan" The Injustice Done to Dou E) by Guan 

Hanqing, one of the greatest playwrights in the period of Yuan, reveals, in several places, 

that ancient records are quoted and utilized. In Act IV, Guan Hanqing quotes a historical 

event indicating Dou E being wronged. It is about the filial widow of Donghai. The story 
t 

of this widow is recorded in "Sou Shengjr in Han Shu ( • SI WIS), 

3°JamesLegge. Confucian Analects, p. 195 
31 William Dolby 'Tmow Drama" in Colin Mackerras ed. Chinese Theatre: from its Origins 
to the Present Dc^. 1983. pp. 44 - 45 
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'In the Han dynasty there was a filial widow who wholeheartedly devoted herself 
to her mother-in-law. Her mother-in-law says, 'You are suffering great attending me. 
Now I am already old and do not care the rest of time, but I can not tie down you young.' 
Therefore she committed suicide. However her daughter brought to the Prefect the 
lawsuit against her by accusing the widow killing her mother. The Prefect arrested her 
and extorted a confession by torture. This widow could hardly endure the bitterness and 
great pain, so she confessed for what she did not do. At that time Yu Gong was the 
warder who said that this widow attended her mother-in-law for more than ten years. She 
was well known for her filial piety and mustn't be executed. But the Prefect did not take 
his advice. Having failed in reasoning, Yu Gong held his written appeal, cried in the court, 
and then resigned his oflBcialdom. After that the prefecture encountered an extreme 
drought, with no rains for three years. When the new prefect arrived and Yu Gong said to 
him, 'This filial widow should not be beheaded. The drought was due to the wrong 
execution by the former prefect.' The new prefect immediately made sacrifices to the 
widow and accordingly wrote inscription on the memorial tablet, the sky instantly poured 
a heavy rain and that year saw a great harvest." 

In Guan's play, when the Dou Tianzhang comes onto the stage, as an Inspector-

General of the Huai River Valley, to re-exam Dou E's law suit, it has the following spoken 

part, 

'Dou Tianzhang: In the Han dynasty there was a certain widow whose mother-in-law 
committed suicide. Her sister-in-law accused her of killing her mother and the Prefect of 
Tung-hai had the women beheaded. Because of the injustice done to the woman rain did 
not fall for three years. Afterwards when Judge Yu was inspecting the prison records he 
saw this woman in a vision come clasping her record weeping before the court. The judge 
set the record right, and went to make sacrifices to the woman at her tomb. At once a 
heavy rain began to fall. Today there is a drought in your county of Chu Zhou ; does this 
not resemble that case? 

Most Yuan plays draw their material fi^om the old literary heritage; some of the Guan Mu 

(BS @ ), a term always referring to plot or intrigue in Chinese theatre, are exactly the 

copied story fi"om history. The story in Han Shu and the plot used in Guan Hanqing's play 

resemble very much the same. Audiences and readers don't have to rely on any 

explanation for comprehension, for the old plot clearly tells itself what it indicates. The 

32 Han shu, "Yudinguo zhuan" Vol. 71 
"Liu Jung-en. Six Yuan Plays. 1972. pp. 152-153 
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representation of the filial widow of Donghai is not accidental in the play; it has its own 

significance for reality. The eye-sight of an artist like Guan Hanqing is the one to look for 

objective equivalent for their subjective sensibility in artistic creation. And most of the 

objective equivalents contain perceptual biological aspects due to the underflow of 

consciousness of the playwright. It is the unique cultural soil that helped cultivate the 

national thinking process in literary creation. 

On the other hand, in the arts of molding such as in plastic and visual arts, motif is 

linked to movement only in a figurative sense. "Actually in painting, sculpture, 

architecture, and the decorative arts, the term denotes either the model (Vorlage) of a 

work — i.e., Cezanne's Mont Saint-Victoire or Van Gogh's cypresses at Aries — or the 

use of recurrent compositional features, called in English design or pattern. The first 

meaning relates to a content category, and the second to a structural ingredient, which 

roughly corresponds to the leitmotif in music."^'* Regarding motif applied in theatre, 

Chinese theatre has gone much farther than the western counterpart. The major literary 

form is poetry, and all dramatic presentations rely on 'i'ole types." The stereotyped 

movements, facial make-up, costumes, stage properties, and theatre houses have remained 

unchanged for centuries, that is mainly because of the fiinction of motif at work. In 

traditional Chinese theatre, all stage movement is related to music and dance with the 

influence of motifs. Most of them are rhythmical, mimetic, and symbolic, all are highly 

and accurately stylized. Any slight change or fine distinction would bring about catcalls 

and even destroy the show. The prescribed gestures and movements such as special hand 

and arm movements, sleeve and beard movements, methods of walking or running, all are 

combined according to characters, mood, situation, or other conditions. 'Costumes are 

also extremely important in the Chinese theatre, each of more than three hundred standard 

items is designed to describe its wearer's character type, age, and social status through 

color, design, ornament, and accessories."^^ There are strict conventions that the color 

Ulrich Weisstein. Comparative Literature and Literary Theory. 1973. p. 145 
Oscar G. Brockett. History of the Theatre. 1982. p. 285 
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and style of costumes must correspond with the social status of the character. Characters' 

visual appearance is completed by the elaboration of facial make-up, which is not found in 

the western drama. Special meanings are shown by the figures drawn on the faces, not 

only through designs but through the colors applied to it. Although the stage of the 

traditional Chinese theatre is very simple in decoration, usually an open platform equipped 

with only two doors in the rear wall, and the stage is usually provided with only one table 

and two chairs, the interpretation of various motifs through actors' performance is 

limitless, but the interpretation is well regulated and conventionalized. 

The theatrical motifs also confine the structure of a theatrical piece in Chinese 

theatre. Take Ma Zhiyuan's Autumn in the Han Palace'' for example. The prologue 

provides important background information through the self-introductions by Emperor 

Huhanya, MaoYen-shou and Emperor Yuan. Act I tells of Emperor Yuan's discovery of 

Wang Zhao-jun and how he is taken with her beauty, which serves as an effective 

exposition. Act n Emperor Yuan encounters a dilemma that he is forced to choose 

between love for his favorite concubine and the safety of his imperial domain under 

impending danger of Hun's invasion. Finally he sacrifices his beloved, which then is the 

development of the play. Act in is the actual climax, after Emperor Yuan bids an 

emotional farewell, Wang Zhao-jun plunges herself into the river at the fi^ontier as an 

ultimate gesture of her love and devotion towards the Emperor. In Act IV we have the 

denouncement, in which tension eases off fi^om the climactic action to the hero's final 

tranquil observation on the state of affairs reached at the end of the play. The major 

restriction of four acts extends fi-om exposition, development, climax to denouncement. 

This stereotyped plot development is akin in some respects to the traditional couplet 

structure of regulated verse: Qi begirming), Cheng (:p: continuing), Zhuan 

turning/twisting), and He (-^ resolving). 'In virtually every drama in the Yuan Zaju style, 

the second and third acts are the high points of action, when both lyricism and action are 

at their peak. The fourth act, with some miner exceptions, is usually shorter than the other 
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three (especially in the earliest editions of texts), and is devoted to restoring harmony in 

the social, judicial, or ethical world."^® 

The motifs reflected in traditional Chinese drama also involve the impact of 

traditional Chinese ethics and ideology, especially the dominance of Confucianism. The 

evolution of Chinese drama underwent a series of changes in dramatic forms, from the 

Northern Zaju (or Beiqu :([: ft Northern songs), to the Southern Xi ( or Ncmxi  ̂

Southern songs) and to later Chuan qi (1$^ )^'^ of the Ming dynasty. But the essence of 

theatrical presentation has remained unchanged; the Confiician thought still prevailed as 

the spirit promoting healthy tendencies and castigating hideousness of human nature. 

Judging from the wide-ranging themes of Yuan plays, it is clear that many theatrical 

figures presented on stage are from heroic sagas and folk legends that enjoyed a national 

reputation. Although during that period of time, appeared a great many playwrights, like 

Guan Hanqing, whose theatrical works were of great social significance and artistic 

appeal, on the whole, the traditional ethics and ideology of royalty, filial piety, chastity 

and righteousness still predominated the production of theatrical works that times. The 

characters on the stage were mostly loyal ministers and ardent men of worth; men and 

women who were of filiality and righteousness, incorruptibility and integrity; treachery 

received condemnation, while slander deserved imprecation.^^ By that time all the sagas 

Stephen H. West, "Dra/wa" in William H. Nienhaust, Jr. ed. The Indiana Companion to 
Traditional Chinese Literature. 1986. p. 16 

According to Liu Wuchi in his An Introduction to Chinese Literature, 'While a great 
variety of plays were written during the Ming period, differing greatly in length, style and 
music, the most important type to dominate the dramatic world was the Southern drama 

known as It is a typical Southern drama which is immensely long 
with an average of forty or more scenes; the songs are chanted by several characters in the 
play, alternate solo and chorus singing commonly practiced; in stead of the lute used in the 
Northern drama, the bamboo flute is the chief musical instrument; the language used for 
the sung and spoken parts is that of the Yangtze River region, where the Woo or Sushi 
dialect becomes later the standard dramatic language." 

^^zhongchen lieshi '̂xiaoyi lianjie and "'chijian machan 
]^^"are the three of twelve categories of Yuan dramatic classification. See the chapter 
of"Thematic Motifs of Traditional Chinese Drama". 
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and legends were compiled into play-writing, all of the myths that were well entrenched in 

the playwrights' minds were incorporated into dramatic scripts, together with the added 

acquisitions of classic traditions and Confucian values contributed by Confiician-educated 

playwrights. 

Compared to the development of traditional Chinese drama, what Wagner thought 

of theatrical innovation came fairly late. Traditional Chinese drama, which is said to have 

started in the fourteenth century, had already possessed the recurrent elements in almost 

every aspect of its dramatic presentation. It is a worthwhile undertaking for the 

exploration of literary motifs derived from the Chinese tradition and culture, and to 

interpret their roles and their close relationship with traditional Chinese theatre. 

To conclude, traditional Chinese drama is famous for its melodies or music tunes 

and its poetic qualities. Throughout the history, the characteristics of the poetic tradition 

have been retained and constantly practiced in the traditional Chinese drama. Chinese 

poetry itself has a close relation to traditional Chinese music. Therefore, traditional 

Chinese drama can hardly be separated from either the musical or poetic traditions. It 

appears practical to utilize the Western musical concept of motif m studying and analyzing 

the evolution of traditional Chinese drama. Such an approach constitutes a method of 

dramatic criticism in introducing traditional Chinese theater to Western cultural literature. 

Having read Yuan plays extensively, I have discovered that literary motifs occur in 

almost every aspect of traditional Chinese drama. As is introduced above that 1. motifs 

deal with a wide range of literary genres, especially myths, legends, and folk tales, which 

later became the material sources for dramatic creation; 2. motifs touch upon musical 

presentation and help persona release dramatic feelings; 3. motifs help present dramatic 

imagination and symbolic performance; 4. motifs involve the formation and the 

development of dramatic structure; and 5. motifs promote the national psychic 

development and social norms. The first four aspects concern the forms of traditional 

Chinese drama, and the last is about dramatic themes which is about the social ethics in 

traditional China. All these aspects are closely related to the spread of typical Chinese 
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cultural medium, which is the tradition of Chinese poetry. All these five aspects will be 

discussed in the dissertation through the application of the recurring motifs in art, 

literature and music. Through this study, not only the function of literary motifs will be 

illustrated, but also a discourse on the similarity and difference in the concepts of motifs 

between the western drama and eastern drama will be offered. 
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2. Musical Conventions in Chinese Traditional Drama 

Every art possesses its special characteristics in manifestation. This specialty 

distinguishes one art from the other, and helps its independent establishment in the world. 

The art of music, for example, is the one with the feature of ordering tones and sounds in 

succession and tends to the reflection of man's life through the performance of various 

musical tones and sounds. Although great varieties occur in practicing musical tones and 

sounds, the musical composition should always be in tune of certain patterns which are 

familiar to people, as are in man's life that "people enjoy the sea always the same yet 

always different."' That is to say people like the familiar and people also like variety, but 

mostly people would like them combined. The composer of music , therefore, repeats 

certain musical tones in his musical composition; he repeats them in certain combinations, 

or chords; and he repeats them in certain structures, or melodies. He may even repeat 

them in his other artistic creations to shape his own style. "When we listen to a piece of 

music, we become aware of the recurring patterns it contains: patterns in its melody, 

harmony, rhythm, dynamics, and so forth. We call these patterns motives. Motives help 

to make different parts of a phrase, a section, or a piece sound like they belong together. 

They are the thematic ideas of a piece that are points of reference or material for 

development. The first four notes of Beethoven's ^'Fifth Symphony,''' for instance, 

comprise such a motive.^ This is ahnost the same as traditional Chinese poets who wrote 

poems following certain combinations and arrangements of words with various sounds and 

tones, though the words utilized and objects described by the words were entirely 

different. The arrangement gives organization and structure to the completed verses. With 

rules to be followed, repetition is a basic structural feature of most music and poetry. 

Traditional Chinese drama is also called "poetic drama" in which music and poetry are 

ingeniously woven together. Therefore it is evident in any traditional Chinese play that 

both patterns of musical arrangement and the niles of poetry composition were strictly 

1 Laurence Perrine. Sound and Sense, An Introduction to Poetry. 1969. p. 177 
2 Joel Lester. Analytic Approaches to Twentieth-Century Music. New York: W.W. Norton 
&. Company. 1989. P.88 
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observed, even if they were presented in great varieties: with different themes, at different 

times, and in different settings. In this chapter, my focus is on musical construction in 

traditional Chinese drama. 

Regarding Chinese dramatic music, I begin by elaborating the function of music in 

general and particularly the distinctive effectiveness in dramatic presentation, because it is 

quite certain that there is a musical factor in all artistic presentations. An understanding of 

musical factor in arts at the beginning will enable us to proceed much more easily in our 

survey of Chinese drama. To know the general function of music in the first place is 

especially essential in studying traditional Chinese drama, on one hand the function of 

music to certain extent is shared universally, on the other it is the music that made 

traditional Chinese drama possible. 

It seems known to all that the primary function of music is to transmit feelings and 

arouse emotional resonance. In reality, various sounds occurred in man's daily life can 

easily cause man's reaction both emotionally and psychologically. Singing of birds, 

chirping of insects, weeping out of grie^ a loud crash of thunder, whistling of gust... all 

these sounds in the natural world would spontaneously cause emotional response among 

our human beings. In Ma Zhiyuan's play '^Autumn in Han Palace" , we notice that the 

weeping sound of "cold cicadas" intensifies the Emperor's sad feeling over his parting 

with Wang Zhaojun. But it must be made clear that "The world of the art of music, a 

world of sounds, is distinct fi'om the world of noises. Whereas a noise merely rouses in us 

some isolated event -- a dog, a door, a motor car — a sound evokes, of itself, the musical 

universe."^ Musical universe is within the human himself 

How come that Chinese traditional culture has possessed the musical feature? 

Fundamentally speaking, it was the result of the unique condition of Chinese social 

history. The primitive society, for instance, was founded on the ties of consanguinity 

which required to adjust constantly the emotional relation between individuals and the 

3 Paul Valery (1871-1945), "Poetry and Abstract Thought", in Harzard Adams, ed. 
Critical Theory Since Plato. 1992. p. 914 



46 

whole social surroundmgs. This has to be traced back to primitive clan societies in which 

shamanistic activities were not only an entertaining means, but also a political means. 

Achieving the harmony between man and the world was accomplished through the Yue 

(^), an artistic means practiced in rituals, which consisted of poetry, music and dance. In 

this way people could cultivate their temptation and harmoniously maintain their activities 

among their clan groups and consolidate their social organizations. People in ancient 

Chinese societies thought highly of the social function of Yue. Confucius argued that 

"Music produces pleasure, without which man's nature cannot do."^ Confucius had an ear 

for music and taught it as a transforming influence on man's life and an instrument to 

cultivate man's personality. We have found that Confucius aimed higher than the mere 

pleasure of Yue. According to Confiacius, music, then, like ceremony, acts directly on 

man's tastes, it can modify his natural inclinations for the better. For the cultivation of a 

man, Confucius says, "It is by the Odes that the mind is aroused. It is by the Rules of 

Propriety that the character is established. It is from music that the finish is received."' In 

this way musical art is not only considered as a technique of expression and imitation of 

natural world, but also as objects of moral expression for the sound of the nature and 

man's life. Music therefore is to cultivate one's personality and to create harmony for the 

whole world; it is in the harmony that the basic lawfulness of music is most strikingly 

revealed and therefore most easily grasped. Given artistic process and refinery, musical 

sounds are therefore represented up to the requirement of aesthetics in artistic 

appreciation and morality in social conventions. 

Like Confucius, Xun Zi also taught that music as an expression of human 

emotion was essential to man's life. He says in the beginning of his Discourse on Music, 

"Music is joy (entertainment is an entertaining), what the authentic in man inevitably 

refuses to do without. Therefore, man being incapable of dispensing with joy, when he 

enjoys he inevitably breaks out in sound, expresses in movement and pause; and in the 

James Legge, trans. Li Ki: Book of Rites n. 1967. p. 127 
'JamesLegge, trans. The Chinese Classic. Vol. 1-2 . 1949. p. 211: "^0 » ' 

° -
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Way of Man, the modifications which are the crafting of one's nature are nowhere else but 

in the sounds, and the movement and pause. Hence man being incapable of doing without 

joy, and when he enjoys of doing without expression, if in expression he is unguided he is 

incapable of avoiding disorder. The former kings hated the disorder, so institutes the 

songs of Ya and Song to guide it, to ensure that their sounds were enjoyable 

but not licentious, their words eloquent but not florid, that their variations, complexities, 

richness of texture and tempo should be adequate to stir man's heart to good, and that 

vicious ch have nowhere through which to come in touch with it."' And music is thus 

bestowed with great artistic appeal in the progress of emotional transmission. Of course 

music is not merely used to describe the natural sounds, but to help establish in man an 

artistic conception, to practice ethical values, and to maintain the world order. 

Though China's traditional Taoism advocated that "the five sounds will deaden the 

ear,i°" it aflBrmed the spirit of music; "At music and viands the wayfarer stops. But the 

Way, when declared, seems thin and so flavorless! It is nothing to look at and nothing to 

hear; but used, it will prove inexhaustible." Taoism's "Great music being soft sound 

(Dqyin xisheng along with the Confiician musical concept of Harmony" had 

® : It refers to courtly odes. 
: It refers to sacrificial and temple hymns. 

 ̂ Ch 'i refers to the activating fluids in the atmosphere and the body. Here it means man's 
cultivated quality in literary and artistic creations. I will discuss it in the chapter of 
"Motifs in Traditional Chinese Dramatic Movement" 
'Angus Charles Graham. Disputers of the Tao: Philosophical Argument in Ancient 
China. 1989. p. 260 

In Lao Tzu's Tao Te Ching (The Way of Life), it goes in Chapter XII, "The five colors 
darken the eye; The five sounds will deaden the ear; The five flavors weary the taste;..." It 
meant that sensual enjoyment of the pretty things such as decorations, music and food that 
surround the king will seduce him his real calling. The usual pursuits of the nobles and the 
luxury of the palaces Avill ruin the king. 
" Confiicius thought highly of the concept of zhonghe (•=!=> fd Harmony) in musical 
presentation. He praised the poem of Guan Ju by saying "The Guan Ju is expressive of 
enjoyment without being licentious, and of grief without being hurtfijlly excessive." ( ( BS 

^ffO^^'^ffD^"^°)In The Book of Rites (Li Ji|if5), it says that "When 
there are no stirrings of pleasure, anger, sorrow, or joy, we call it the State of Equilibrium. 
When those feelings have been stirred, and all in their due measure and degree, we call it 
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exercised great influence on later development of Chinese music, and they helped form the 

fundamental essence of Chinese national characteristics of music. This motif in music has 

controlled for thousand years in developing Chinese musical production and perception. 

Chinese people have got used to the conventional concept and practice of the music 

featured with its particular nationality; people enjoy the music not only because it is 

pleasant to the ear, but also because of its familiarity that helps bring people together and 

harmonize the relations between men and the nature. Its influence has well been extended 

into the traditional Chinese drama as well as other artistic activities in China. 

In the west, musical perception is thought of as the process of psychi-activity, for 

man's love of musical art is rooted in human psychology. "Kurth was right in claiming that 

all the main anchorage-points for a Western psychology of music lie manifest in the theory 

of music, which indeed provides the best starting point for investigating the experience 

aroused through music." xhe infinite tonalities, rhythms, and volumes worked wonders 

for heroes and humans in the existential sphere. Because of its vibratory powers, feelings 

were directed in such a way as to effect individuals, responding to their resolutions. In 

Homer's Iliad, for example, ApoUo stops a deadly plague fi-om further ravaging the land 

when he hears the young people of the nation sing sacred hymns and songs so sweetly. As 

recorded in Odyssey, the pain Ulysses suffers fi"om the wound in his knee is diminished by 

chanting of certain ballads. 

Music, as an art of great appeal, had also overwhelmed many distinguished men in 

the history of China, and they were deeply touched by the greatness of music, and resulted 

either in great success or fatal destruction. Two thousand years ago, when Confucius was 

the State of Harmony. This Equilibrium is the great root (fi-om which grow all the human 
actions) in the world; and this Harmony is the universal path (in which they should all 
proceed.) Let the State of Equilibrium and Harmony exist in perfection, and heaven and 
earth would have their (right) places, (and do their proper work), and all things would be 
nourished (and flourish). 
i^HansKreitlerandShulamithKreitler. P5);c/jo/ogvq/"//je^m. 1972. p. 121 
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in the State of Qi (^), "he heard the Shao m." and for three months did not know the 

taste of meat, 'I did not think,' he said, 'that music could have been made so excellent as 

this (-^ That is because the music of Shao was 

"perfectly beautiful and also perfectly good ( ^ M#•(&)"• Xiang Yu 

232 - 202 B. C.) was an unparalleled warrior at his time, his Chu troops 

successfully wiped out the last of the Qin armies in 206 B. C., and he declared himself 

Hegemon King. But he was unexpectedly defeated by his rival Liu Bang (§!j^ 247 - 195 

B. C.) who had taught his Han soldiers to sing the songs of Chu while his troops besieged 

C/m's army at Gaixia Chu soldiers heard the songs of their native country from 

all around and thought that their hometown was taken by the Han armies. The musical 

tune of Chu aroused Chu soldiers' longing for home and crumbled the Chu army's morale, 

which finally lead to the disastrous defeat of the Chv army. Thinking there was not much 

could be done about it, Xiang Yu took his own life by himself. Liu Bang then became the 

first emperor of the new Han dynasty. This story tells nothing but the immense affection of 

the function of music. It is the same psychological experience in music as what I 

mentioned before about that of the Western concept. 

Susanne Langer, in her book Feeling and Form, has given a whole dimensional 

description of musical creation. According to her, "Music is an occurrent art; a musical 

work grows from the first imagination of its general movement to its complete, physical 

presentation, its occurrence. In this growth there are, however, certain distinguishable 

stages ~ distinguishable, though not always separable. The first stage is the process of 

conception, that takes place entirely within the composer's mind (no matter what outside 

stimuli may start or support it), and issues in a more or less sudden recognition of the total 

form to be achieved." What she says ' "more or less sudden," because the pomt of this 

revelation probably varies widely in the typical experience of different composers and even 

in the several experiences of any one of them. A musician may sit at the keyboard, putting 

" Shaofg was the name of the music supposedly made by Shun^ which is considered as 
perfect in melody and sentiment. 
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all sorts of themes and figures together in a loose fantasy, until one idea takes over and a 

structure emerged fi-om the wandering sounds; or he may hear, all at once, without the 

distinction of any physical tones, perhaps even without exact tone color as yet, the whole 

musical apparition. But however the total Gesialt presents itself to him he recognizes it as 

the fundamental form of the piece; and henceforth his mind is no longer fi-ee to wander 

irresponsibly fi"om theme to theme, key to key, and mood to mood. This form is the 

"composition" which he feels called upon to develop. (It is significant, at this point, that 

one speaks of "composition" in painting in an analogous sense; the basic form of the 

picture, which is to be developed, and by which every line and every accent is 

controlled.)'There is no doubt that what Susanne Langer says about musical creation is 

universal and can well be applied to Chinese musical composition. 

However it seems that the composition of Chinese dramatic music does not follow 

that rule to produce dramatic effectiveness. The traditional Chinese drama had developed 

a unique way in its musical composition, and is featured with its own distinctiveness which 

is entirely different fi'om any other theatrical presentations in the world. To find the 

dramatic musical distinctiveness, one has to go back to the origin of Chinese music in 

drama. 

Chinese drama had possessed its artistic form with music even at its formative 

period. Like other theatrical experience in the world, traditional Chinese drama derived 

fi'om shamanistic activities, folk entertainment and popular culture. Through the long 

history of traditional Chinese society, drama was always considered as the only artistic 

activity for common people, which was but a large scaled entertaining practice. It 

attracted the largest fans than any other artistic forms in Chinese history. With the further 

development, not only the common people, even the gentry class and imperial courts 

enjoyed it. For common people, they were not able to find satisfaction fi'om other artistic 

means, such as poetry, painting and calligraphy which are considered as authentic 

Susanne K. Langer. Feeling and Form: A Theory Form Developed From Philosophy in 
a New Key. 1953. p. 121 
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traditional Chinese artistic forms. These refined artistic means could hardly help them to 

release their emotional feelings, neither could help them establish the artistic image that 

they failed to obtain in reality. Therefore, the reason why common people loved and 

needed the dramatic medium is self-explained. So now that it is understandable that 

drama was popular among the ordinary people, but we also have to notice that these 

ordinary people lived in scattered areas in the vast territories of China. People living in 

different places had different keynotes of emotional expressions and different methods to 

express their feelings in arts. Therefore, various local dramatic presentations reflected 

various requirements for emotional life, thus various musical techniques were required to 

form various and colorful features of musical tones and the psychic basis of audience 

appreciation. It is these various musical tunes that helped gradually develop some of 

dramatic elements and finally produce the folk art. 

Wherever the sound of music arises, it is derived from the bottom of people's 

heart. Indeed, even in the days of Xian Qin ^ Pre-Qin periods), varied folk musical 

tones based on various aesthetic keynotes had akeady existed in China. Among the 305 

poems in The Book of Songs , 160 are of Feng (|0,) style, which belongs to the 

category in tone of various local music. Though the records of the musical tones are lost, 

people may still be able to get to know its styles through the words expressed. Confiacius, 

who is said to have the credit of editing The Book of Songs, suggests in Analects that 

"Banish the songs of the Zheng State, and keep distant fi^om the specious talkers. The 

Songs of the Zheng State are licentious; specious talkers are dangerous." Also in the 

Book of Rites, Zi Xia 5) conmients that "The airs of Zheng go to a wild excess, and 

debauch the mind; those of Song tell of slothful indulgence and women, and drown the 

mind; those of Wei are vehement and rapid, and perplex the mind; and those of Qi are 

The Book of Songs is divided into three sections, Feng, Song, and Ya. Poems in the 
category of Feng are collected fi-om various states. Song poems are the sacrificial and 
temple hymns while Ya poems are the courtly odes. 

Confucius, Analects, Book XV. Wei Ling Gong, 
S ' mm A ' ) 
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violent and depraved, and came the mind arrogant. The airs of those four states all 

stimulate libidinous desire, and are injurious to virtue; ~ they should therefore not be used 

at sacrifices." That is because the songs of Zheng, Song, Wei and Qi would confound 

the music of the Ya. Although all these comments prove these sages' negative attitudes 

towards these music on the development of folk music in ancient times, they at least 

indicate that there were distinctive musical features of various places, and produced 

different effects in perception. The Greek had the same conceptions of the moral power 

of music.'® Drama had not formed at that time in early China, but with the wide spread of 

folk music and varied musical styles, people at different places had then possessed their 

own ways of musical expression, fi'om which we see the seeds of traditional Chinese 

drama. 

The unification of Qin Dynasty brought about a big strike at the development of 

local folk arts. Especially Emperor Qinshihuang (^$p M 259 - 210 B.C.) issued the 

verdict of Shutongwen ( the Unification of Written Words) which surely 

separated living spoken languages of various places fi'om the actual use of written 

language. It resulted in the separation of spoken languages and the written language for 

thousands of years in China. At the same time the culture of literati gradually drifted off 

i7 7t/eJ/,Chapterof Weiwenhou ( 
Book of Rites. 1967. Vol. E. pp. 118 -

119 
'^Same as the musical tunes in traditional Chinese drama, the Greek drama shared 
resemblance in musical respect. The his History of the Theati e, Oscar G. Brockett pomts 
out, "so little Greek music has survived that no accurate reconstruction of it is possible. 
The Greek believed that music had ethical qualities. This suggests that they associated 
particular kinds of music with particular emotions or ideas. They recognized a large 
number of modes, which differed fi'om each other in tonality and in sequence of intervals. 
The tones of the various modes were not always equal in value, however, some of the 
intervals being as small as quarter-tones. In quality, Greek music probably resembled 
Oriental more than modem Western music. The principle modes were the Dorian, Ionian, 
Phrygain, Aeolian, and Lydian, but there were many variations on these, such as 
Hypdorian or Myxolydian. Each had qualities which associated it with a particular range 
of feeling. Consequently, some modes were thought suitable to tragedy, others to 
comedy, and some unsuitable to any form of drama." 
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from the culture of common people, refined culture departed from popular culture, all of 

which made plain artistic activities of the conmion people under-developed, stagnated, and 

finally shriveled. During the two Han periods (206 B.C. - 8 A.D. and 25 - 220 A.D.) the 

imperial Han courts established The Music Bureau to collect local folk poems so as to 

provide music and songs for ceremonial occasions at court, however, the effects were very 

limited and fixiitless, because the songs preserved were carefiilly selected by scholar-

oflBcials for imperial performance. Anything that did not fit to the taste of these scholar-

officials could be discarded away. New music and songs sung by ordinary people from 

various places therefore could hardly find their way to be accepted for formal 

performances so as to be preserved. Therefore the result was not unexpected that those 

scholar-officials were unable to draw new and rich materials and sources from among the 

vast areas of the country to enrich and perfect Chinese music. 

However, with the open-up of the Silk Route, China saw the increasing relations 

with the various nations beyond the Western regions, the music of the from the 

frontier areas along with the Buddhist music from India brought in freshness. New 

instruments, such as huqin shukonghou and pipa(^% P were 

Control over Central Asian during the two Han dynasties permitted a greatly increased 
flow of overland trade with the western regions. China's silk along with its culture were 
brought as far as to Rome by the route through Central Asia which has been called the 
"Silk Route." In thirteenth century, the Mongol Empire's control over this route enabled 
the travel of Europeans to the court of China. China's drama and music reached the stage 
of rapid development had a close link with the cultures introduced through this route 
which bridged the west and the east. 
20 The music of Hu or Huyue is a general term referring to the music practiced by 
the tribes or races such as Huns, Mongols, Tartars, Manchus, and other nomads which 
were assimilated in the north and west frontiers of China. 

This two stringed instrument, played with a bow, is made of bamboo. It was introduced 
from the northern tribe Hw, hence, its name, huqin, meaning the violin ofHu. Its tunes are 
very high-pitched. 
22AccordingtoDu You's Tbngfl&ow (thfe ' <31^> « ' ilS 
^ « ) It is a plucked stringed instrument. When in performance, it is played 
vertically in the arm and plucked by both hands. 
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introduced to China,Some of the exotic musical modes were also accepted by the 

Chinese people, such as ''Qichui ([^11^), Xiaogu (H^), Diianxiaonaoge (^Hf 

and Huangmenguchui PI ^ )• These musical tunes were produced by some 

wind and percussion musical instruments, and some of them later became established tunes 

to create scenes and set moods in traditional Chinese drama. These new musical forms 

became gradually accepted by Chinese musicians and finally were mixed into the 

traditional Chinese refined music. Starting fi-om the period of Wei (220-265) and Jin 

(265-420) dynasties till the Tang dynasty (618-907), these foreign music kept stirring up 

the enthusiasm in Chinese artistic and literary creation: the music, poetry and dances, all of 

them had been already nationalized and popularized in Chinese culture, but they now 

turned into a new phase, the combination of Chinese music, poetry and dances with the 

counterparts fi-om the Western regions. Emperor Yang of the Sui Dynasty 569-

618) issued an imperial order to compile the nme pieces of court music, among which 

seven are imported fi-om foreign areas.^® The organization of the compiling was followed 

geographical order. During the Tang dynasty, many literati enlightened by the music of 

the Hu experimented on inserting new words into the existent music tunes, which turned 

out to be a completely new poetic genre "C/" (g^) in China, which, Ci or lyric, is a poetic 

It is said this plucked string instrument with a fi-etted fingerboard was introduced fi^om 
the middle East. Its sound box is semi-globular like that of the western ukelele. It is also 
called lute, as Gao Ming's play The Lute. 
2'* According to the History of Yuan ( (:^^ > Vol. 71), the musical instruments used for 
court music are xinglongsheng  ̂  ̂̂ , diantingsheng^  ̂̂ , pipa g ̂ , zheng  ̂ , 
huobusi'X:^^  ̂ , huqin^^ ,̂ ̂ angxiang^ ,̂ longdi'̂ '̂ , toiiguan^ ,̂ konghou^ 
^, sheng^, yunao ^ ,̂ xiao H, xizhu zhcmggii ̂ ,̂ zhagu S , 
hegu fn ̂ , qiangdi % , ban  ̂, shuizhan 7}:  ̂. Among these musical 
instruments some were fi-om the West, the Central Asia, Mongol and other areas in the 
Western regions. They were introduced to China with the military expedition of the 
Mongols during the thirteenth century. 
^^Xiu Hailin, Guyue de chenfu < > . 1989. p. 274 

These musics are called Yi Yue ( H ^ foreign music) . The seven musics are 
gaochangyue(^^^) > guiciyue^t '̂̂ ^) > shideyue(^^M^) ' kangguoyue 
^ ) » anguoyue ($ ̂  ̂ ) » tianzhuyue (^ ̂  ̂ ), and gaoliyue (^ H See Xiu 
Hailin .Guyuede chenfu )• P- 80 
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genre written to a strictly regulated system of musical tunes. It later became the chief 

poetic style of the Song dynasty (960-1279). Among these tunes some tune titles are 

obviously from other nationalities or foreign countries such as Zhecigu ^ ^Ij 

mMoheluo Anahu Yebuluo ^M, Hudoubai Tangwudai 

, Basheng ganzhou AS'H'i/'H. Puscmtan . These foreign musical tunes 

soon found their way to be popular among the people of all walks.^"' 

Chinese drama did not take its formation until the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368) 

when the Northern Mongols ruled China. It was the time described in Chinese as 

Daoiunglunwei the system of observing the Tao had fallen low). Under the 

rule of the Mongols, the way of Chinese Confucian morality and the course of human 

conduct was cast away, and the social position of Chinese literati suffered a disastrous 

decline. Especially for the first years under the Mongol reign, the traditional practice of 

Chinese literary expression was forced to a halt. Now the Chinese intellectuals could 

hardly realize what they expected for their academic career:^^ it was a great social 

tragedy. However it was the Yuan dynasty that Chinese intellectuals found themselves for 

the first time socially closer to the common people who lived at the bottom of the society; 

they experienced the same poverty-stricken devastation, petty and low status, and the 

bitterness of life. To the literati in China the conventional literary expression in verse and 

prose could hardly find the way in use. All these encounters in reality, however, 

objectively forced them to seek other literary or artistic means and provided them with the 

However native tunes of Chinese music still accounted for the main portion in traditional 
Chinese poetry composition: some tune titles are named after places such as Liangzhouxu 
^ , Yizhougun ^ , Fuzhouge fg j-H , Dongouling IS: some are 
decided by the tunal rythms and metres, such as Changpai  ̂̂  , Duanpai @ |{  ̂ , 
Jibanling , Jiejiegao S? S? i® ; some based on musical patterns, such as 
Sanduanzi H ̂ ^ , Sandiepaige , Scmbuyite H 95 some based on 
musical sources, such as Wenxuzi Dayagu , and Maihuasheng 
28 For the first eighty years after the founding of the Yuan, the Civil Service Examination 
was abolished, which made the literati lose their chances of improving their social position. 
The Civil Service Examination system was considered as social ladder which practiced 
ever since the Sui and Tang periods. 
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opportunity for flourishing folk music and folk art in China. It is the historical opportunity 

that Yuan dynasty saw the rapid development of musical tunes of various styles which 

were spontaneously assimilated to the traditional poetic diction. Meanwhile intellectuals 

after their social down and out, willingly began to turn their efforts to promote the 

activities of folk art. Thus, there came the situation that music was applied in dramatic 

presentation which proved satisfying to both refined and popular tastes. Traditional 

Chinese drama therefore found its establishment and soon reached its golden age. 

My conviction here is that China's dramatic music was not produced in Chinese 

literati's studies but derived fi'om the vast territories of the country with the roots in the 

folk tradition. Though drama was appreciated among the upper class literati and the 

court, and refined by them, it mainly has been considered as a folk art in China. Without 

the soil of popular folk background among the ordinary people, and without the 

promotion resulted from the introduction of foreign music, it probably would have taken 

centuries for China to have developed the artistic form of drama as it is now.^' 

In essence, music is an emotional art. It is used not only to describe outward 

appearance, but it is good at the expression of inner feelings. That is why music is most 

often called expressive art. Through sequences and structures of musical tunes, men's 

experience of tension may be aroused and relieved by music. On the other hand, music is 

produced basically on the excitement of man's inner affection through which tension and 

relief are integrated. When the feeling hidden deep in heart needs to release, it is required 

to be sung joyfully in a loud voice, therefore there came the music. The following is a 

generalization of how music works, which was drawn as early as the period of Spring and 

Autumn (742 - 481 B.C.). It is in the chapter of "Record of Music" in the Book of Rites, 

29 In the Western sense, drama refers to a composition in verse or prose intended to 
portray life or character or tell a story usually involving conflicts and emotions through 
action and dialogue and typically designed for theatrical performance. My belief about the 
coming of traditional Chinese drama sounds exaggerated. However if one exams closely 
the history of Chinese drama, he will find that drama of the Western style was not 
introduced to Chma until the early days of the Twentieth-century. 
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"AH tones (yin ̂  ) that arise are generated from the human mind {xin 'Q*). When the 
human mind is moved {dong^), some external thing (wu^) has caused it. Stirred (gaw 

by external things into movement , it takes on form (xmg 0) in sound. ... Music 
originates from tone. Its root (ben ) lies in the human mind's being stirred by external 
things. Thus, when a mind that is miserable is stirred, its sound is vexed and anxious. 
When a mind that is happy is stirred, its sound is relaxed and leisurely. When a mind that 
is delighted is stirred, its sound pours out and scatters. When a wrathful mind is stirred, 
its sound is crude and harsh. When a respectful mind is stirred, its sound is upright and 
pure. When a doting mind is stirred, its sound is agreeable and yielding. These six 
conditions are not in innate nature (xfng ): they are set in motion only after being 
stirred by external things. Thus the former kings exercised caution in what might cause 
stirring. For this reasons we have rites to guide what is intently on the mind (zhi ^); we 
have music to bring those sounds into harmony (Ae fO); we have govenunent to unify 
action; and we have punishment to prevent transgression. Rites, music, government, and 
punishment are ukimately one and the same — a means to unify the people's minds and 
correctly execute the Way (Dao 

In this way the importance of music seems to extend beyond the original function of 

entertainment, and to be related to the government of a state. And music of various 

tones can also reflect the current situation of a state. "The tones of a well-managed age 

are at rest and happy; its government is balanced. The tones of an age of turmoil are bitter 

and full of anger; its government is perverse. The tones of a ruined state are filled with 

lament and brooding; its people are in difiBculty."^' 

Besides of the advantages of the music as mentioned above, music has another 

distinct feature; that is the quality of being combined with any other artistic form, for the 

sake of art itself "Music, from ancient times to the present, has always been found in the 

company of the other arts. Originally the word music, as coined by the Greeks, included 

all the arts cultivated by the Muses, those mythical maidens who presided over the 

destinies of poetry, drama, dance, and the tonal art itself When other arts are mingled 

with music, it will enhance its manifestation: being more touching and more appealing than 

as it is by music itself, for music itself can not present a plot telling the cause and effect of 

Stephen Owen. Readings in Chinese Literary Thought. 1992. pp. 50 - 51 
Ibid. p. 43 

32 William Fleming and Frank Macomber. Musical Arts and Styles. 1990, p. 1 
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a certain event, like other literary arts. Take the combination of music and poetry for 

example, it is obvious to most educated Chinese people that poetry makes a greater use of 

the "music" of language than does language that is not poetry. The poet, unlike the man 

who uses language to convey only information, chooses his words for sound as well as for 

meaning, and he uses the sound as a means of reinforcing his meaning. "Take, for 

example, music; we shall find in that art, so peculiarly the expression of passion, two 

perfectly distinct styles; one of which may be called the poetry, the other the oratory of 

music."33 Poetry itself is an artistic means to express emotions. Being combined with 

music, the emotional touches of poetry became even more powerfijl. T. S. Eliot has 

discussed the art of music in his The Music of Poetry, even though he confesses his 

ignorance of a "technical knowledge of music form." 

"I think that a poet may gain much fi^om the study of music; how much technical 
knowledge of musical form is desirable I do not know, for I have not that technical 
knowledge myself. But I believe that the properties in which music concerns the poet 
most nearly, are the sense of rhythm and the sense of structure. I think that it might be 
possible for a poet to work too closely to musical analogies: the result might be an effect 
of artificiality; but I know that a poem, or a passage of a poem, may tend to realize itself 
first as a particular rhythm before it reaches expression in words, and that this rhythm may 
bring to birth the idea and the image, and I do not believe that this is an experience 
peculiar to myself. The use of recurrent themes is as natural to poetry as to music. There 
are possibilities for verse which bear some analogy to the development of a theme by 
different groups of instruments; there are possibilities of transitions in a poem comparable 
to the different movements of a symphony or a quartet; there are possibilities of 
contrapuntal arrangement of subject-matter. It is in the concert room, rather than in the 
opera house, that the germ of a poem may be quickened."^'* 

In fact, "it is conventional to call poetry 'musical' when it is mellifluous, 

conventional to call music 'poetic' when it seems especially expressive."^' The music of 

poetry and the poetry of music seem sometimes one and the same thing, because the 

33 John Stuart Mill. "FfTia? is poetry?'̂  in Hazard Adams ed. Critical Theory Since Plato. 
1992, p. 554 
34 T. S. Eliot. The Art ofT. S. Eliot. 1949. p. 36 

Lawrence Kramer. Music and Poetry: The Nineteenth Ceniiny and After. 1984. p. 241 
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shaped flow of time produced by the unfolding of a structural rhythm. "Both are arts of 

sound and both employ rhythm as a principle of order in sound. They had a twin birth in 

song, and although they have grown far apart, they come together in song.^®" This 

remains true of any poem or composition whether or not it is considered in convergent 

relationship to another work. Poetry has a special historical prestige in China. All 

Chinese literary traditions may have originated from the Book of Songs. So far as its title 

is concerned, music had played an important role in this collection. In the early days poets 

had already, consciously or unconsciously, started to seek the unity of wen and 

sheng(S), wen means lyrical words and sheng refers to the musical sounds and poetical 

rhythms. Liu Xie (S!jSg465 - 522) discusses in the chapter of Qmgcaii^^J^) of his 

Wenxin diaolung The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons), 

"For the depiction of our inner spirits, or the description of physical objects, ... 
Three main patterns are involved in the creation of literature: the color pattern, made up of 
the five colors;^^ the sound pattern, made up of the five sounds;^' and the emotional 
pattern, made up of the five emotions.''" It is the mixing of the five basic colors which 
produces elegant embroidery; it is the harmonizing of the five basic sounds which creates 
the ancient music, such as the piece 'Shaoxia;' and it is the expression of the five emotions 
which gives us the essence of literature. All these processes are natural results of the 
operation of Divine Reason.'"*^ 

36 DeWittH. Parker. The Principles of Aesthetics. 1920. p. 188 
^•^The word wenis among the oldest words in Chinese, going back at least 3,000 years 
to the time of early shamanism and the oracle bones where it meant art ~ meaning literary 
or plastic arts. In its most genetic interpretation, wen means simply pattern wherein 
meaning and form become inseparably united, so that they become one, indistinguishable. 
Furthermore, wen means "writing " or "literature" in the context of its being the most 
natural means of expression of the essential xin ('C,» heart/mind) at the core of 
consciousness. And it was often used to mean "culture" in the broadest sense. 
38 Five colors are green, yellow, red. white, and black. 

Five sounds are Gong (C), Shang (D),Chiao (E), Chih (G), and Yu (A), a whole tone 
scale. 
'•"Five emotions are joy, anger, sadness, pleasure, and resentment. 
"•1 Liu Xie. The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons. 1959. pp. 174-175 
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Every brilliant classical Chinese poem or masterpiece of classical literary work is of great 

unity of form and literature, of music and literature, and of emotion and literature. "The 

eight timbres''^ introduce musical patterns into literary works, in which the words are 

implanted to express the form."'*^ Without sounds, there will be no birth and expression of 

the audio aesthetic image. Music perception is one of the two chief features of classical 

Chinese poetry, the other is the picturesque scene. The perception of picturesque scene is 

accomplished through visual aesthetics, while the music perception in poetic conception is 

created through the function of the audio aesthetics. The most important is the function 

that the rhythmic sounds of music could produce harmony and resonance with the 

excitement of inner emotions. This harmony can accurately convey the musical rhymes of 

the image of the music perception, thus enabling the unification outer forms of poetic 

language and structures with the inner feelings resulted from musical sensibilities. 

When the traditional Chinese drama was first introduced to the West, it was 

considered as "opera", for this performing art very much resembles the western opera 

rather than its traditional spoken drama. That is because the most important and central 

part of Chinese drama, its thematic content, is mostly presented through the medium of 

singing, like the Western opera which is a drama set to music and made up of vocal pieces 

with orchestral accompaniment and orchestral overtures and interludes. In this way the 

literary motif of Chinese drama is thus brought about with the help of the medium of 

music. The stage gestures and dramatic movements in traditional Chinese drama are of 

course highly stylized, but usually the movements are utilized to accomplish what is sung 

out ~ the music. For example, in Scene Two of Kao Ming's Pi Pa Ji ^ f£ The 

L u t e ) ,  C a i  B o x i e  e n t e r s  a n d  s i n g s  t o  t h e  t u n e  o f  R u i h e x i a n  ( ) :  

"Ten years now I've kept company with a study lamp. 
For brilliant talent and profound learning, 

"*2 The Chinese of "eight timbres" is a general term referring to the sounds produced fi'om 
metal stone 5, earthenware db, leather Hi, silk wood gourd |g, and bamboo 

materials out of which musical instruments are made. 
«Liu Xie. Ibid. p. 44 
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Don't sing the praises of the illustrious Ban and Ma.'" 
And now the forces of the cosmos being all in tune. 
It's time for Hua-liu to gallop forth. 
And fish to be transformed to dragons."*^ 
I sink in thought; 
How could I leave my parents' side? 
With all my heart I'll serve them. 
Merit, fame, wealth, and rank 
I'll leave to Heaven's will"^ 

With the accompany of the music to the tune of Ruihexian, the lyric is sung out. Through 

the musical appreciation, audience may perceive the stage setting in their mind, and also 

get to know the character's personality, his family background, his education, his great 

aspiration and his Confiician concept toward social values and norms. The theatrical 

eflfect was produced in this way for the time when traditional Chinese theatre was 

insufficient with lighting, stage settings and properties. 

Even the spoken parts in traditional Chinese plays possess the feature of musical 

rhyme and rhythm, too. Traditional Chinese poetry is thought of as rhymed verse. 

Reading poems by Chinese people used to be considered as "yinshf (11^ ^ chanting 

poems) or reciting with a cadence. That is the reason why Chinese poetry is thus 

enhanced for its musical feature through the process of chanting, from which singing came 

into being. In this way, chanting poems later facilitated singing songs in Chinese drama. 

This is the process that words turned into lyrics with the accomplishment of music, and it 

is the process that the release of men's emotion has been gradually intensified. It is the 

process that the affections are stirred within, then take on form in words, and finally fully 

expressed with the musical accomplishment. 

"^^Ban Gu @ 32-92) and Si-Ma Qian ^ ̂  145 - c. 86 B. C. ) were two famous 
scholars and historians of the Han Period. 
"•'According to legend, fish which were able to pass over the gorges at Ho-chi were 
transformed onto dragons. The phrase is used in traditional Chinese literary works to 
symbolize success in the civil service examinations. 
^ Grao Ming. " The Lute" Jean Mulligan trans. 1980. p.33. Other quotations fi"om this 
play bear the same source. 
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When we talk about traditional Chinese drama, we always refer to the musical 

tunes of various dramatic presentations. Take the Yuan dynasty Zaju (?|®f) for example, 

the most important feature of Yuan drama is its arias or songs.'*"' Since each act consists 

of a group of Qu (fl arias) in the same mode, so Zaju is often simply called Qw. for a finer 

distinction they may be called dramatic arias or dramatic songs. Since these dramatic 

songs occur in sets which begin with a certain melody and end with a coda form, the suite 

of songs itself is sometimes called a Liantao ^ linked set), Taoshu ^ set 

sequence) or Taoqu song set). Liang Tingnan 1796-1861), a Qing scholar, 

says that "Of all the hundred Yuan plays, the first act is surely to use the song set of 

Xianlu. Dianjiangchun (fill S • Sfe ^ W )> for the second act mostly the song set of 

Nanlu. Yizhihua (]  ̂S • — ) is used, for the rest acts then mostly Zhenggong. 

Duanzhenhao QE ^ IE 0 )or Shangdiao. Jixianbin (^1® • ^ K ^) ®tc. are 

used.'"*® Music, as an independent art, is different fi^om the musical tunes employed in 

Chinese drama. Music, when presented in the form of dramatic song set, has then lost its 

independence. It has become a part of traditional Chinese drama, for it is strictly confined 

by dramatic "totalism." Unlike singing a song at a concert, the songs in a play have no 

fi-eedom now: musical notes are actually the assistant elements that accompany spoken 

lines and stage movement in order to help bring about dramatic effects. The dramatic 

characters should sing or act in accordance with the character's status on stage, follow in 

every step as is designed for the theatrical setting, and then keep the play going forward to 

its completion. What I elaborate on the independence of music in traditional Chinese 

drama does not intend to diminish the significant role of music. On the contrary, my point 

of view would be much more in favor of the function of music: it is the music that actually 

has dominated the creation of traditional Chinese drama. Susanne K. Langer points out 

that "... the use of music and sometimes of dance (is) to keep the fictitious history apart 

The songs in Yuan zaju plays are poetic lyrics set to musical tunes. But, unlike other 
lyrics or poems in the past ages, most songs of the Yuan are composed in the colloquial 
language. 
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from actuality and insure its artistic abstraction; the nature of dramatic time, which is 

'musical' instead of practical time, and sometimes becomes strikingly evident ~ another 

secondary illusion in poetry, but the primary one of music.""*® Drama as in general has 

possessed certain musical features in essence. Many operas , and some dramatists' 

creations followed the spirit of music. The tragedy art of the ancient Greece could be 

considered a musical art which applied passions, dispositions, and events. Opera in 

Chinese sense means a combination of "songs and plays". Of course this is not simply a 

mixture of the two, but it is the assimilation of a play into the musical art. No wonder 

Nietzsche found the origin of drama which is from the "spirit of music" and consequently 

regarded its true nature as musical.^" 

Traditional Chinese theatre, very much like its western counterpart —opera, used 

to regard music as the primary concern in its production, but it went much farther. The 

so-called drama^' in China was a musical creation. People of early times always neglected 

spoken lines in plays, but paid a special attention to the lyrics written in tune of various 

musical tunes. this way music in traditional Chinese drama holds a dominating 

Liang Tingnan, ^ ̂  . Quhua < ft > Vo.II . in Zhonggiw gudian xiju lunzhu 
Jichen, Vol. 8, p. 263 

Susanne K. Langer. Feeling and Form: A Theory Form Developed From Philosophy in 
a New Key. 1953. pp. 322 - 323 
^°Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), one of the seminal thinkers of the nineteenth century, 
wrote his first important work. The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music (1872), 
under the influence of Wagner. In Wagner's music-drama Nietzsche saw the potentialities 
for a new golden age for drama. In this book, Nietzsche explores the origins of Greek 
tragedy not through a marshaling of historical evidence but through his own conceptions 
of the nature of man and of the significance of ritual and myth in ancient Greek society. 
51 Drama in Western style, which is always called spoken drama, was introduced to China 
only at the early days of Twentieth century. 

From about thirty variety plays {zaju) in the Yuan dynasty, only lyrics to tune titles were 
printed, all the spoken lines were omitted. Actors by that time were called lyrical singers. 
On performing arts, there were books such as Yannanzhian's ^Chang lun ( 
in > , Zhou Deqing'sH ^ Zhongyuan yinyun ( 4" > , Zhu Quan's ̂  ® 
Taihe zhengyinpu , Wei Liangfli's^^^ Om , He 
Liangjun'sf^ ^ Siyouzhai qushuo ( H ^ ft iS> , Shenjing's xlZ ^ Ciyin 
xiansheng lunqu < ft > , Wang Tide's Z,m < ft ||> , Shen 
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position; unlike its Western counterpart ~ opera, in which music is only an 

accompaniment that is inserted into a dramatic piece, Chinese drama is the one that is 

dominated by music. That is because traditional Chinese drama as a whole has been 

merged into a musical production. Traditional Chinese theatre used to be classified not on 

the performing styles, but entirely on the differences of music for vocal presentations. In a 

brief summary, traditional Chinese drama is designed to present the aesthetics of music. 

Dramatic themes and plot development yield to the secondary. Traditional Chinese 

theatre is nowadays considered as what we call now "total theatre,"'^ an performing art 

that combined literature, music, dance, acrobatic show, dramatic movements, paintings, 

and all other applied fine arts. All these arts, each works independently, are mixed to form 

a unique drama, not on the random base, but as an organism that is mutual permeable, 

stylized and unseparable. So music in traditional Chinese drama had played a key and had 

developed a distinctive form in its evolution. As is mentioned in the previous chapter that 

in China, there are more than three hundred types of regional operas, each has its own 

geographical features and historical developments. But these varieties of dramas all use 

musical tunes and singing to established tunes, which sustain their life of dramatic 

presentations. These dramas are classified not only on the dialects of various places, but 

also mainly on the base of their musical presentation. 

Talking about the form of traditional Chinese drama, Wang Jide of the Ming 

dynasty, in Qu Lu (ffi ^ On Dramatic Musical Rules ), gives a fairly complete 

Chongsui'sjtSSi^ Xiansuo biane Diiqii xiizhi > • 
Only until Li Yu ^ , who started to pay attention to Binbai (g g spoken lines) and 
e s t a b l i s h e d  a  c h a p t e r  " ( 9 «  B i n g b a f  i n  h i s  d r a m a t i c  c r i t i c  X i a n q i n g  o u j i  (  R 3 i n  
the 17th century. 
" According to David Henry Hwang, a contemporary Chinese American playwright, his 
play "M Butterfly  ̂ is a total theatre. In John Louis DiGaetani's ''An Interview with David 
Henry Hwan^' (Drama Review 33/1989) Davi Henry Hwang marks that "I am generally 
interested in ways to create total theatre, theatre that utilizes whatever the medium has to 
offer to create an effect — just to keep an audience interested ~ whether that's dance or 
music or opera or comedy. All these things are very theatrical, even makeup changes and 
costumes — possibly I grew up in a generation which isn't that acquainted with theatre." 
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generalization, "dramatic art is the stage presentation combined with music, spoken lines 

and singing and dance."''* In his Xiqu gaoyiian (IK ® ^ Textual Criticism on 

Dramatic Origin ), the modem dramatic critic Wang Guovvei ( i ̂  1877-1927) 

concludes that Chinese "Xiqu ^ (drama) is to act stories with songs, dances and 

spoken lines."'' What Wang Guowei added is the word shi, event or story in English. In 

this way both of them make it clear that Chinese traditional drama is inextricably 

associated with music. Why did Chinese people of early times define drama with the term 

of xi (IK play) ^ (ffi musical mode)? This is mainly because such a play that utilizes 

music as a key element, which actually dominates the play production. Till the end of last 

century, a dramatic work would not be considered a play without music and songs. 

Examining the Yuan plays, one can hardly deny that music, or precisely musical modes, 

played a significant part within such a fi-amework, through which its symbolic motifs have 

been brought into fiiU play. The dramatists of the Yuan period were actually poetic 

playwrights but they did, after all, compose their poetry to music and so were obliged to 

handle not only dramatic but musical conventions.'® To study Chinese drama, a study of 

the traditional musical modes is essential. It is important to explore into the employment 

of musical modes as symbolic motifs in traditional Chinese drama. 

Some contemporaiy critics do not hold that musical modes are relevant to the 

contents of songs and confine themselves to plot development of plays in Chinese drama. 

Yang Ymliu ^ ̂ ), in Zhongguo gudai yinyueshi ( 4^ ^ ^ ̂  3^ The History 

of Chinese Ancient Music) compares the music modes to poetic rhymes. He says, "Just as 

the emotional content of poetry is not decided by the rhymes it uses, so the emotional 

'^WangJide,3Em^i-"2ai:«/i"inewI«(fi'# : HII): " 
in Zhongguo gudianxiqulumhujichen Vol.4, p. 150 
" Wang Guowei, i ̂ . ''Xiqu kaoyuan" ft # 7C in.Ltinqii wuzhong (  ̂ £ M 
Five articles on dramatic music). 1909. p.59 

James I. Crump. "TTie Conventions and Craft of Yuan Dramd" in Cyril Birch ed. 
Studies in Chinese Literary Genre. 1990. p. 193 
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content of music is not decided by the musical mode it employs.''^"^ Liu Yinbo (§!) ^ tQ) 

in Yuandai zaju j/i/ (tc tfSl 3^ The History of Yuan Drama ) comments that "The 

question of musical modes is the question of formal logic in music. It is used to keep the 

unity of the logical order in a piece of music, ... But after all form is not equal to content. 

If one gives a strained interpretation and endows it with a content which it does not 

possesses, one will produce only obfuscation with music."'® 

This leads us to briefly re-examine the history of music and its functions. In China, 

music was perceived as a cosmic force which replicated and prolonged harmony between 

heaven and earth, thereby balancing the dual forces of Yin and Yang. The foundation 

note, based on mathematical coordinates involved in the Chinese twelve-note musical 

system, was supposed to have mystical powers; it revealed the illness or well-being of the 

state. Each dynasty had its flmdamental note and its absolute pitch. In Analects, 

Confiicius states that music has the power to alter affairs of state, that it can provoke good 

or evil, and that it is a tangible force which arouses human potential. As is said by 

Confucius," It is by the Odes that the mind is aroused. It is by the Rules of Propriety that 

the character is established. It is from the music that the finish is received." The article of 

Yue Ji in Book of Rites fS » fB ]^) has made this analysis on the relation between 

ritual and music, "Through the perception of right produced by ceremony, came the 

degrees of the noble and the mean; through the union of culture arising from music, 

harmony between high and low." "Music comes within, and ceremonies from without. 

Music, coming from within, produces the stillness (of the mind); ceremonies, coming from 

without, produce the elegancies (of manner)." "Music is (an echo of) the harmony 

between heaven and earth; ceremonies reflect the orderly distinctions (in the operations of) 

heaven and earth."'' In this way one can conclude that Li, or ceremony lets people take 

their proper social position according to their social status: the noble or the mean; the 

"Yang Yinliu, Zhongguo gudai yinyueshi < > 1981, p. 
574 
^^lA\jiY\iAiQ,̂ \^ .̂Yuandaizaju shi ( • 1990. p.233 
'5 James Legge. Li Chi, Book of Rites, pp. 97-100 
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superior and the inferior, the esteemed or the lowly. However the Yue, or music 

disregards social status as the yard stick, but advocates harmony and unity among people, 

and try to emotionally link up the relations between man to man. Yue could touch men's 

feelings and cultivate their characters. The functions of Li and Yue are different, but their 

aims are the same, which is described as "Ceremonies afforded the defined expression for 

the (affections of the) people's minds; music secured the harmonious utterance of their 

voices; the laws of government were designed to promote the performance (of the 

ceremonies and music) and punishments, to guard against the violation of them. When 

ceremonies, music, laws, and punishments had every where fiill course, without 

irregularity or collision, the method of kingly rule was complete. 

According to Li Ji (|8 f£ The Book of Rites ), "All the modulations of the voice 

arises fi-om the mind, and the various affections of the mind are produced by things 

(external to it). The affections thus produced are manifested in the sounds that are 

uttered. Changes are produced by the way in which those sounds respond to one another; 

and those changes constitute what we call the modulation of the voice. The combination 

of those modulated sounds, so as to give pleasure, and the (direction in harmony with 

them of the) shield and axes, and of the plumes and ox-tails, constitutes what we call 

music."®' According to the preface to "7%e Mao Text of the Book of Poetry" {Maoshixu 

^^i?) "Poetry is the forward movement of the activities of the mind; the activities of 

mind, once verbalized, becomes poetry. When the emotions within one are stimulated into 

activity, they assume verbal forms. The verbal forms assumed sometimes do not give full 

expression to the emotions, one has then to have recourse to heaving and sighing. When 

even heaving and sighing do not give proper vent to the emotions, one turns to singing 

and chanting. And when even singing and chanting prove unsatisfying, one begins, 

unwittingly, to gesture and dance with one's entire physical frame. 

^Ibid. p. 97 
Ibid. p. 92 

E^ly Chinese Literary Criticism. 1983. p. 1 
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These two statements approach the source of music in two different ways. The 

first starts with voice, while the second starts with poetry. However, both explain in detail 

the relationship among the three allied arts: poetry, music and dance. Both refer to the 

process of artistic creation, and touch upon the spirit of Yue (^music). It is full of artistic 

dialectics. The spirit of Yue has long been absorbed into the tradition of modulated poetry 

in the form of Chinese classical Shi (f^ poetry), Chi (f^ lyrics) and Qu (^musical mode), 

all of which can be called 'singable' literature. When dramatic presentations adopt the 

convention of singing, it becomes a dominant part in plays. 

The classification of music was first formed during the period of folk-song or 

Yuefu shi poetry. Wu Jing ), a literary critic of the Tang period, explains in his 

Yuefit guti yaojie Interpretation of Old Titles of Yuefii), Emperor Ming 

of the Han dynasty decided that Yue music has four qualities: Dqyuyue which is 

used for the memorial ceremony for Gods of Heaven and Earth and ancestors of tribal 

temples; Yasongyue ^ ̂ ), which is used for the ceremony of entertaining and the 

advocation of the teaching of Yue music); Huangmenguchuiyue ( ^ ^ (IJ'C 1^), 

which is used for the banquets of imperial oflScials; Duanxiao naoge yue 

which is used for military events. This division is done according to the musical tones and 

circumstances of their uses. Symbolic motifs are thus produced and regulated in singing 

folk-song or Yuejushi(^f^^) poetry. 

Since the formation phase of Chinese drama in the Yuan dynasty, Chinese 

dramatic music has gradually evolved its own creative process. The Yuan play or 

Yucmzaju(jt S5D. like other genres of traditional Chinese drama, is a form of ballad 

opera. Music and song are an indispensable part of any form of traditional Chinese 

theater, but unlike Western opera or musicals, the music is not composed afi'esh for each 

new play. The playwright writes his songs to existing melodies that he selects fi-om a well-

known and circumscribed body of tunes. Therefore Yuan dramatists composed their 

dramatic poetry to musical conventions." Genres of drama in China are not primarily 

distinguished by content as in the West, but by dififerences in music. And a rule each body 
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of tunes has its own conventions for combining melodies into suites, for the dialect to be 

used in singing, and for the composition of the accompanying orchestra. Such examples 

can found in Yuan plays, in Kunqu ft) plays, and even in modem Peking opera. 

According to the extent play scripts, almost all Yuan plays consisted of four main 

acts, with sometimes the addition of one short Xiezi wedge act ). "Each act was 

built around a song-set. In the case of the wedge act this usually consisted of only one 

song, one tune with one or two stanzas to it. Each of the main acts included a number of 

songs to several tunes. The tunes within one song-set were all to one and the same key, 

with the exception of some permitted borrowings and arranged in a set order, culminating 

in what were called Weisheng § 'coda tunes')."On the other hand, the lyric 

sections were sung, not spoken, by one main character per act. It was indeed a special 

feature of the Zaju that in each act only one character, whether male or female, should 

sing.®^ It is true that in Yuan plays {Yuan zaju), no matter how many musical tunes are 

employed in a play, and no matter how long or short the tunes are, the utilization of 

sequence of musical modes is fixed, especially for the first and the last sequences. Major 

changes are not allowed. Each musical mode has a special pattern for tones, number of 

words and sentences and methods of singing. Contemporary accounts provides musical 

titles of 335 tunes current in the Yuan period. In the extant plays, about 270 different 

tunes out of ten musical modes are used. They are Shuangdiao (^M), Zhonglu (c(3 S), 

Zhenggong Xianlu (ftlj g), Yuediao (^H), Nanlu (if g), Shangdiao (^" it), 

Dashidiao (^5P), Huangzhong ̂ M), and Banshediao (Ix'feM)- All these musical 

modes are called Gongdiao (^H) which originated fi-om the traditional musical elements 

of Daqu ) or song and dance suite of the Tang and Sung dynasties. 

Guan Hanqing's "Dou Eyuan" Injustice Done to Dou E ), for example, 

employs the gongdiao arrangement. The whole play is divided into four acts, each 

utilizing one of the gongdiao. xianlu is used for the first act, nanlu in the second act, 

William Dolby. A History of Chinese Drama, p. 54 
^ William Dolby. ''Yuan Drama" in Colin Mackerras ed. Chinese Theatre from its Origins 
to the Present Day. 1983. p. 47 
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Zhenggong in the third act and Shuangdiao in the last act. The plot of the play is 

ingeniously conceived with the four musical modes, each of which has its own set series of 

tonal modes. With zhenggong as the key musical mode in the third act, it starts with the 

tune of Duanzhenhao followed by Gtnvciuqiu and ended with 

Qiaoxiucai In the first act of this play, Guan Hanqing utilizes the xianlu 

musical mode with the arrangement of tones in sequence; 1. Dianjiangchun 2. 

Hunjianglong 3. Youhulu 4. Tiamdale 5. Houtinghua 

6. Qinggeer 7. Jishengcao 8. Jinzhaner ) and 9. 

Zhuansha ). Compared to Ma Zhiyuan's fl. c. 1280) play ''Autumn in the 

Han Palace^\ which also utilizes xianhi mode for the first act as the sequence of tunes. 

Among the nine tunes, only the fifth and seventh tunes changed, the rest remain the same. 

These two plays are strikingly similar in musical mode arrangement even though they 

present different themes. This is because playwrights, when they wrote new plays, were 

governed by strict rules. These rules also circumscribe sentence patterns, number of 

words, tonal patterns, rhythms, and singing methods. Therefore, it is reasonable to 

assume that since only one mode is used in an entire act, the musical mode sets the overall 

mood for the act, although the mood of individual scenes may diverge considerably. With 

this method of musical employment in Chinese traditional plays, the symbolic motifs of 

Chinese traditional plays are chiefly dominated by the corresponding musical modes which 

prevented playwrights fi-om presenting drama in novel and creative ways. 

In Western drama there used to be the theory of "three unities,"®^ but in China the 

unity was first reflected in the structure of dramatic music: song sets. If the utilization of 

The "three unities," widely attributed to Aristotle and for centuries involved as absolute 
requisites of tragedy, are 1, the unity of time — all action in the play to take place within 
24 hours; 2, the unity of place; and 3, the unity of action ~ the play to represent a single 
action with a beginning, middle, and end. Of these, Aristotle can only be credited with the 
formulation of one; the unity of action. He also mentioned that the time should be 
confined to about 24 hours, but does not seem to regard this as a matter for concern. The 
three unities were actually formulated by Lodovico Castelvetro (1505-1571), a critic and 
scholar of the Italian Renaissance who translated Aristotle and appended a lengthy 
conmientary including dicta regarding the three unities. They were regarded as 
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song sets is to seek the unity and harmony in between various musical tones and tunes, the 

primal function of musical tones in song sets is to coordinate the changes of circumstances 

and dramatic rhythm. For a complete set of music, it generally must have yinzi 01 

introductory part) and weisheng § coda tunes), the middle is guoqu (jg ft interim), 

each is composed of with several musical tunes which must embody the corresponding 

variations of rhythm for the tones designed for the whole set of songs in a play. Liu Xizai 

(S!j 1813-1881) puts forward a rule in his Yigai: Ciqitgai 

Introduction to Arts: Introduction to lyrics and Music ) that "The musical tunes applied 

within one Gongdiao, no matter what tune title is applied, the method of composition is 

no more than the "three perfections" (saniing H ^ )®^: beginning, middle and ending. 

The beginning must be unplicit and moderate, the middle must be changeable with great 

ease, and the end must be lingering in carefree leisure."®"' The so-called "three 

perfections" actually refer to the three musical components of song sets. The beginning's 

implicitness and the ending's lingering both indicate softness and slowness in musical 

rhythm. In classical Chinese dramatic music, San ban (® )®^ is always used for the 

beginning and the end. When Yannanzhian of Yuan dynasty talks about the 

Bei Qu (:jt ft northern song) in his Changlun ( < H ) On Singing), he says, "It 

sometimes features with more words and less musical sound, sometimes more musical 

sound but less words, they are so-called "a series of lizhu precious pearls)." Take 

X i a n l u .  D i a n j i a n g c h u n  ^  a n d  D a s h i .  Q i n g x i n g e r  I E )  f o r  

example, they are called butcher to abate singing."®® Both of the two tunes are used as 

the first tune in each song set. They are slow and soft because they possess the features of 

Aristotelian gospel by the critic and dramatists of 17th-century France and other classical-
minded periods in various countries. 
®®In literary translation, saniing moans "three stops." 
®^Liu Xizai, Yigai, Ciqugai ° PIft^> 
®®It is one of the measures in traditional Chinese music featured with flexible rhythms and 
slowness at singing and musical instrument playing. It is good for emotional release. 

Yannanzhian,?^ ^ ̂  ̂  • Changlun fw in Fu Xihua H ed. Gudian xiqu 
shengyue lunzhu congbian < ft @^> • 1957. pp. 8-9 
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more musical sound but less words. For the epilogue of a play there should be the 

lingering effect, which would provide audience with some aftertaste resulted from both the 

music and singing. The interim of the middle is the chief body of the singing series. 

Through the great variety of musical tunes, the releasing of character's complex emotion 

and unfolding of dramatic plots are completed for manifestation. The presentation of 

great variety of changes, for both inner feelings and external world description, the interim 

should be rich, diversified and complicated. Only by this way can the presentation of plot 

revelation and releasing of inner feelings be brought into fiill play. 

Musical modes in plays can produce stage atmosphere and direct actions in a 

particular act. Wang Jide -1623), a Chinese dramatic critic in the 17th century, 

summarizes in his Qulu (fl^Laws of Musical Modes) that "Ever since the Song dynasty, 

the 48 tonal modes can no longer coexist. There only remain six gong ) and eleven 

diao (^) or seventeen modes recorded in Zhongyiian (4^ ^ ̂ ) in which collected 

modes have different tones of their own: Xianlugong (f[Ij S '^) is pure, fresh, humble and 

distant; Nanlugong (j^S*^) sentimental and filled with grief; Zhonglugong (4" ) 

vigorous and indignant; Huangzhonggong M "^ ) rich, honorable and lingering; 

Zhenggong (IE "^ ) melancholy and magnificent; Daogong '^) elegant and refined 

(the above are in the category of gong). Dashidiao (^51^) is dissolute and gracefiil; 

Xiaoshidiao (/Jn 5 ̂ ) charming and lovely; Gaopingdiao ^ |^) lofty and in high 

spirits; Banshediao i^) tidying pits and cracks; Xiezhidiao (S^ Jb ) fast in 

rhythm with false pauses; Shangjiaodiao sorrowfiil and agreeable; Shuangdiao 

(^1^ robust and surging; Shangdiao ) miserable and discontent; Jiaodiao |̂ ) 

whimpering and melodious; Gongdiao ) refined and critical; and Yuediao ^) 

exerting favorable influence and showing contempt. 

It is not important to make explicit whether this classification is logic or not, 

because some modes are about performing styles some are about the level of pitches and 

Wang Tide, ^. Qulun ( ^ > in Zhongguo gudian xiqu lunzhu Jichen, Vol. 
IV . 1959. pp. 102 - 103 
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tones employed . The important thing is that it tells us clearly that the patterns of musical 

employment in Chinese traditional drama exerted a dominant influence on playwrights in 

their craft. This is clearly the work of musical motif Although here motif is the form of 

artistic expression, that is the musical tunes, it also produces symbolic as well as thematic 

effects. A piece of specific music introduces a special theme and provides a symbolic 

mood accepted by both playwrights and audience. Lu Yuanjun ^TUl  ̂ in his Quxue (fl 

^ On Study of Musical Modes) divides these seventeen modes into four major categories 

suggesting that "for a joyous theme it is appropriate to select Httangzhong, Xianlu, Dashi 

and Xiaoshr, for a sorrowful theme it is appropriate to select Manlu, Shangdiao and 

Shangjiao', for a robust theme it is appropriate to select zhertggong and Shuangdiao\ for a 

jocular theme it is appropriate to select Yuediao" There is no doubt that these tunes are 

musical motifs dominating emotional feelings on traditional Chinese theatre. 

Here such a question is always raised; Why do traditional dramatists fill new words 

into the conventional musical tunes in stead of creating new musical tunes? My hypothesis 

lies in the result of Chinese national traits. It is the nation's cultural perspectives that has 

helped promote the unique development of Chinese dramatic music, which in return 

reflects the characteristics of national thinking process. "The formation of a nation's 

specific features of thinking process is primarily and mainly influenced by its nation's 

specified cultural psychology. Cultural psychology is the cultural sedimentation of a 

specific nation shaped by the conceptual formation under certain historical conditions. 

Through the cultural sediment, it has become the basic core of the nation's culture. It is 

the nation's cultural psychology developed under the specific historical conditions that has 

caused an impact on the distinctive quality of Chinese national thinking, which at the same 

time has exerted a tremendous influence over the dramatic thinking in China.""^! Chinese 

people have been greatly affected and confined by the traditional concept of social norms 

for quite a long time. The impact of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism enabled the 

'^Liao Quanjing. '̂ National Cultural psychology and Chinese Dramatic thinking'' in 
Studies on Arts . 1992/1 p. 100 
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traditional Chinese music to strive for the expression of moderate optimism and 

cheerfubiess, quiet elegance of the nature, and the harmonious balance of an essentially 

earthy people. These features have been fiilly expressed in traditional Chinese rites 

(ceremony) and music: the two had long before become twin arts in traditional China. 

The respective positions of Rites and Music are made clear by The Book of Rites, "Music 

expresses the harmony of Heaven and Earth, Ritual the hierarchic order in Heaven and 

Earth."''2 Harmony constantly is the ideal goal of aesthetics for traditional Chinese music, 

especially in Confucianism. Xun Zi says, "Music Is the unalterable in harmonizing, 

ceremony is the ureplaceable in patterning. Music joins the similar, ceremony separates 

the different. The centralizing by ceremony and music threads together men's hearts.""" 

Confiicianists and Taoists always agreed on the 'utilitarian' aspect of man's activities, and 

also on endowing them with cosmic implications which satisfied their synthetic urge. The 

twin arts of rites and music, for instance, symbolized this eternal interplay of the two 

fundamental principles of dissociation and union — rites symbolizing the necessary 

distinctions between man, music their harmonic association. Man's personal rhythm, 

society's collective rhythm, should correspond to each other and harmonize with the 

universe's own cosmic rhythm. In this way music in traditional China had been deeply 

involved in the social ethics. It was closely linked with Rites. For thousand years of 

development, Chinese music had possessed its unique ethical values, even the dramatic 

musical tunes have possessed the qualities without exception. Traditional Chinese 

dramatists had to follow the conventional practice and cautiously chose proper musical 

tunes for appropriate emotional expressions. The State of Harmony as I mentioned before 

could always be feh in these musical tunes. Emotional expression and even plot 

development were thus regulated largely on the basis of musical motifs. 

Having made it clear that musical tunes held an important position in Chinese 

drama. We may come to the central part of this chapter that how music lost its 

•^Hughes E. R. Chinese Philosophy in Classical Times. 1954. p. 277 
A.C. Graham. Disputers of the Tao: Philosophical Argument in Ancient China. 1989. 

P. 261 
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independence in its actual performance. Chinese musical modes can be classified into two 

categories, sanqu lyric or non-dramatic songs)and jvcpi (gij ® dramatic songs ). 

sanqu, lyric song, is a new form of poetic melody flourished during the Yuan, which is 

designed for sole purpose of chanting;''* while juqu refers to dramatic song which is used 

in a play. "There is one important distinction between a piece of lyric and a dramatic 

song. Though similar in form, they differ in purpose and ways of presentation. Whereas 

the dramatic songs are woven together in a sequence to utter the sentiments of a certain 

character in a play, the lyric songs are written mainly to express the poet's own feelings 

and observations. Moreover, though the lyric songs can also be combined to form a 

sequence, they are completely devoid of the prose dialogue that is interspersed between 

the dramatic songs. When a play is presented on the stage, songs are sung by the actors to 

the accompaniment of musical instruments. On the other hand, the lyric songs, whether 

single or in a sequence, were purely vocal and intended mainly for chanting."'^' Either a 

piece of poetry or a piece of lyric song could be chanted or sung out to express a feelmg, 

an idea, or a theme. It possesses independence; it exists independently. However, 

dramatic song is another story, though it shares the similarity with the lyric song. 

''•The Qu ® emerged as a variation of Ci fij : when the Ci had lost its spontaneity and 
ceased to be creative, the Qu arose to take its place. In the Yuan period, the lyric song, 
like the dramatic song, was essentially a product of the North China, whence came all the 
great Qu poets. In his The Art of Chinese Poetry, James J. Y. Liu names these two 
poetical genres: Dramatic Verse {Qu ^ ) and Dramatic Lyrics (Sanqu ). This is 
because these two genres are designed for singing out and for performance. However the 
composition of these two poetry genres are the same: "As in the case of Lyric Meters, the 
dramatic poets would choose tunes fi-om an existing repertoire and write words to them. 
These constitute the sung passages called 0m , in contrast to the spoken passages called 
Bai 0 (plain speech or dialogue). Dramatic Verse is metrically similar to Lyric Meters, 
but the tunes originally employed were fi"om a different repertoire, which gave rise to 
another body of meters. Over five hundred such meters have survived, though most of the 
music that created them has not. In dramatic verse, the lines are of unequal length, and 
more liberty is allowed than in Lyric Meters regarding the number of syllables, for 
additional words may be inserted, known as Chenzi ^ (Padding words). Tone 
patterns and rime schemes, however, must be strictly observed." (p. 32) 
'^Liu Wu-chi. An Introduction to Chinese Literature. 1966. p. 185 
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Dramatic song is to be combined with spoken parts, action and dances to present a 

dramatic story, to create characterization, and to illustrate a dramatic theme. So it does 

not possess any independence. From a dramatic script, one can find that a piece of 

dramatic song is only a small part of a whole play. If the song is taken out and separated 

fi-om the play, it can hardly be understood. Its primal goal of enhancing emotional 

expression and background description will end in vain. It can be concluded that dramatic 

songs do not have the capacity of independent existence. We may approach the 

dependence of dramatic songs in the following three aspects. 

The first aspect is the utilization of musical tunes in sequence. It means to say that 

one tune must be associated with a sequence of tunes as a complete form of presentation. 

When one piece of musical tune is not lengthy enough to fiilly express a certain complete 

idea, then there comes the utilization of performing patterns: combinations of musical 

tunes. For example, in Wang Shipu's "^The Story of the Western Wing" on hearing the 

Student Zhang strum the zither, Ying Ying (Oriole) tiptoes to the window to listen to the 

music, she then expresses her fascinated affection; 

(Female lead sings to the Tune of Tianjingsha ) 
Could it be that our precious hair ornaments are set a jangling by our steps as we 

walk? 
Could it be that our girdle pendants clink and tinkle as we trail our skirts? 
Could it be that the iron horses are stirred by the wind before the eaves? 
Could it be that the golden curtain hooks hung in pairs 
Are jingling and chinking as they against the door posts? 

(Female lead sings to the Tune of Tiaoxiao ling ) 
Could it be the night-struck bell in the Brahma palace? 
Could it be the scattered bamboos rustling behind the curved balustrade? 
Could it be the sound of ivory rulers and scissors keeping time? 
Could it be the long dripping of the clepsydra echoing in catchpot's bronze? 
Hiding myself, I listen again, east of the wall... 
All the time it was someone tuning a zither near the western wing. 

(Female sings to the Tune of Tusier ̂  ) 
When the sounds are virile, they are like the cacophony of the blades and spears of 

ironclad cavalry. 
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When the sounds are serene, they are like the rippling of fallen flowers on flowing 
waters. 

When the sounds are raised, they are like a crane's cry in a void of clear breeze 
and bright moon. 

When the sounds are lowered, they are like the cooing of lovers' whispers heard 
through a small window.^^ 

Altogether twelve analogies and metaphors describing the zither's sounds are only 

completed by the three musical tunes, without one of which, they can not be illustrated as 

a whole. The corelativeness of the three musical tunes can never be separated. With the 

consistent patterns, the subtlety and splendidness of the zither's sounds overwhelm the 

audience with the melodious and sweet music, even for readers who could enjoy the 

pleasant music merely through the reading of the script. 

There is another example in Ma Zhiyuan's Autumn in Han Palace that the musical 

tunes can not be separated in use. In Act HI, there is a scene about Emperor Yuan's grief 

and longing after he bids the farewell to his newly discovered consort Wang Zhaojun: 

(Male lead sings to the Tune of Qi dixiong -b ̂  52. ) 
What, a great emperor and not to love Wang Qiang! 
Ah, 
How am I to bear it when she parts and turns to look! 
How bear to imagine the scattering wind and snow. 
The pennants and banners of the envoy's train casting shadows afar. 
The solemn music of drum and horn shaking the mountain paths. 

(Male lead sings to the Tune of Meihua jiu ) 
Ah, I gaze out upon this rugged wilderness heart-stricken. 
The grass has already turned to yellow. 
The color already touched by frost. 
The hounds have shed their coats of gray. 
The hunters stand ready with tasseled spears. 
The horses loaded with luggage. 
The arts carrying food. 
The chase begins in the Royal Hunting-ground. 

Stephen H. West and Wilt L. Idema, ed. and trans. Wang Shifu's The Moon and the 
Zi ther :  The  S tory  o f  the  Wes tern  Wing .  1991 .  pp .  270-271  



78 

She, yes she 
With breaking heart she bids her lord farewell. 
I, yes I 
I take her hand and go where we shall part. 
She with her caravan moves off into the desert wilds, in my royal 
carriage return to Xian Yang, 
Return to Xian Yang 
Past palace walls. 
Past palace walls 
Round winding galleries. 
Round winding galleries 
Near the fragrant chamber. 
Near the fragrant chamber 
The moon misty yellow. 
The moon misty yellow 
And the night air chill. 
The Night air chill 
And cold cicadas weep. 
Cold cicadas weep 
At green gauze windows. 
Green gauze windows! 
Let me not to think -

(Male lead sings to the Tune of Shou Jiangnan ) 
Oh, 
Not to think 
Is for a heart of iron! 
Would still let fall a thousand sad streams of tears. 
Tonight my lady's portrait shall hang in Chao Yang Palace, 
And there I shall wait upon her. 
Burning tall candles on silvery stems to light up her beautiful face.'" 

From the above musical sequence, one will find that not only the musical tunes are 

associated together, but also the lyrical lines are joined together, especially the last of line 

to the Tune of Meihua jiu "Let me not to think" and the first line to the Tune of Shou 

Jiangnan "Not to think." They are in one unit, though placed in two separates musical 

""Liu Jung-en, trans. Six Yuan Plays. 1972. pp. 217 - 218 
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tunes. These two tunes have the relation that connect two dramatic songs. It is one of the 

chief preventative forms of dramatic songs in traditional Chinese drama. 

The second aspect is the association of songs with spoken parts. In the dramatic 

script of classical Chinese literature, songs and spoken lines are woven together to 

illustrate a common idea. Take Bai Pu's (Q ̂  1226 -) "Wutong Yu" The Rain 

on Wutong Tree) for example. In Act HI, there is a scene completed by two paragraphs 

of spoken lines and two songs in sequence. 

The role of Zhengmo (male lead); I, the sovereign, failed to tell the good from the 
bad, so it resulted in chaos by the wide Hun. It is of critical urgency, I am forced to flee 
wes te rn  bound  to  evade  the  enemy t roops .  How sen t imen ta l  i s  i t !  

(Zhengmo sings to the Tune of Shuangdiao, Xinshuiling * ^ '̂̂  ) 
Banners from five sides are fluttering in the wind at the sun side glow. 
Lonely on a half imperial carriage. 
The whipping seems tired in slendemess, 
The horse stirru^' tread without vitality; 
Looking back toward the capital, 
I can not set my mind at rest on each step. 

I, the sovereign, live in the depth of the Nine heaven palace. 
How could I get to know the suflferings in villages and streets. 

(Zhengmo sings to the Tune of Zhuma ting 1^M1^) 
Faintly visible is the remote comer of the sky, 
Five and six places are remaining waters and broken mountains; 
Dreary and desolate are beyond the forest. 
Two and three families with ruined walls and tumble-down houses. 
Distant trees along the Qin River misted dim-sightedly. 
Decaying willows at the Ba Bridge swayed in the wind whistling. 
They can never be compared to the green window screen. 
The glittering morning light and the;/Maw>'a/7g'^tiles.''^ 

Yucmyang ^ ̂  bird is Mandarin duck which moves in pair. It is always used in 
classical Chinese literature as an affectionate couple. 
''Wang Jisi, ed., Quan Yuan Xi Qu ( ( Complete Collection of 
Yuan Drama), Vol. I. pp. 500 - 501 
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These two paragraphs of spoken lines and two songs in sequence combined into one unit 

to describe the scene how Emperor Ming and his favorite consort Yang Guifei flee from 

the capital city so as to take refugee in Sichuan. The relation between the spoken lines 

and songs is derivative: the first spoken line tells the scene of Emperor Ming is on the way 

of running for his life, and the following song to the Tune of Xinshuiling describes his 

inner feeling toward his escaping. The song is clearly generated from the spoken line. 

With the song to the Tune of Xinshuiling presenting the lyrical line "looking back toward 

the capital," it gives the picture of the situation outside the capital, from which the 

emperor has witnessed sufferings of the people. This is the spoken line derived from his 

singing. Since this spoken line touches upon the people's miserable life, his next song is 

thereafter about the pictures of war-torn rivers and mountains and devastated peasant 

households. This is again that spoken line produces musical lyrics. In traditional Chinese 

drama, songs and spoken lines are thus alternately arranged and performed, which 

accounts for a large portion as a dramatic form. 

The third aspect is the organic integration of music and action. Reading Yuan 

plays, one will occasionally discover stage directions being inserted among the singing and 

spoken lines. In this way the dramatic songs and stage movement are merged into one, 

supplementary to each other and of course inseparable. In The Stoiy of the Western Wing, 

(Volume V. Act I.), there is a scene about Ying Ying reading the letter; 

(Female lead acts out accepting the letter) 
(Female lead sings to the Tune of Jinju hua 
At first I lost my charm because he went away. 
And now you bring a letter here — 
That again intensifies my condition. 
The promise he made was never kept. 
Silently I bow my head; 
The letter rests in my hands, tears clot in my pupils. 

(Female lead acts out opening the letter.) 

(Female lead sings to the Tune of Cu hulu ): 
Here, as I open the letter, I open it in tears; 
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There, as he wrote the letter, he wrote it in tears. 
Probably before the point of his pen had touched paper, his tears already flowed; 
Teardrops still stain this letter that you bring. 
With newer stains I soak the older: 
Truly, a single layer of sorrow is now doubled. 

(Female lead acts out reciting the letter.) 

"I, Gong, with a hundred obeisances, present this letter 
To the dressing table of the fragrant one. 

"80 

This is to describe how Ying Ying opens the letter sent by Student Zhang and the 

revelation of her feeling through singing. Before the first song there is a stage movement. 

In-between the songs there is a stage direction. After the dramatic song, there is another 

indication of action. In this way opening the letter, releasing of emotion and reading the 

letter, all the three actions closely connected. There is no doubt that this unit can hardly be 

separated. Also in the play of Guan Hanqing's The Injustice Done to Don E (Act HI.), 

Dou E sings before she is brought to execution. 

(Female lead sings to the Tune oishawei 
For me the floating clouds grow dark. 
For me the mournful wind begins to whistle. 
The three vows I made should be fulfilled for ail to see. 

(Weeps and then says) 
Wait, my mother-in-law, till you see snow fall in June and drought for 
three years. 

(Goes on singing) 
Till then will be revealed the injustice done to the wronged soul of Dou E.®' 

Stephen H. West and Wilt L. Idema, ed. and trans. Wang Shifu's The Moon and the 
Zither: The Story of the Western Wing. p. 372 
siWangJisied. Vol. I. p. 201 



82 

In order to present a complete dramatic unit, even in one musical tune an action is 

indicated and a spoken line is placed. The above mentioned three dramatic forms 

connecting music, spoken lines and action prove that dramatic music can not be 

independently used in traditional Chinese drama. These three forms constitute the basic 

patterns for the existence of dramatic music. 

Chinese drama distinguished itself from other types of drama with its unique 

stylized gestures. That uniqueness also applies to the musical modes as symbolic motifs. 

This traditional method has been repeatedly used from play to play. Whenever a 

playwright starts his dramatic creation, he first selects musical modes and arranges 

sequence of tunes, and then tries to fill in words and expressions to suit the musical 

modes. This seems to be the same as rhymes used for traditional Chinese poetry 

composition. Since musical modes carry symbolic motifs, they differ from the lyrical tones 

of poetry. "Dramatic Verse is metrically similar to Lyric Meters, but the tunes originally 

employed were from a different repertoire, which gave rise to another body of meters. 

Over five hundred such meters have survived, though most of the music that created them 

has not. In dramatic verse, the lines are of unequal length, and more liberty is allowed 

than in Lyric Meters regarding the number of syllables, for additional words may be 

inserted, known as Chenzi ( Padding words or non-metric words). Tone patterns 

and, however, must be strictly observed."^ 

The organization of the songs in Chinese traditional drama into certain musical 

mode suite not only conveys to the audience a sense of the division and progression of the 

play, the alternative of musical modes and tunes surely also helps to alter and create 

atmosphere and to signify such generalities as tension or joy. In this way singing poetry to 

certain musical tune takes a large portion in Chinese traditional drama. The main 

functions are as stated by Masaru Aoki; "1. It is an alternative for dialogue. On the 

occasion of dialogue between zhenmo (male lead) and zhengdan (female lead), it is 

preferred to utilize singing rather than spoken lines, which is more often seen. 2. It is to 

^ James J. Y. Liu. The Art of Chinese Poetry, p. 32 
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express what characters mean in thought process. There are great varieties in this 

category, such as delineate emotions, expressing wishes, articulating expectations, 

revealing intentions, describing imaginations, and all the inner feelings. Compared with 

spoken lines, singing is much more undisguised and effective. 3. It is to indicate the 

development of events, or it is to reveal the past and present situations of events, or it is to 

describe other characters, or the singer's current situation and movement. 4. It is to 

portray the scenes of surroundings. It is used as a substitution for stage setting."^^ 

As an alternative for dialogue, singing to certain musical tunes was unusual during 

the period of Yuan. What Masaru Aoki concludes obviously refers to the plays of later 

dynasties. However there is one rare example in Wang Shifu's The Story of the Western 

Wing. In Volume IV, Act HI, there is a dialogue between Male leader and Female leader, 

it is in the form of singing to musical tunes; 

(Male Lead sings to the Tune of Shua haier 
I weep red tears, soaking my labels and sleeves 
Wetter than the Constable's blue gown. 
The shrike goes eastward, westward flies the swallow; 
Before I have set out, you ask when I will return. 
Although we will be parted a thousand miles from this very moment 
on. 
Let us drink to the end this one cup of life's wine. 
Flushed with wine before I even drink — 
From my eyes blood flows. 
And within my heart all turns to ash. 

(Female lead, counseling student, sings to the Tune of "Fifth from Coda") 
When you reach the capital, adapt yourself to the local clime; 
While on the road, be moderate in your food and drink. 
Always take good care of yourself, pace your body's strength; 
Go to sleep early in the rain and dew of desolate villages' 
Rise late in the wind and frost of country inns. 
Astride your horse in the autumn winds — 

Aoki, Masaru ^ IE , 1937 Shina kinsei gikyokushi • 
Tokyo, translated as Zhongguo jinshi xiqushi < 4" ̂  ® ) , Wang Gulu 

trans. 1961. pp. 38-39 
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That is the hardest time to take proper care, 
When you most need help and support. 

For the function of describing the innate feelings of the characters, singing could 

help bring forth characters' inner feelings, such as emotion expression, aspiration, 

ambition, intention and imagination. For example the lengthy song sung by the Emperor 

in Mazhiyuan's Autumn of Han Palace, when he comes back to the palace after seeing off 

Wang Zhaojun, vividly depicts the Emperor's innate agony which becomes the brilliant 

example of musical function in dramatic expression of character's emotion. 

(Emperor Yuan sings to the Tune of Fendieer in Zhonglu Mode S * 
A chilliness rises in my royal place. 
The night is high, all quiet within the women's chambers, 
Facing the Silver Terrace Gate the speck of one cold lamp. 
To see the quilts and pillows where I lie down to sleep, 
Reminds me all the more of my unhappy fate. 
Ten thousand miles from my dragon palace, 
Tell me where does she rest tonight, my one true soul? 

(To the Tune ofZuichunfeng^^W^) 
Lady, you are like the Temple of the Bamboo Grove, 
Half seen you disappear. 
Leaving no more than your shadow behind. 
Until I die. 
As I shall live 
I shall do homage to you. 

(To the Tune ofJiaosheng lUfS) 
Dreams of lovers meeting. 
How hard they are to reach! 
Where are you, my love, my love? 
Why does your spirit not appear to me? 
Am I to be denied the one night's sweet dream 
allowed Prince Hsiang of Chu? 

Singing is used for depicting treading on the road, stepping into a doorway, 

climbing a mountain, and wading a river, all of which can hardly be performed and 
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demonstrated on simple stages by then. The scene to illustrate the character's travel in 

Act HI of Kang Jinzhi's ;5l fl.. 1279) "Z,/ Knei fujing' ^ M Li Kuei Carries 

Thorns) is presented through the song: 

(Li Kui sings to the Tune ofy/x/eftm in ^//awgc/rao Mode • ^g^) 

Skirting the blue-green foothills I see afar 

The tavern's banner signaling in the wind, and think 

On the emotions felt last night. I think 

In most cases, emotional expression, character description and scenic illustration are 

combined in one series of songs. In the same play Li Kui Carries Thorns, the beautiful 

scene of the Mt. Liang in the season of Pure Bright Festival and Li Kui's pleasant 

personality are presented through the songs which has brought the audience to the stage 

setting of a village wine shop: 

(Li Kui sings to the Tune of Dianjiangcfnm in Xianlii Mode f[lj S • S^^#) 
The spirit of drink is hard to lay. 
And laid, the intemperate ghost rises again. 
Seeking wine in the village I asked of Wang Liu — 

Said Wang Liu, they have some over there. 
But this is the wine of Qing-ming. 
The wind and rain are sadly tender with the flowers. 
The soft breeze gently rises. 
At evening the showers cease. 
Yonder, half hid in willows, lies the tavern. 
From fisherman's little boat, blending with 
Ripples in the green waters of spring. 
Migrant swallows fly to and fro. 
Sand gulls wheel far and near. 

(Sings to the Tune ofHunjianglong 
For three green mountains stand in cloud-locked beauty 
And willow isles lie caught in nets of mist. 
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Light, impudent blossoms chasing the water's flow. 

But how its make-up glows through a coat of white powder. 

And so I reach the shop at Meadowbridge hard by Wiliowford. 
... I try not to drink, but the waving of the wineshop 
Flag has made my steps waver. 
How it dances in the east wind atop its springy staff. 

Singing about past events in stead of soliloquy is also one of the advantages in 

traditional Chinese plays. Singing can produce dramatic effects and enhance aesthetic 

perception. Characters through singing can tell what had happened previously, telling 

about the character himself and what the character thinking about others. This technique 

is a conmion occurrence in traditional Chinese drama. The following song is the first song 

in The Story of the Western Wing which tells what has happened and the current situation: 

(Old lady sings to the Tune of Shanhua shi in Xianlu mode filj S • 
In the capital did my lord and master's come to a close; 
Child and mother, orphan and widow, we've come to the end of our 
road. 
And so we have longing for the old graves at Boling, 
And bloody tears sprinkle "azalea bird" red. 

This song is immediately followed by another song, 

(Female lead sings to the Tune of Yaopian^ "Reprise") 
So it is: I meet with fading spring east of Pu Commandery; 
The gates are close with double within this monastery. 
Blossoms fall, the water flows red. 
My sorrow are a thousand fold; 
But I have no words to lay plaint against the eastern wind. 

The two songs present the time setting and unfold the prelude of the play by releasing the 

female character's sad feeling. 

I have already discussed why traditional Chinese dramatists must follow 

established traditional methods on terms of fixed musical modes. Here I again lay an 
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emphasis as the conclusion of this section. The only explanation to the use of musical 

tunes is that the musical motif has its deep roots in the Chinese cultural tradition. The 

precise ways of presenting techniques and performance values convey psychological 

characteristics of Chinese nationality and reflect aesthetic concepts of Chinese national 

culture. Traditional Chinese drama, with its musical conventions present clear symbolic 

motifs on stage. This quality is realized through the presence of musical modes. To this 

extent, musical modes can not be regarded as merely a formal characteristic, because they 

precisely determine and direct the development of contents and plots of plays. Motif in 

the form of musical modes in Chinese drama serves as a bridge linking both form and 

content, with which playwrights write plays and audience appreciate plays. Chinese 

audience have the tradition of listening to plays (tingxi ) rather than watching plays 

(kanxi ^ IK )• This is mainly due to the result of the symbolic motifs conveyed by the 

musical modes. 

Chinese musical modes were formulated during the Yuan dynasty or even earlier, 

but it has turned out to be a lost art. Fortunately, the tradition has been inherited to the 

present day in almost all the three hundred regional operas. Peking Opera, for example, 

continues to use the convention of musical modes and tunes. This dramatic form has 

sustained for more than two hundred years and still is showing its vitality for its artistic 

life. In the play of Guifei zuijiu (The Noble Lady's Unrestrained Drinking), 

only one character takes the whole action and singing part on stage. The whole play 

utilizes only one musical mode which is Sipingdiao (23^1^), a musical mode suitable for 

demonstrating mixed or complex feelings. Through the singing and the performance to 

the musical mode, the character's inner conflicts have been portrayed incisively, from the 

character's arrogance when being granted favors at her first appearance on stage, to 

frustration after Tang Ming Huang's breaking an appointment, and finally to the 

character's hidden bitterness after unrestrained drinking. All the various complicated 

feelings are vividly described with the subtle changes of musical tones. Thus, the image of 

a noble lady is successfully created. 
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Though there are no surviving musical scores from the early Chinese traditional 

drama, which makes present research difficult, the indications from names of musical 

modes used in the plays, the titles of tunes composed in these modes, the surviving texts 

of the lyrics and stage directions all suggest the importance of music on early Chinese 

traditional drama. It should now be clear that symbolic motifs in traditional Chinese 

drama are accomplished through the musical modes which are used to establish dramatic 

characterization and spontaneously describe the development of dramatic plot. Musical 

modes with their unique artistic appeal, can produce various contrasts for stage 

atmosphere: the contrast of joy and sorrow, excitement and calmness, rudeness and 

tenderness, rapidity and slowness, tension and relaxation. All these can be achieved on 

stage with the alternation of musical rhythm and melody, change of timbre, styles, tonal 

modes and pitches. Through the musical modes that convey clear-cut symbolic motifs, 

traditional Chinese drama has found an enduring framework for the expression of mood, 

character and emotion. 
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3. Development of Chinese Drama with Poetry Tradition 

Unlike its western counterpart which gives priority to plot development,' traditional 

Chinese drama has its own distinction of theatrical approach beside the musical chanting 

and dances involved in play production, it has contained the elements of traditional 

Chinese poetry. In the west, poetry and drama are generally considered as two artistic 

categories, however traditional Chinese dramatic structure requires a tight link to poetic 

presentation, not only in the perspective of literary genre, but also in the respect of 

performing style. Traditional Chinese dramatic presentation is particularly featured with 

romantic charm, the preference for suggestion rather than exposition, which is definitely 

influenced by the techniques of poetry composition such as imaginary perception. The 

basic characteristics of traditional Chinese poetry had exercised a great mfluence on the 

development of Chinese traditional Chinese plays, which has made Chinese drama a 

unique poetic drama or dramatic poetry.^ The study of music in the preceding chapter has 

prepared us for the study of poetry quality. This section will examine some selected 

Chinese traditional plays fi'om a variety of poetic perspectives so as to illustrate the poetic 

inclination of traditional Chinese drama. 

Chinese poetry has a great variety in literary genres through its long history. The 

poetry tradition in China goes back as early as to the period of clan societies, during which 

time simple poetry was sung and chanted in the fields and in the halls of kings and princes. 

The clan societies and later totalitarianism of central government both required to link up 

' Of the plot of tragedy Aristotle makes three general observations: That it must be of a 
certain size; that it must be of a certain structure; and that it is the most important thing — 
"the soul" —of drama. 
2 Poetry in Chinese has a rich connotation. The meaning differs fi'om occasion to 
occasion. Sometimes it is merely a concept of literary genre which cares for the 
arrangement of words in rhymed order or in tune of music, sometimes it is used in an 
adjective sense to praise something wonderful, and sometimes it represents a artistic 
perception and aesthetic quality that is featured with lingering charm. Traditional Chinese 
drama possesses the characteristics of poetic quality not only in its literary form but also in 
its dramatic structure, thematic presentation, and even theatrical movement. Considering 
the possessiveness of poetic quality in theatrical production, it is proper to call traditional 
Chinese drama "dramatic poetry." 
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the relation between man to man through emotional means so as to maintain prosperity of 

the society. Poetry along with music and dance became an important means of 

communication between man and the Divinity as well as popular entertainment among 

themselves. This is because people at the primitive societies had limited knowledge of the 

world they lived. What they could do was to resort to shamnistic activities which 

employed chanting and dancing. Therefore poetry in chanting existed as early as man's 

life started, the same as the existence of language. Poetry has been long transmitted by 

memory, it began to be preserved among the earlier records such as the Shijing ^MThe 

Book of Songs) compiled by Confucius and the Chi Ci ^ Elegies of Chu) for which 

Qu Yuan owns the credit for its composition.^ The lyrics in both collections are chanted 

to certain music. The dependence of music in the Elegies of the Chu bears much 

resemblance of musical features in later traditional Chinese drama. Through the formative 

phase in the development of Chinese critical theory in the Jianan reign period (196-220)'* 

Chinese poetry matured, during which period China saw quite a few poets writing poetry 

with variety of world views.' The Tang dynasty had reached a high level of literary 

achievement in poetry primarily because of intensely structured nature of the poetic form. 

3 The Book of Songs was to reflect the life in North China along the Yellow River, while 
the Elegies of the Chu originated in the more luxuriant Yangtze River basin. The Elegies 
of the Chu is the collection that includes the Nine Songs, a group of erotic incantations by 
shamans summoning various deities. Essentially dance libretti, they are rhapsodic in 
structure and content, richly sensuous in imagery. They were believed to have been set 
down by Qu Yuan, a loyal minister who drowned himself after scheming courtiers 
estranged the king of Chu from him. Other verse composition attributed to or associated 
with him appear in the Elegies, notably a long personal lament called "Z-/ Sao" . It 
describes a journey to the gates of heaven and back in vain search of a suitable mate and a 
prince worthy of Qu Yuan's services. "Z./ Sao" differs from the classic Book of Songs in 
its unprecedented length and personal emphasis, and in being dependent of music and in 
employing a new metric. 
^Ronald Miao, Literary Criticism at the End of the Eastern Han 
^ The period of the Three Kingdoms (including Wei) and the Six Dynasties spaxmed three 
centuries of political, social, and cultural disintegration and reformation, during which 
alien invaders and the foreign missionary religion of Buddhism were gradually assimilated. 
Many literati, deeply disturbed by the collapse of the imperial structure and its Confucian 
orthodoxy, retreated into Taoist or Buddhist seclusion, individualistic eccentrtricity. 
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Poets worked on packing meaning through imagery into four, five or seven characters to 

each line, often in rhymed couplets. This form became world-renowned and symbolic of 

the technical expertise of Chinese poets. But after centuries of imposed regularity, poets 

were anxious to explore new meters and patterns. The important of music from Central 

Asia and other Western cultures played an influential role in new developments, as did the 

combmed impact of Buddhism and a new wave of Confucianism that emerged from the 

Tang dynasty. Poems with uneven lines oflfered poets more freedom of expression, and 

longer, neuxative poems allowed them to tell stories. In fact after the Tang dynasty 

spawned the great masters of poetic form, poetry flourished in all its forms. Sung dynasty 

(960-1279) poets wrote copious poems in all styles, about heretofore unpoetic subjects 

(animals, children, everyday affairs of ordinary people). The poems were often more 

philosophical, humanistic, and colloquial; in tone they were more carefree. Poets 

employed multiple metaphors instead of relying on the traditional nature symbolism. 

During the Yuan dynasty (1279-1368), when the Mongols were in power, the influence of 

orthodox Confucian consciousness was relatively weakened, many scholar-officials and 

poets protested the foreign rule and looked for other artistic means to express their 

feelings. Chinese drama finally found its proper soil and developed towards its prosperity. 

When drama developed as predominant literary form during the Yuan dynasty, poetry was 

incorporated into the art of dramatic presentation. In this way dramatist-poets merged 

their art form in deliberate attempts to create new styles, from the old, orthodox methods 

of the earlier masters. 

Almost all poetry in China used to be personal expression, exchanges with friends 

or celebrations of social events, and often suffered from the inconsequentiality or obscurity 

of such origins. On the other hand its relation to daily experience contributed spontaneity, 

concreteness, and not infrequently the stimulus for flashes of insight transcending time and 

circumstance. Some poetic styles were more entertaining, more social, and more political. 

The poetic genre of Fu (^ Prose ballads in the folk storytelling tradition) emerged as an 

imitation and continuation of the early Sao style (elegiac poetry), some written with 
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musical accompaniment, and song lyrics written to existing popular tunes and performed 

at court by female entertainers provided new models for Sung dynasty poets to write Ci 

(Lyric Meter) heard in the brothels and teahouse. Later, there came Sanqu (fjr g loose 

songs), a form of popular verse written to song music during the period of Mongol rule in 

China (1234-1368). At the same time Juqu (®J ft arias of Yuan drama) were written for 

the budding Chinese theatre. So from the very beginning, poetry set to musical tunes was 

the artistic medium of communication, this phenomenon developed to its peak when 

poetry to music and theatrical presentation merged into one dramatic art during the Yuan 

period. Though traditional Chinese poetry has a great variety in manifestation, all forms of 

poetry, and their numerous variations, became accepted as legitimate poetry by the literati 

and, later, by scholars of Chinese literature. 

Poetry in China has been sometimes a spontaneous expression of genuine feeling, 

sometimes a product of pure artifice — contrived for a political occasion, a contest, or 

even the imperial examinations for public service. In this way, the significance and 

function of poetry had been far exceeded the original function as only a literary genre, thus 

making Chinese culture poetry-oriented, and poetry becoming a dominant factor in 

Chinese culture. Even in the period of Mongols' ruling, Chinese literati still tried to stick 

to the traditional literary genre for their literary and artistic careers. This is also how 

Chinese drama was formed and why Chinese poetry-oriented drama was developed in a 

unique way different from its counterpart of the West in the respect of artistic forms and 

aesthetic values. 

In addition to the historical factor, traditional Chinese drama made its appearance 

when the work of literature preparation was completed. What I mean here by literature 

preparation refers to the literature of dramatic scripts, for dramatic scripts in China were 

derived from nowhere but the only source of Chinese poetry tradition. In fact, all forms of 

traditional Chinese arts and cultures are closely related to the nation's poetry tradition. 

Like the poetry in the West, poetry in Chinese is a general term applied to the many forms 

in which man has given a rhythmic expression to his most imaginative and intense 
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perceptions of his world, himself, and the interrelationship of the two. But the essence of 

poetry is consistently carried on from one form to another, its continuity remains 

throughout the history. It is commented by He Liangjun (f^ that " S/i/ turned into 

C/, Ci turned into Qu (aria), actually aria is a branch of poetry."® Zang Jinshu (JK 

says that Ci originated from Shi, and Qu originated from CiJ Both of them are true of 

what Wang Shizheng 1525-90) says that Qu is derived from Ci. Wang Shizhen 

in his Qu Zao (ftEmbellishments in Musical Tunes) points out that "After The Three 

Hundred Pieces (The Book of Poetry), there came the styles of Sao  ̂ and Fu  ̂, 

however, Sao and Fu could hardly be intoned with music, thus came old Yue Fw^^^. 

However old Yue Fu was not conformed to conventional patterns, then later came Jueju 

to replace old Yue Fu, however ywe/i/ was lacking of tactful diction, and came Ci 

, however Ci was not pleasant to the ears of the northerners, and then came Beiqu fi 

(the northern musical tunes), however this Beiqu did not please the southerners, then 

finally came Nanqu ^ (the southern musical tunes)."^ This is the logical development 

of early Chinese poetry which ended with various literary genres in different historical 

periods. Numerous dramatic critics in pre-modem period shared the same point of view 

that dramatic arias are developed from the poetry tradition, especially the immediate 

derivation from Ci. Dramatic aria is a new form of poetry derived from poetry tradition, 

mainly because it inherited these important factors of poetry, such as the richness of 

musical characteristics which gave the priority to the rhythm and musical regulations of 

Chinese language, the literary characteristics of poetry which emphasized on poetry 

inclination, and its beautiful perception which romantic charm. 

Actually there were always two categories of poetry existed in early China, one 

with musical accompany and the other without. According to Liu Xie, 'The 'Dafeng" of 

®He Liangjun, Qu Lun in Zhongguo gudian xiqv lunzhu jichen WoX. 4. 
p.6 
Zang Jinshu, J® W Yuan Qu Xuan 7C fi ^ • 1961. p.4 

® Wang Shizheng. T . Qu Zao ft . in Zhongguo gudian xiqu lunzhu jichen Vol. 4, 
p. 27 
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Gaozu (of the Han) and the 'Laizhi" of Emperor Wu were set to music and sung by boy's 

choruses. In these songs there was no musical discord. Zi Jian (Cao Zhi) and Shiheng 

(Lu Ji) both wrote fine songs; but these were never given to the singers, nor accompanied 

by instruments.'' With this divergence, traditional Chinese poetry developed in two ways. 

Poems in the category with musical accompany became more popular in public 

presentation, and when the singable poems turned into the genre of Qu it had exercised 

great influence on dramatic development. 

As is mentioned before Qu is divided into two categories: Sanqu (loose song) and 

Juqu (dramatic songs). Juqu, so far as its name is concerned, means the lyrics sung to 

musical tunes and applied in play production. It first emerged along with the birth of 

Chinese drama: it depends on dramatic presentation for its existence. Juqu is a new style 

of Chinese poetry derived fi^om its classical poetry tradition and reached a new height for 

literary creativity in China. This new literary genre with fixed rhythms and musical tunes 

turned a new leaf in Chinese poetry history. 

It is well known that Chinese theatrical performance had long been combined with 

songs and dances during its formative phase. With the application of Qu (fl musical 

tunes) involved in play production, Chinese drama took its maturity. Qu is directly 

derived fi-om Ci (lyrics) of Song dynasty and has distant relations with other poetical 

expressions. Since the Song, it has tightly involved itself in the relation with poetry, it 

became a twist style of traditional poetry and its arias could only be presented through 

singing. Both the poetry and singing made the new poetic genre. Yuan 0m (jc ) as is 

usually called. When Yuan Qu was employed in play production, both poetry and songs 

became the unique components without which traditional Chinese drama could never 

appear as an organic whole. Without the performance of singing for lyrics, plays would be 

incomplete, even could not hold its consistence for dramatic plots, thus could not achieve 

the aim to communicate with the audience. Take Guan Hanqing's '"The Injustice Done to 

Dou £" for example. Dou E created by Guan Hanqing is not the heroine who merely 

' Liu Xie. The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons, p. 44 



95 

ruthlessly exposes the savage tortures and tyrannical government, and a typical Chinese 

woman who encounters a miserable fate, the image of Dou E is full of unyielding spirit of 

revolt which could hardly be seen in traditional China. The most impressive are her voice 

of injustice: 'the blood flows up into the strip of white silk," and her call for revenge; 

'Heaven will send down a winter snow in the hottest summer and for three years the 

county will suffer a drought". Intention, imagination, and all the device of poetry tradition 

help realize the demonstration of our playwright's literary talent and discernment. Both the 

lyrics and the music employed in the play are the indispensable components in the play. 

This play is so moving, so touching, and thus becoming ever-lasting, mainly because it has 

a poetic character with immense feelings, and a dramatic personality full of actions. Guan 

Hanqing's personality and his own social encounters helped him create such a great 

dramatic figure, through which his one intention is brought about. He described himself in 

the poem entitled with Bufulao Never Say Too old) to the tune of Yizhihua (— 

) in Nanlu (|% S) mode; 

I can play go, kick a ball, 
Hunt and do comic parts; 

I can sing and dance, 
Play stringed and wind instruments; 

I can perform at parties. 
Compose poems and play the "Double Six. 

Even if you knocked out my teeth, twisted my mouth. 
Lamed my legs and broke my arms — 

Since Heaven bestowed upon me these weaknesses, 
I still would not give up. 

Not until Yama himself summons me, 
Spirits and demons come to catch me. 

My three souls are brought to the Underworld, 
And my seven spirits are lost in oblivion, 

O Heaven ! 
Only then shall I cease to travel the road 

of "mist and flowers." 

The similarity between what Guan Hanqing describes about himself and the unyielding 

spirit of Dou E are not coincident. The intention of a poet like what Guan possesses is 
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destined for articulation in the literary and artistic works. For Guan Hanqing, the dramatic 

poetry and Dou E are the ideal means, for the play contains everything that expresses what 

in his mind. Like Dou E, Guan himself is a poetic figure in life, his life is full of action. A 

play without poetry or a poetic production without action, the dramatic character is surely 

lose the personality, thus the poetic drama is weakened for its unique feature. As a 

dramatist he must understand the importance of dramatic action, more importantly he 

must understand poetry. 'Poetry articulates feelings" and 'poetry articulate intention" in 

traditional Chinese poetry are essential in traditional Chinese drama. Without the feelings 

and intentions out of poetry tradition, a playwright is not able to write a good play, an 

actor could not give the best performance, a dramatic critic could not understand the 

romantic charm in poetry and discover the essence of a dramatic work. 

Since Qu has a close relation with the Ci, Chinese traditional drama which has a 

large portion of Qu involved in plays simultaneously takes a crucial portion of poetiy for 

its perfection. In this way Chinese traditional drama possesses the unique rhyming charm 

and artistic conception of Chinese traditional poetry. In the previous chapter I have 

discussed the issue of musical tunes, one can get a brief idea about the poems to the titles 

of various musical tunes in certain modes. Ail the tunes and modes provide an overall 

mood for chanting poems, and in return poems set to proper musical tunes produce 

dramatic effects. Compared to the traditional poems, the poems sung out in plays are by 

no means inferior. On the country, it produce more atmosphere for expressiveness. Take 

Wang Shifu's (i Jf  ̂fl. late thirteenth century) ''The Story of the Western fVing,"for 

example, in Act m of Volume IV, at the farewell banquet at the Ten-Mile Pavilion, a 

poem is cited to the musical tune of Duanzhen hao as follows, 

(Zhenggong mode) IE K ^ and to the tune of "Duangzhen hao"  ̂]Ettf 

(Female lead sings;) 

"A sky azure and clouded. 
An earth flowered yellow; 
The western wind is stiflf, northern geese fly southward. 
At dawn what dyes the frosted woods the flush of drunkenness? 
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It will ever be the tears of separated lovers." 

In this poem the blue sky, white clouds, yellow flowers, fierce western wind, and northern 

geese flying southward, all are mingled together to form a dreary and desolate picture. In 

the absence of scenery on the Yuan stage, poetic passages play a primary role in 

suggesting atmosphere. The autumn scene expressed in the song has made Ying Ying ( H 

n) who has akeady been emotionally suffering from the departure of Student Zhang 

even more filled with gloomy mood. The subject's emotion is immediately transplanted 

into the natural scene. The woods which had been hit by the frost are turning red color, 

which is described being dyed with the tears of the character. The word "drunkenness" 

not only illustrates the degree of being dyed for the woods but also proves the situation 

that the character is deeply vexed with the departure of her lover. What a brilliant 

imagination! 

This lyrical poem sung out in a peculiar musical tune helps the audience get into 

the feeling of the character through the scene described and in that scene they also sense 

the touched emotion through the singing of the character. With this song one can 

immediately come to the conclusion that singing in traditional drama holds an important 

position. To evaluate the poem in the play, the music for voice, or the art of singing, is 

first come into consideration. Chinese traditional drama is very particular in the beauty of 

music, audience appreciating plays is regarded as listening to the play instead of watching 

plays sometimes. Poetry, music and aria all give great priority to conveying men's emotion 

and expressing men's intention, these dramatic means all belong to the art of presentation. 

Therefore, these artistic expressions are combined into one unit in the traditional Chinese 

drama which is of course not coincidental. 

In fact, many Yuan playwrights were also great poets of their age, equally adapted 

in the composition of dramatic and non dramatic songs. Ma Zhiyuan A- c. 1280) 

, for instance, wrote the non-dramatic poem (Sanqu ) as follows: 

West, Stephen H., translated. The Story of the Western Wing, p.349 
Other quotations from this book in this dissertation bear the same source. 
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[To the tune of Tianjing sha 
Meditation in Autumn 

"Dry vine, old tree, evening crow; 
Small bridge, running stream, man's hut; 
Ancient road, west wind, lean horse; 
Setting sun goes down west. 
The heartbroken one is at the end of the world." 

With only a few words and phrases, and his great imagination. Ma Zhiyuan presented a 

sorrowful picture of a natural scene which clearly expressed the theme, especially the last 

line which directly points at the agony and the inner feeling of the persona. This poem 

really touches anyone's bottom of heart who reads it, being moved to tears. It appears 

that a traditional Chinese dramatist was first and perforce a poet. A play script used to be 

judged not so much by its plot and prose dialogue, though they were important, as by its 

poetry, which is what matters most. Enjoying a traditional play, no matter one is reading 

it or watching it, he is to experience the poetic atheistic just like reading a good poetry 

collection. "All of the standard poetic devices of the long literary Chinese tradition — 

simple and complex, imaginary, symbolism, parallelism and allusion — are used with 

ingenuity, endowing many plays with an extraordinary richness of texture."^' The poems 

in Chinese traditional plays did help to produce everlasting fragrant memories and 

aftertastes. 

However Juqu is diiGferent fi"om verse one way or another. One of the chief 

difference is the formation of sentence patterns. The main characteristics of Chinese 

poetry are presented in the two poetry collections The Book of Songs and Elegies of the 

Chu: the strong rhythms, the abundant use of rhyme, the musical involvement, the basic 

expressive device, and the succinctness. There is no doubt that poetry in Yuan drama 

possesses all these features. One has to notice that in traditional Chinese poetry, the 

monosyllabic word, represented by a single graph, is the basic rhythmic unit of Chinese 

Shih, Chung-wen. The Golden Ase of Chinese Drama: Yuan Tsa-chu. p. 124 
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poetry. Length of line therefore sets the meter, so that one speaks of 4-word-line poems, 

7-word-line poems etc. Most probably classical Chinese poetry employ even lines. These 

poems are called Jueju (j^ 'ctj regulated poems). However the Jiiqu uses flexible uneven 

lines, which is obviously different from the verse form. For example, Gao Ming's ''The 

Lute" uses an aria to the tune of Tianxiale ~|> ^) in Scene Thirty-five. The song is 

sung by the female character Wuniang: 

One small blossom flew into the emptiness of an ancient park 
The borne by the wind, drifted to the curtain over the door. 
No wonder that the lovely lady is startled from her spring dream! 
For she fears that the east wind will cause the fallen blossom to blush. 

The aria in the play is a regulated verse, a poem with four lines, each line with seven 

words. However it bears the musical title Tianxiale, which is different from the form of 

classical poetry, for classical Chinese poems do not bear a tune title of music. 

When aria is compared to Ci (Lyric Meter), the difference is not easy to be sorted 

out, since Ci has its Ci title of music, Ou has its Qu title of music; Ci employs uneven lines 

in sentence patterns, so is the Qu. These two are very similar in appearance. In fact, there 

are some distinctions. According to Lu Dong (^^) in his Beijin caotang qulun (::jb M 

ft ^) says that "Qw and Shi in comparison, they are similar in form, but different in 

essence." The differences between Shi and Qu mainly lie in the following three aspects: 

I. The difference in music. Though both Ci and Qu are sung out to certain musical 

tunes, but the musical tones are different in application. Ci has Ci musical tunes while Qu 

has Qu musical tunes. Wang Shizheng says in the preface of his Qu Zao, 'Ever since the 

reigns of Jing and Yuan in China, the music utilized has been introduce from the area of 

Hu. They are noisy, disorganized, shrill and urgent. Between relaxation and tension of the 

music, Ci can not be filled in. Therefore it is a substitute of new sound to be flattered."^^ 

Wang Shizheng. Ibid. p. 25 
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What Wang Shizheng says about 'hew sound"is what we call On. Hu Yanyin 

holds 'The poems of the Tang cannot be sung during the Song so there came Ci to be 

sung out; the Ci of the Song cannot be sung during the Yuan so there came Qu to be sung 

out. Ail prove nothing but the differences between Ci and Qu in their application of 

music. Some times, both Ci and Qu bear the same title, they are presented in different 

music. Take Li Qingzhao's 1081-1143) Ci poem to the tune of Dianjiangchun 

for example. 

<> 

<> 

After riding in the swing. 
She stands up, languid, stretching delicate hands. 
Thick dew on thin flowers, 
A mist of sweat dampens her light dress through. 
She sees a strange coming. 
Her stockings down. Gold hairpin slipped. 
Shyly she turns. 
Leaning against the door jamb she looks back. 
Lingering to sniff at a green plum. 

This Lyric Meter is regulated in 4,7,4,5,4,5,3,4,5 words in 9 lines, altogether 41 words. 

However the dramatic song in Guan Hanqing's "Dou E Yuatf bears the same musical 

title, but the music is different. The structure of words and lines are 4,4,3,7,6 words in 5 

lines, altogether 24 words: 

I am laden with misery. 
For years I have endured. 
Does Heaven knows? 
If Heaven knew my reasons. 

Hu Yanying, ^. "Xu Dachun: Yuefu chuansheng xu" 
in Zhongguo gudian xiqu lunzhuJichert. Vol. 7. pp 149 - 150. 
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I fear Heaven would be as haggard. 

Both songs above are in the title of Dianjiangchun, but they are presented in diflferent 

ways in music. From the arrangement of word order and application of words, we can see 

that there is difiFerence between Ci and Qu. In Volumes I, in, IV of Wang Shifii's "TJie 

Story of the Western Pr/wg"all employ the musical set of Xianlu (ftij S) mode, all the first 

songs are sung to the tune of Dianjiangchun. However, they are all in the form of 

4,4,3,4,5 words in 5 lines, altogether only 20 words. 

Volume I: 

• iumm ° 

I travel for study through the Central Plain, 
Heels without strings. 
Like a tumbling weed. 
My gazing eyes link with heaven; 
"The sun is near, Changan^^ is far." 

Volume ni: 

-
The temporary shrine of the chancellor 
Is lodged in this Buddhist monastery. 
Because of his funeral rites, 
A young daughter and orphaned child 
Were about to go along with the army to their deaths! 

Volume IV: 

ff » 

Standing still on quiet steps. 

1'* Changan was the capital for many dynasties in Chinese history. Traditionally those who 
would like to be ofiBcials had to pass the civil service examination. The highest level 
examination was held in the capital of Changan where people could seek fame and fortune 
through the examination. The examination was very tough, so was the competition. 

It is because of Oriole's beauty that lead to Flying Tiger Sun's siege of the monastery. 
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The night is deep, and fragrant incense mists 
Are spread over this realm of gold. 
Desolate and lonely is the study; 
Drowned in depression is a riving reader of books. 

2. The difference of using Chenzi (|^ ^ non-metric words). In the literary 

expression of Ci, there is no usage of Chenzi found, but there is a large amount of Chenzi 

used in dramatic arias. Wang Jide points out in his Qu Lu On Regulations of 

Dramatic Tunes), 'There is no non-metric words used in ancient poems. The use of non-

metric words started during the two periods of arias, the Northern Qu and the Southern 

Qu. Northern Qu is accompanied by string music. Though it is complicated but it is 

lengthy in musical sound; thus the extra-metric words was easily carried over. Southern 

Qu is definite on musical meters which are limited in number; thus the extra-metric words 

cannot be easily carried over. If being mixed with prescribed words, it is not 

distinctive."'® In Chinese poetry composition, Chenzi are the words inserted in a line of 

verse for balance or euphony. These are functional words for 'grammatical" perfection, 

but do not cany any meanings. For Ci poets, they had to follow certain rules for filling in 

words into musical tunes. No additional words are allowed in regulated sentences. 

However, it is much more flexible for Qu composition: it is written following certain rules, 

but it takes additional words. For the words that are conforming to rules, they are called 

Zhengzi (]£ ^ prescribed words), otherwise the words are additional Chenzi. For 

example the music to the tune of Daodaolingi^']] PZJ -^) should have been following the 

form of 7,7,7,7,6,6,7 words in 7 lines, altogether 47 prescribed syllables (words). But in 

the play ''The Tale of the Western Wing" it turns out to be like in this 

8,9,9,9,7,8,7,9,9,9,7,9 words in 12 lines, altogether 100 words; 

Wang Tide. Qu Lun. in Zhongguo gudian xiju lunzhu jichen Vol. 4, p. 125 
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i zuiazEEsa^fcAm® 

^ 1 AMS^fs^ ' SSSIEtBSHiaW ° " 

"Seeing them preparing the carriage, the horse, 
I couldn't help my simmering, boiling anger. 
What desire did I have 
Daintily and prettily to make myself up with moles and beauty spots? 
All prepared are the quilts and the pillows. 
But I'll have to sleep in drowsy confusion. 
From now on, my gown and my sleeves 
Will be soaked from the constant wiping of countless tears. 
Oh, it kills one with depression! 
Oh, it kills one with depression! 
Later on, letters and messages 
You must hurriedly, hastily send to me." 

With the non-metric words added to dramatic arias, Qti distinguishes itself from other 

poetic forms, and has brought about positive factors for artistic creation. Firstly it 

provides artistic creation with more flexibility and freedom. Secondly it helps make 

smooth word delivery and logical coherence. And thirdly it makes traditional Chinese 

drama more understandable and popular. The use of non-metric words promoted 

traditional Chinese drama to develop towards popularization. The popularization of 

drama in turn promoted the changes of Chinese poetry, enabling the refined literary genre 

to develop towards its popularity. The use of non-metric words not only help traditional 

Chinese drama enhance its capacity of expression, but also help draw new sources from 

dialects and slang existed among people's life all over the country. This is a big leap 

forward in the evolution of Chinese poetry. Yuan scholar Zhou Deqing ^ ) 

believes that 'ks long as it is pleasing to ears, slang, or vulgarism, or jargon all can be 

used." Take " The Story of the Western fVing"for example. In Act IV^^ there is an aria to 

the tune of Deshengling^^^) in Shuangdiao (^1^ ) mode: 

'•^In Wang Jisi's Quan Yuan xiqu, it is Act IV, but in Wang Jisi's Zhongguo shida gudian 
xijuji, it is Act HI. 
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'  E E M S t e i ^ f i S ^ » '  mmmntt s  ;  ̂m m m m  «  

Who could have thought this seasoned old madam 
Would make Oriole greet me as younger sister to older brother? 
White and boundless rise the waters at the Indigo Bridge,'^ 
Cracking and popping bum the fires at the temple of Zoroaster J' 
Clear, clear azure the fi-eshening waves. 
Smashing and roaring, pull the pair-eyed fish apart.^o 
Why so sudden...? 
Wrinkling, crinkling, I lock both my brows in fi-owns. 

There are 35 prescribed words and 29 non-metric words. Without these non-metric 

words, this song would lose its richness of folk style: all the features and styles of popular 

literature are all reflected in the non-metric words. Without the underlined non-metric 

words, this poem is sure to lose folk flavor and it is hard to understand. In some lyrics, 

the number of syllables of non-metric words exceeds the number of prescribed words. It 

is quite natural, but as is commented by Liu Xizhai that 'if more non-metric words are 

used in the sentences of an aria, it is surely the case that the secondary supersedes the 

primary. However in case it is a tradition to have the non-metric words, it will not be 

Indigo Bridge alludes to a certain Weisheng who made a tryst with a woman to meet 
under the Indigo Bridge. He waited there, even though flooding waters began to rise, until 
finally he drowned, still clinging to a piling. 

The story of a king of Shu who Wred a wet nurse to care for his new daughter. The wet 
nurse brought her young son to the palace with her, but after several years, as he 
approached manhood, he was forced to leave. He dwelt in a Zoroastrian temple, where he 
grew sick over thinking of the young princess. She went to see him but found him asleep. 
She then placed in his arms some ear ornaments that they had played with as children. On 
awakening the boy was so distraught that he killed himself by burning the temple down 
around him. 

A legend that probably grew fi-om the peculiar shape of bottom fish. Pair-eyed fish are 
flat fish that have only a single eye each. They must swim in matched pairs to have two 
eyes. 
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elastic if not used"2i Anyway the use of additional non-metric words in the Lyric Meter 

of Yuan drama is the chief distinction between Ci and Ou. 

Poetry is to Articulate Emotions in Chinese Traditional Drama. So is the creation 

of poetic language in Chinese drama, for dramatic poetry has the same tradition of poetry 

composition. That many playwrights presenting poetry in their plays is said to exert their 

own feelings through the characters they created in addition to developing a story frame 

and giving a smooth or complicated plot construction. Here we recall the difference 

between lyric poetry and dramatic poetry. 'In dramatic poetry each utterance is a 

response or invitation to another utterance while in lyric poetry, utterance is completely in 

itself The one is social, the other is personal''^^ Dramatic poetry tends more to public 

presentation in comparison with traditional verse writing, which in most cases is for 

personal meditation. So at the very beginning drama plays the function of communication 

between poet-playwrights and audience. Without audience a play can not be considered a 

complete whole. For the poet-playwrights in traditional China, they had taken advantage 

of dramatic medium to articulate their own feelings which are personal. In order to 

produce dramatic effect, these poet-playwrights had to direct the audience with constant 

comments to the events exposed and summaries for these events with elaborated 

conclusions. Generally speaking, drama , even poetic drama , has the aim to reflect the 

object worid. Since traditional Chinese drama has its deep root in Chinese poetry tradition 

which is considered to articulate poets' intention and feelings, so the poet-dramatist's 

subjectivity still indomitably represented itself while representing the object world. This 

characteristic is inevitably being reflected in the ideological contents of plays. Chinese 

poetic drama possesses a strong inclination to release distinctive feelings of hatred or 

love. This phenomenon is what we call "Poetry is to articulate intention. But what is 

Liu Xizhai. "17 gai: Ciqugaf in Zhonggiio gudian xiju lunzhu jichen. Vol. 9. p. 119 
22 DeWitt H. Parker. The Principles of Aesthetics, p. 225 
23 "The poem (^///^ ) articulate what is on the mind intently {Zhi 7^ ); song makes 
language (Yan "g) last long." is quoted from The Book of Doaiments in Owen, Stephen, 
Readings in Chinese Literary Thought, p.26 
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intention? Tang Xianzu 1550-1617), a dramatist of Ming dynasty, makes it 

clear, when he wrote the foreword to Dong Jieyuan's "The Story of Western Wing'XM  ̂

7C .* ( ® ̂  fB > , that "intention is emotional feeling. His play '"The Peony 

Pavilion" ( ( ) is famous for the example of articulating emotional feelings. 

Chen Shixiang in his China's Tradition of Expressing Emotion believes 

that 'The concentration of ancient China on criticisms and aesthetics of literary creation 

all take lyric poetry as their chief object. What they paid attention to was the musical 

quality of the poetry, expression of feelings, and self-unbosoming no matter in private and 

in public. Indeed, when one listens to what Confucius talks about poetry, one hears about 

that poetry may be used to stimulate the mind, to be used for self-contemplation, to teach 

the art of sociability, and to regulate feelings of resentment. We often can not determine 

whether it is for the intention of poetry or the music of poetry. To Confiicius, the aim of 

poetry lies in articulating intention, in telling the inner world's yearning, thought and 

aspiration. In this way what Confucius emphasized is the revelation of feelings, which is 

the 'i^uality direction" of poetry.'^^ Since traditional Chinese drama derived from the 

poetry tradition, there is no doubt that poetic drama has the tradition of revelation of 

feelings, too. Each Yuan Zaju, Ming Cuanqi and later play is consisted of hundreds of 

lyric poems. This phenomenon is different from the Greek traditional drama which gave 

great priority to dramatic structure, plot development and character creation. 

Chinese drama , as a new and progressive form of literature, taking its formation 

during the Yuan times could hardly be separated from its social environment. Most 

tragedies and historical plays produced during the Yuan dynasty are of social themes, 

which in part reflect the discontent of the intellectuals of the times against the Mongol 

rule. Guan Hanqing wrote a Sanqu poem in tune of Huangzhongsha ^M^)to portrait 

himself. 

' -^-^''TangXianzu,^!!!!. Tang Xianzu ji: Shiwenji 
Vol. n, p. 1502 

25 Chen Shixiang, "China's Tradition of Expressing Emotion'''m Chen Shixiang 
wencun p.35-36 
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"But I am an 
un-steam-soft-able, un-boil-through-able 
un-pound-flat-able, un-back-dry-able 
rattling plunkety-plung coppery old bean.''^^ 

Guan Hanqing was an intellect of the age with his strong personality. His representative 

piece of work ''The Injustice Done to Dou £" is set to the background of the social 

politics and people's life of Yuan dynasty. Through the description of a female protagonist 

Dou E, her life, her misfortune, and her being tortured and being executed, Guan Hanqing 

successfully created an image of an ordinary Chinese woman who was kindhearted, but 

unyielding. Through the dramatis personae, Dou E, who is being forced with torture to 

admit the crime she has never committed, Guan has ruthlessly exposed the injustice of the 

society which is in eflfect shattering the moral universe, 

[To the tune of Caichage ] 
"They beat me till pieces of my flesh fly about. 
And I am dripping with blood. 
Who knows the bitterness in my heart? 
Where could I, this insignificant woman, have secured poison? 
Oh Heaven, why don't the sun's rays 
Ever reach underneath an overturned tub?" 

The "overturned tub" is a vivid image of the dark court, where Dou E is being tortured. 

The last question she raises is the one that Guan Hanqing himself also would ask, when 

both the dramatist and the persona have discovered a discrepancy between the moral 

universe and reality of the society. Here the intention of the playwright is very obvious. 

In Act Three, at the execution ground, Dou E's tragic grievance has been brought to the 

upmost by the poem written by Guan Hanqing which has been ranked as a poetic 

masterpiece throughout the ages. 

2®"Tong wangdou," lit. "copper pea," — Yuan slang for a libertine who is somewhat 
past his prime. The translation of this poem is quoted from Schlepp, Wayne. San Ch'u, Its 
Technique and Imagery, p. 38 
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[Zhengong mode, ^ to the tune of Duanzhen hao^JEt&- ] 
"Without knowing I have violated the laws of the land. 
Without any defense I am to meet with this punishment. 
I cry Injustice! Let Earth be moved, let Heaven quake! 
Soon my spirit will descend to the deep all-embracing Palace of Death 
How can Heaven and Earth not make complaint!" 
[Guen xiuqiuf^tSi  ̂ ] 
There the sun and moon hang by day and night. 
There the spirits and gods dispense life and night. 
Heaven and Earth! 
It is for you to distinguish between right and wrong. 
What confusion makes you mistake a villain for a saint? 
The good suffer poverty and want, and their lives are cut short; 
The wicked enjoy wealth and honor, and always live long. 
Heaven and Earth! 
You do but fear the strong and cheat the weak. 
You too take the boat the current favors. 
Earth! you cannot distinguish good and evil, can you yet be Earth! 
Heaven! who mistake the fool for the sage, you are Heaven in vain! 
Oh, nothing is left to me now but two streams of flowing tears." 

"Therefore, nothing rights what is wrong, nothing moves heaven and earth, nothing 

touches the gods and the spirits as much as poetry can."^^ It seems that the poems 

chanted by Dou E really moved the Heaven in the following scene. 

Ma Zhiyuan's ''Autumn in Han Palace" is another example of poetry being to 

articulate intention. This play is brought to the audience a tragedy between Emperor 

Yuan of Han and Wang Zhaojun, the imperial concubine Ming, which, to certain extend, 

gives an expression of people's morale throughout the country and their patriotic spirit of 

that times. The author praised the patriotic action of Wang Zhaojun, but denounced the 

betray of Mao Yanshou, a corrupted ofiBcial in imperial court, and moreover, the play 

exposes the weak, decadent and incompetent qualities of the ruling class. Wang Zhaojun 

is only a supporting role in the play, but the creation of her image is a great success. The 

° "is quoted from "Pre/ace to/Ae 
Mao Text of the Book of Poetry' in Wong, Siu-kit, ed. Early Chinese Literary Criticism. 
p.2 
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play does its best to glorify her braveness of her stepping out with her patriotism to quiet 

down a war. Wang Zhaojun does not only dare to cross the frontier and get into the 

barbarian territory, but also heroically plunges herself into the Black River, sticking to her 

conviction with death. The story constructed in the play is not true of the historical 

event, but it is well understood for the author to create a woman who is determined not to 

humiliate the nation and not to disgrace her personality, especially during the Yuan 

dynasty under the rule of the Mongols when the national contradiction was turning sharper 

and sharper day after day. 

[Wang Zhaojun recites in Shi form] 
"Today a woman of the Palace of Han, 
Tomorrow a wife in the land of Hu. 
How shall I endure a new master's robes. 
To enhance my beauty for another." 

With this poem, Wang Zhaojun leaves her behind the robes of Han style, then refuses to 

go to the land of Hu by committing suicide. This alternation of the historic event not only 

reflects the author's, but also the nation's consciousness at that time. As for a drama this 

change gives a realistic eflfect to the plot, but for a poetic drama which has a tradition of 

poetry, it articulates what is on the author's mind intently. Ma Zhiyuan is not only good at 

making use of the scene encounter to express his feelings, to describe dramatic conflicts, 

and to illustrate precisely the psychological activities, but also good at utilizing dramatic 

language which is characterized with fluency, nature, and novelty. The following are the 

well-known poems in the play "^Autumn in Han Palace" 

[To the Tune ofMeihuajiu M] 
"Ah, 
I gaze out upon this rugged wildness heart-stricken. 
The grass has already turned to yellow, 
The color already touched by fi-ost. 
The hounds have shed their coats of gray. 
The hunters stand ready with tasseled spears. 
The horses loaded with luggage. 
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The carts carrying food. 
The chase begins in the Royal Hunting-Ground. 
She, yes she 
With breaking heart she bids her lord farewell. 
I, yes I 
I take her hand and go where we shall part. 
She with her caravan moves off into the desert wilds, 

in my royal carriage return to Hsian-yang, 
Return to Hsian-yang 
Past palace walls' 
Past palace walls 
Round winding galleries. 
Round winding galleries 
Near the fragrant chamber. 
Near the fragrant chamber 
The moon misty yellow, 
The moon misty yellow 
And the night air chill. 
The night air chill 
And cold cicada weep. 
Cold cicadas weep 
At green gauze windows. 
Green gauze windows! 
Let me not think — 
Oh, 
Not to think!" 
[To the tune of Shou jiangnan ] 
"Is for a heart of iron! 
A heart of iron 
Would still let fall a thousand sad streams of tears. 
Tonight my lady's portrait shall hang in Zhao Yang Palace, 
And there I shall wait upon her. 
Burning tall candles on silvery stems to light up her beautiful face." 

This singing relies on constant sighing to create its mood, which shows the inner activity 

of the personae. With the depiction of the late autumn scene, the deserted wildness and 

the desolated back palace, and the effective musical tunes and rhythms, the emperor's 

lonely and sad sentiment has been brought into fiill play. At the same time the author's 

admiration and sympathy towards Wang Zhaojun is fastidiously made known. 



I l l  

Discussing poetry tradition, we can't neglect tiie techniques of Poetry Tradition 

employed in Traditional Chinese Drama. Different arts have different means of artistic 

presentation. Even one art always produces great varieties. Traditional Chinese drama 

show more differences because it has great variety resulted from dramatic genres, 

theatrical repertoire and numerous playwrights. But there is a common place which helps 

form unity of dramatic and poetic style for the evolution of Chinese drama. This unity 

depends on the overall production of traditional Chinese drama. It does not merely refer 

to the singing part, but it involves every dramatic element such as dialogue delivery, 

dancing choreography, acrobatic fighting, costume design, and stage crafting. The 

appearance of all these dramatic elements should reflect its dominance by the poetic 

quality. Every dramatic element in traditional Chinese drama is featured with vivid 

imagery which help bring forth concept and emotional expression, therefore each dramatic 

element should be performed in an appropriate way, harmoniously and cohesively, like the 

way of poetry composition. The imagery manifested in the poetic way mediate between 

meaning and performance through words, music, songs, dance and stage movement. Since 

traditional Chinese drama is considered a branch of poetry, the formation of a play can not 

be considered in terms of what Aristotle says that it is 'kn imitation of nature," but a 

presentation about the nature of human being and the society. Chinese drama is not to 

present a realistic theatre, but a theatre about the reality, not the depiction of objective 

world but the inner feelings of characters toward the objective world. It is only a similar 

appearance of certain conception which is a subjective recognition^^ and experience 

toward the outer world. 

It must be emphasized again that for Chinese dramatists, providing a well-

organized plot in a play is not their primal concern. What they intend to present is the 

emotional experience of the characters and spontaneously their emotional resonance and 

28 Aristotle discusses recognition in his Poetics. According to him the best recognition is 
when the discovery comes naturally and is as little contrived as possible. The key word 
here is vividness and Aristotle urges the poet to keep the scene he is writing at all times 
before his eyes. 
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evaluation. In this way they did not care much about the completeness and consistence of 

events, but take diligent care of the development of characters' inner feelings. The story of 

'^Injustice Done to Dou E"\s not very complicated, what the whole play presents is Dou E 

is wronged and be headed. The play may well be ended after the sentencing is done. But 

this play has its artistic efiFect to shock the world. That is because of the two songs 

previously quoted which push the revelation of emotional feelings to the highest. The 

expression of her suspicious and hatred for the current social order and her immense 

grievance have formed a great emotional release, which brought the play to the climax. In 

the last act, the appearance of Dou E's soul and the punishment for the devil are not the 

necessary result of story development, it is the playwright's wish, and the corresponding 

feelings resulted from between the play and the audience that the playwright himself has 

experienced and grasped with assurance. The same thing happens in '̂ Autumn in Han 

Palace" in which the playwright firmly holds the two emotional actions, "reluctant 

departure" and "miserable longing" so as to bring the emotional expression of the 

character to the perfection of the play production. 

As is mentioned before that like his Greek counterpart, a Chinese dramatist is 

perforce a poet. A play is judged not so much by its plot and prose dialogue, but by its 

poetry. Take Yuan drama for example. The plays produced that time had little action and 

very few incidents comparing to the Western drama. The dialogue is conventional and 

rarely tends to characterization. In most cases, humor is crude and incidental. The 

dramatic structure does not require completeness for narration. In view of these 

limitations, a new criterion must be devised for the Yuan drama — essentially, the 

criterion of imaginative poetry, in which it excels. With this dramatic perspective, in the 

process of creating Chinese traditional drama, there came the unique pattern for stage 

performance and script writing, which are entirely apart from reality, that is insubstantiality 

which has a close link with the style of emotional expression in Chinese lyric tradition. 

Chinese traditional poetry often stresses on the aesthetics of illusion and emptiness. 

Poetry in this category always seems dimly discernible and hazy, leaves people a broaden 
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space of imagination and provides them with a wonderfiii artistic conception. The so-

called "It does not inhere in any single word, yet the utmost flair is attained"^' is the result 

from the illusive creation. The poetry should be like "sound in air, color in image, moon in 

the water, and appearance in the mirror. When language is ended, its image is endless,"^" 

which vividly illustrates the artistic features of the poems in this category. Chinese poetic 

drama possesses the same feature of insubstantiality in poetry, not only in individual 

poems, but also m creating artistic perceptions. For example, Chinese early dramatists 

seemed to be keen on designing dreams in plays, such as "Dream of Meeting Oriole at 

Straw Bridge Inn" in Wang Shifii's "The Story of the Western "The Interrupted 

Dream" in Tang Xianzhu's "The Peony Pavilion^ This is because the real inner feelings 

could not be brought out with available means, they had to resort to illusive methods and 

create an atmosphere that had never existed in the world. Through the creation of dreams, 

poets find their ideal world and meet the people they long for. So do the dramatists who 

help dramatis personae achieve their goals in plays. Chinese dramatic presentation, no 

matter in the respects of play scripts, costume, facial make-up, stage craft, property and 

music, or in its patterned performance, is greatly influenced by the illusive methods. No 

one may boldly conclude that it has nothing to do with insubstantiality of Chinese poetry 

tradition. 

In the Chinese traditional poetry composition, imagery and symbolism occupy an 

important place, which is true of traditional Chinese drama. Wang Shifu was the author 

for the first four volumes of "The Story of the Western Wing,"^^ which is regarded as the 

best-known Chinese drama of romantic love. Wang's contribution was not merely 

29 f Here the phrase " (fair) is understood as an ultimate 
expression when it is implicit, in reserve. See Si Kongtu  ̂® (837-908), The T-wenty-
Four Categories of Poetry in Owen, Stephen. Readings in Chinese Literary Thought. 
p. 326 
30 Yan Yu, Canglang shihua: Shibian in He Wenhuan, fql. Lidai 
shihuaf^^^^. 2 Vols. p. 688 
3' According to traditional account, which however has not been generally accepted, the 
first four parts were written by Wang Shifu and the fifth and the last part by Guan 
Hanqing. 
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confined in plot construction and characterization. His poetic imagination exceeded all 

expectations. Mr. Liu Wu-chi writes, "Choosing at random any passage in the "Western 

Chamber" one finds lines that are romantic, humorous, or tender, but always of the 

highest quality."32 jjere is the example how he describe China's Yellow River so as to 

create atmosphere for inventing moods and setting for actions; 

[Student Zhang sings to the tune of you hulti 
Where are the wind-tossed billows of the nine bends most conspicuous? 
[Speaks: None of the waters of the world are as tricky as those of the Yellow 

River:] 
Only this place is paramount. 
This river belts Qi and Liang, 
Divides Qin and Jin, 
Cuts off You and Yan. 
Snowcapped waves beat the long sky, 
At heaven's edge autumn clouds fiirl; 
Bamboo hawsers cable together the floating bridge. 
On the water a steel blue dragon reclines. 
East and west it breaches into the nine regions. 
North and south it threads together a hundred streams. 
A homing vessel; is it fast or not? How does one see it ? 
Like a crossbow bolt's sudden leaving of the string. 

[Tianxiale^y^] 
Just as if the Silver River dropped through the nine heavens; 
From its deep fount beyond the clouds suspended 
To its entering into the Eastern Sea, it cannot but pass here. 
It irrigates the thousand kinds of flowers of Luoyang, 
Enriches the myriad-acre fields of Liangyuan; 
And once it floated a rafl to the edge of sun and moon."^^ 

With an expansive image illustrated in the above poems, Wang presents the readers and 

audience a beautiful natural scene, and through the depiction of the natural scene the 

romantic temptation of the promising scholar is reflected. Wang Shifii is praising the 

Liu Wu-chi. An Introduction to Chinese Literature. p. 173 
West, Stephen H. and Idema, Wilt L.. The Story of the Western Wing. pp. 173-174 



115 

imposing river with great momentum, the billowing waves reaching upward to the sky and 

eastbound to the sea. The images of beating waves and the infinite stretch of cloudlike 

water suggest dynamic movement on a grand scale and convey an overpowering 

impression of beauty, sound, and motion. The hanging bridge undulating over the river 

and the scudding, arrow-like junks add a human touch and movement to the picture. In 

this way Student Zhang's great breadth of spirit and lofty aspiration have been exposed to 

the audience and the love story of impetuous youth is about to unfold. 

This magnificent description however becomes the striking contrast to the 

following exquisite passage which tells of Student Zhang's first glimpse of Ying Ying; 

"[Student Zhang sings to the tune of Yuanhe ling 
Stunning knockouts — I've seen a million; 
But a lovely face like this is rarely seen! 
It dazzles a man's eyes, stuns him speechless. 
And makes his soul fly away into the heavens. 
She there, without a thought of teasing, fi-agrant shoulders bare. 
Simply twirls the flower, smiling. 

[Shangmajiao ± M ] 
This is Tushita Palace, 
Don't guess it to be the heaven of Separation's Regret. 
Ah, who would ever have thought that I would meet a divine sylph? 
I see her spring-breeze face, fit for anger, fit for joy, 
Just suited to those flowered pins pasted with kingfisher feathers. 

[Shenghulummm 
See her palace-style eyebrows, curved like crescent moons, 
Invading the borders of her clouds of locks. 

Bashful in fi-ont of others before she even speaks; 
Cherry fruits split apart their redness. 
Jade grains reveal their whiteness. 
Time passes before she speaks. 

[Yaopian^l^] 
Just like the warbling sound of an oriole twittering beyond the flowers 
Each step she takes makes me tingle; 
A waist just made for dancing, lovely and lithe. 
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A thousand kinds of alluring charms. 
Myriad kinds of graceful motions. 
Just like a weeping willow before the evening breeze." 

In the above four songs, Wang Shifii did his utmost to depict Ying Ying's beauty, from her 

face to appearance, skin color, bashful attitude, voice, steps, waist, carriage and more. 

This lively and delicate description with figurative language and poetic imagery fully 

portraits a gentle and lovely daughter of a noble family and produces its unique and 

profound effect in the play. Such exquisite description can never be perceived merely 

through the observation of the audience, and the dramatic effect can not be reached by any 

actor's performance, no matter how minute it is. This is really a piece of ingenuity. 

Like classical poets, early dramatists also utilized the technique of poetical 

symbolism to perfect their plays. To my understanding, imagery and symbolism are the 

same device in plays. They are important part of thinking process of Chinese poetry 

composition. They '^erve a variety of functions in Yuan drama. The most important of 

these is the creation of atmosphere, suggesting the context of action on a stage essentially 

devoid of scenery. Given the weight of tradition and the conciseness of the language, 

even the apparently simple nature images can carry a whole complex of connotations. In 

some plays, images functioning primarily to set the scene are developed in such a way as 

to suggest the tone of the play as a whole, thus understanding the theme and often taking 

on symbolic overtones. The dramatists also employ images in establishing character and 

relating the characters to their milieu."^"* Take imagery of nature for example. It is often 

used more for delineation of feelings than for providing atmosphere as is mentioned 

before. For example, in the difBcult task to present an experience of a deeply personal 

nature. Ma Zhiyuan provides ''Autumn in Han Palace" with a skillful use of an imagery of 

an autumn evening which is used effectively to express a deep sorrow. After seeing off his 

favorite Concubine Ming, Wang Zhaojun, to the land of Hu, the Emperor returns his 

autunmal palace grounds, dejected and overwhelmed by a sense of solitude. This image 

3'* Shih Chung-wen. The Golden Age of Chinese Drama: Yuan Tsa-chu. 1976. p. 124 
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chosen to reflect his feeling of sorrow responses immediately to the sight of an autumn 

scene. Cicadas are chirping and a wild goose Is flying southward. 

I I  

The night air chill 
And cold cicadas weep 
At green gauze windows!" 

Later, while dozing off, he is awakened by the cry of a wild goose. 

\ShcmgXiaolou/\\}:,1^ ] 
"Ah^eady I am sick at heart. 
Now comes another enemy to torment me all the more, 
Its cries now sometimes slow. 
Now sometimes sharp 
Cold harmony with the watches of the night." 

The wild goose keeps crying, 

[Man tingfang^^^ ] 
"These are not the sounds my heart loves to hear. 
Of orioles singing in woodland groves, 
The cool splashing of a mountain stream. 
I see only mountains and rivers reaching far and Heaven like a mirror. 
How am I to bear it more, this endless night on marble steps 
Loathing the moon's brightness!" 

Here the Emperor attributes to the cicada a grief as deep as his own; the emotional effect 

is intensified by the suggestion that nature itself shares and reflects these feelings. The 

simile likening the cry of the goose to the sounding of wind expresses the same sense of 

chill solitude. Both images reflect the heart of the tired, aging Emperor, alone with the 

sadness. For him autumn is symbolic as well as real. The last words again establish a 

connection between the cold world outside and what takes place within himself 
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"A cry encircles the Palace of Han, 
Another cry reaches to the city of Weicheng, 
White hairs steal upon me and my body fails. 
There is no counsel that can make me well." 

Autumn in Han Palace'̂  has a very simple plot in its story frame, but Ma Zhiyuan lays 

stress on the elaboration of the autumn scene with his great imagination and makes the 

play an ever lasting master piece. Wang Shifu's "TT/e Story of the Western Win^^ on the 

contrary gives a spring imagery to portray Student Zhang's passionate response to Ying 

Ying's loveliness. From the poems in their plays we find the best poems which achieve a 

synthesis of the elements of words presented through music, imagery, and great thoughts. 

In addition to the application of poetry, prose language is also crucial in Chinese 

Traditional Drama. Chinese traditional drama is dominated by the poetry to musical tunes, 

but as a dramatic form, Chinese drama also has the quality of depicting realistic life, that 

means it has to bring the spoken parts and frequently recited verses into its theatrical 

presentation. In literary aspect, the function of prose language in plays is also important 

as those sung to musical tunes involved in the traditional Chinese drama. The prose 

language is called Daobai (Jg Q prose or plain speech) or in most cases it is called 

Bingbai ^ Q which possesses special rhymed dialect quite different from conversational 

voice in oral performances on the traditional stage. It varies in dialect from one place to 

another, from one regional opera to another. Some of the spoken lines with rhymes, or 

recited verses, are actually the alternative of lyric poetry. The recited verses always 

accrue with the introduction of Shi yun (recites in Shi form)or Ci Yun^^ (recites 

in Ci form) in play scripts. The role of Binbai in drama, which is often overlooked, is 

varied. The earliest dramatic texts published during the first third of fourteenth century 

omitted dialogue from the script, keeping only stage directions and cue lines. This had led 

some people to speculate that playwrights wrote only the poetic lyrics for dramatic songs 

and that the prose dialogue was added by actors at the time of performance. Since, 

however, the cue lines often parallel those of later editions of the same dramas, there does 

not seem to be much evidence for this brief It is known, however, how dialogue was 
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performed in Yuan plays. In the later traditions, especially Chuanqi of Ming and 

Qing times and later Peking Opera, the spoken portions of the text bear no resemblance to 

everyday language. Whether used as ordinary dialogue, as instructive speech in the arias 

themselves, or to recite poetry, aphorisms, or doggerel, prose has its own repertoire of 

performance. In this later drama, it is usually highly stressed and modulated and is 

performed often to the accompaniment of gongs , drums, or clappers. It is, in reality, a 

form of singing. There is strong evidence that prose in early Yuan plays was performed far 

closer to ordinary speech, but in the later tradition, prose is really a recitation, an 

extension of the singing parts. Functionally, as in other forms of performing literature, 

prose is used to advance the plot while the lyrics repeat the action through the eyes of the 

singer or expand the emotional dimensions of scenes just carried out in dialogue. 

Dramatic criticism has tended to downplay the role of prose in drama, but the common 

expression from Peking Opera, "a thousand catties of spoken text, four taels of singing; 

seventy percent of speech, thirty percent of singing. demonstrates the importance of the 

prose sections to the drama as a whole. 

Take Kao Ming's '7'//'ay/"(^§f£The Lute) for example, in Scene fifteen there 

is this passage, 

"Just see the Milky Way grow pale, the Big Dipper 
glimmer. Sounds from a trumpet bring down the dim 
stars; three rolls of the drum announce the clear light of 
dawn. The water clocks with their silver arrows continue 
their cold dripping at the nine gates of the palace. 
Through camelian towers and jade halls can be heard the 
muted sound of morning bells in the myriad courtyards. 
Softly, gradually, spreading over all, the first rays of the 
sun illuminate the towers. Along with the soft whisper of 
breezes, billowing mists drift through the imperial park. 
Vapors curi up from the jade hand towering in the air, 
where drops of luxuriant dew are not yet dry. In the 

Chuanqi refers to the short stories of the Tang and Song dynasties (618-1279). Here it 
refers to the poetic dramas of the Ming and Qing dynasties (1368-1911). 
^^XiaTian, Xiyanyiqian tiao ISIf—1985. p. 4 4  
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clear deep arch of jade above, a perfectly fiill moon 
begins to set. A few calls of the regal cock —i-l-wo-wo — 
announce to the imperial streets that the watches of the 
night have ended. A hundred warblings &om soaring 
orioles —chieh-chieh-kuan-kuan — proclaim to the royal park 
the dawn of a spring day. Chariots roll outside the five 
gates with a chatter, making dust fly. Music strikes up 
within the six palaces like a bubbling caldron " 

This whole monologue utilizes the poetic rhetorical conventions, Diezi (ft ̂  reiterative 

words), Paibi )jc, parallelism ), Duibi (|^ Jit antithesis ) and Nisheng g 

Onomatopoeia) to vividly describe the gorgesness of the imperial palace and the dignity of 

the Emperor. The recited verses between the songs of the play were generally very 

colloquial and could be very racy when required. Often the more important characters 

recited a shi quatrain on entry. They would generally introduce themselves, too. In Scene 

Seven of the play "Mudan ^ ̂  The Peony Pavilion) there is such a self-

introduction started with the poem, 

"Droning verses, re-reversing 
lines composed last spring, 

pondering, my belly filled, 
the taste of the noontime tea; 

ants climb up the table leg 
to skirt the ink-slab pool, 

bees invade the window 
to raid the blooms in my vase. 

Here in the Prefect's residence I, Chen Zuiliang, have "hung my 
bed curtain" so that I may instruct the daughter of the house, fol
lowing family tradition, in the Book of Songs. The mistress. Madam 
Du is treating me with the greatest kindness. Now that breakfast is 
over I shall immerse myself for a while in the songs...." 

In the Wedge (Xiezi ^•?-) of "The Injustice Done to Dou £" (Dou E yuan R ̂  

% ) the first passage is also a poem. 
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"Flowers will bloom again another day, 
Man has never his youth again. 
No need for riches and honor always. 
We shall be gods if at peace and content." 

It tells clearly the life philosophy of this character. Audience understand her personality 

with the first encountering of the lines. The Wedge of"Autumn in Han Palace''' provides 

with a clear story background. 

"The autumn wind strays in the ancient grass by my tent. 
The night moon wakes to the flute's lament. 
Chieftain of a million archers I am. 
My land a protectorate of the House of Han." 

In Scene One of the same play, when Mao Yenshou comes onto the stage, he has the lines 

recited in Shi form: 

"I grab any amount of gold that I please. 
No fear of blood baths or royal decrees. 
I want money in this life and nothing instead. 
Who cares how they spit and curse once I am dead." 

With these lines, no one will fail to recognize him as a villain, and a tragedy of Chinese 

type will be intrigued by this marked evildoer. 

Poems of this category could hardly be intoned with musical poetry because there 

is no emotional touches involved in these lines and mainly only the chief characters take 

the singing parts which was the rule then. Meanwhile colloquial expressions could not 

bring about the dramatic effect for mean characters, either. In this case the monologue in 

recited verse form has become an ideal alternative. 

Beside the device as self-introduction, monologue, like Western traditional drama 

as in Shakespeare's "Hamlef\ is used for a character saying his thoughts aloud. Chinese 
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traditional drama, too, occasionally utilizes monologue as an alternative for poetry with 

musical tunes. In Act n of Volume EH, "TTie Story of the Western Win^', Wang Shifii 

provides a scene with a lengthy monologue in which repeated recited verses can be heard: 

[Mo speaks:] Alas. Everything has its allotted fate. Who would have thought 
that missy would be so good to me? I am a member of the Society for Solving Riddles, a 
romantic Sui He, a rakish Lu Tia. Once there we'll fall kerplunk to the ground. This shitty 
day, try as it might, won't get any later. Heaven, you hold all things for men: why wrangle 
about this single sun? Go down! Go down! [recites in shi form:] 

"When reading books throughout the day, I feared the yellow dusk; 
Unaware of its sinking in the west, I reluctantly closed the door. 
But desiring to go to a tryst beneath the crab-apple flower. 
How I suffer from the bright sun that now grows roots. 

[looks at the sky and clouds] Ai, it's just now noon. I'll have to wait a while, [looks 
again:] Today the sun won't go down, no matter what, [recites] 

Azure heaven for a thousand miles without clouds. 
Vainly wearing body and mind of the tired traveler. 
I so despise the bright sun's coveting of battle, 
I am unaware that the red sun sets in the west. 

[speaks:] Aiya, fortunately it has titled to the west. I'll have to wait longer, [recites:] 

For no reason at all, the three-footed crow^' 
As a perfect circle shines shimmering, shimmering; 
How can I get Hou Yi's bow 
to shoot this single wheel down 

[speaks:] Thanks to heaven and earth! The sun's gone down, and now they strike the 
watch. Ai, now they strike the bell. I pull the door to my study closed behind me. When 
I get there, I'll pull myself up by the weeping willow and in one fell swoop leap across the 
wall, [exists.] 

3"'It was anciently believed that the sun was inhabited by a three-legged crow. 
According to an early myth, there were originally ten suns in the sky, which came out in 

turn. When all ten appeared together, the great archer Hou Yi shot down nine of them 
and so saved the earth from being burned. 
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This lengthy monologue incisively and vividly depicts Student Zhang's unrestrained 

eagerness and infatuation to his appointment with Ying Ying with the time span fiom 

morning till midnight. All dramatists take rhythm into careful consideration in their 

dramatic works. To present Student Zhang's eagerness, a poetic piece to the musical tune 

won't be appropriate in the case, because musical tones would not help move fast enough 

in this case. Fortunately, the recited verses give the monologue with the satisfaction of 

quickness in rhythm. Recited verses of quick rhythm used in monologues are to make 

special dramatic effect from play to play. 

Sometimes the characters in the traditional Chinese drama who exit before the end 

of a scene recite poems identical in term to the final "closing poems"; here we may term 

"exit poems" There are forty two scenes in the play of ''Pipay/"( ]^§f5The Lute), each 

of which has a "exit poem" to conclude the previous scene with the playwright's own 

points of view. 

In Scene One, there are the following lines; 

"The rich and exalted Prime Minister Niu, 
The kind and just Zhang Guangcai, 
The pure and constant Zhao Zhennu, 
The loyal and filial Cai Boxie." 

This brief recited verse gives a thorough introduction to the main characters, their family 

background and their subtle relations to each other. In this way, the audience can follow 

the plot development and further explore the characters with the immediate understanding 

of their identities. 

Sometimes these two or four lines written in couplets at the each play to epitomize 

the whole story, known as "Title and Synopsis", roughly corresponding to a simple outline 

of the play. There are two lines, for instance, at the close of the play "'"'Injustice Done to 

Dou £" by Guan Hanqing: 

Title {Timu ̂  @); 

"Holding the principle of Justice and fairness, a sensor 
investigated law cases, 
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Synopsis (ZhengmingJE^): 

Heaven was moved and earth was shattered by the 
injustice of Dou E." 

The same thing is applied to the play Autumn of Han Palace" by Ma Zhiyuan: 

Title; 

"Drowning of Concubine Ming in the Black River 
records the perpetual grief of her green tomb. 

Synopsis: 

Breaking of the King's sweet dream brings the sorrow 
to the Han Palace." 

"Title and Synopsis" has nothing to do with the performance, sometimes being written in a 

sheet of paper and pasted on the wall outside the theater so that the audience might 

understand the story through the simple summary of a few words. Of course the words or 

expressions in the lines should be sensational and eye-catching, which would immediately 

catch the attention of would-be audience. Some collections and translations of Yuan plays 

do not include "Title and Synopsis" in play scripts. But one must notice that the last line is 

usually taken as the title of a play during the Yuan period. 

There is another important phenomenon that should be brought to our notice, 

which is the mixture of prose lines into verse songs. Ci, from which Qu directly derives, 

constitutes purely from rhymed words. The composition of Ci can not take any prose for 

its completion. However, Qu, though also constitutes from rhymed words, it may carry 

prose with it. It is frequent occurrence that in Yuan drama arias are mingled with Binbai 

(M 0 plain speech), recited verses and even Kejie action) so as to present a whole 

dramatic picture of what is going on. The begirming of Scene Twenty-four in Gao Ming's 

"The Lute''' provides a illustration of this phenomenon: 
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Wu-niang (enters and sings to the tune of Jinlongcong 
First the famine struck. 
Then the loss of my parents, one after the other. 
How can I go on all alone? 
My clothing all pawned. 
Not the smallest hairpin left — 
There's no other way but to cut my clouds of fragrant hair. 

(She recites to the Ci title Dielianhua 
No way to cast off this endless suffering and hardship, 
My strength's used up, my spirit exhausted; tears flow like blood from my eyes. 
My cotton skirts and thorn hairpins have all been sold. 
My mother and father died one after the other. 
Metal scissors, bright as white snow. 
Reflect my black clouds of hair and grieving crescent brows. 
No words can express the filial love in my heart; 
I can only entrust it to this silken black hair. 

(She utters in plain speech); When my mother-in-law died, Mr. Chang took care 
of all the arrangements. Now my father-in-law has also died, and I have no money for 
burial expenses. How hard to ask Mr. Chang again for help! I think of it, and there's no 
other way but to cut my silken black hair and sell it for a few strings of cash to use for the 
burial expenses. My hair, I know, isn't worth much ~ it's only a symbol, for what I'm 
really doing is begging in the streets. How true that... 

(She recites in Shi form): 
My two parents one after another perished. 
Always to ask help from others can't be right. 
I'll use these locks of shining black 
To bury those with hair of white. 

(She sings to the tune of Xiangluodai 
Ever since my phoenix mate went far away. 
Who has combed these clouds of hair? 
My makeup table I never approach; only dust grows there. 
Everything I've pawned — combs, adornments, hairpins — not one is 
left. 

(She utters in plain speech); 
My hair! 
Already I've ruined 
Your years of spring. 
And now I must cut you 



So my old parents will have a burial place. 
It wounds my heart to cut my hair. 
Fills me with resentment toward the fickle man with whose locks it 
was bound. 

(She starts to cut, then puts down the scissors.) 
(She sings to the same tune): 

Thinking of that fickle man 
And the wrong he's done me, 
I try to cut, then pause as tears fall. 
If only I'd first donned a cassock, shaved my head, and entered 
Buddha's Gate, 
If I were a nun. 
Never would I have suffered this today! 

(She utters plain speech): 
And yet, my hair in it's beauty is worthy still to adorn a bride. 
To be covered with pearl and feather ornaments, perfijmed with musk. 
While I have come to the point that 
When I die 
I'll have no burial place — 
Why should I act the foolish woman lamenting over her hair? 

(With an action, she sings to the same tune): 

How pitifiil, this foolish woman. 
Destitute and alone! 
I would not cut you, my hair, 
But to ask help fi'om others — how could I bear the shame? 
I must cut. 
But the stroke of metal blade is answered with pain in my heart. 
Enough! Enough! 

I'll use piles of raven tresses. 
My dancing phoenix locks. 
To reply, like the baby crow. 
The love of white-haired parents. 
Then people will say that the girl with cloudlike hair 
Provided burial for those with hair of fi^ost. 

(She cuts.) 
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(Weeping, she sings to the tune of Linjiangxian ): 
Parents lost one after the other, no way is left to me 
But to cut my fragrant clouds. 
I care not for the filial fame I'll leave behind me. 
But only that "it's easier to comb a high mountain and capture a fierce tiger 
Than to open one's mouth and ask help from others." 

Singing, recited verses, and plain speech all combined and repeatedly presented to 

the audience. This is typical device in traditional Chinese drama which is to explore the 

inner feelings of the character. It is obvious enough that the recited verses are of poetic 

language; they are actually the alternatives of poetry in Chinese poetic tradition. The 

poetic language is used primarily to express the character's emotions, or to depict a scene 

in the absence of elaborate stage setting and scenery, or to evoke an appropriate 

atmosphere. The passages delivered either through incorporated lines of verse or 

couplets or in the colloquial language " may constitute monologue, dialogue, or direct 

address to the audience. In general, the level of language should reflect the social status 

and personality of the character speaking, the dramatic situation, and the emotional mood, 

although this dramatic decorum is not always observed.In this way the creation of 

recited verses also requires special consideration as one intends to write poems to musical 

tunes. "The length of a sentence, long or short, and the tonal patterns, level or oblique, 

should be mediated well, which makes affection be expressed in a sweet and agreeable 

way, and musical tones sonorous and forceflil. For most dramatists, spoken parts in their 

dramatic works are not necessarily good, because the difficulty of it can equally be 

matched with the composition of those to musical tunes.'"'® 

Since Chinese literature has the tradition of the study of the ancient, it is 

conventional to directly or indirectly borrow poems in Chinese traditional Drama. In the 

opening songs of Student Zhang in the first act of "The Story of the Western Wing" there 

is the line. 

James J. Y. Liu. Essentials of Chinese Literary Art. p. 87 
Wang Tide. Qiilun flln. p. 163 
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"Just as if the silver River dropped through the nine heavens ..." 

It is obviously borrowed from the Tang poet, Li Bo:'" 

"The flying stream plunges three hundred thousand feet. 
Appearing as if the Milky Way has tumbled down from the Nine Heaven." 

Since poetic drama has the tradition of Chinese poetry, quotations from classical 

pieces of literary works, especially poems of distinguished poets, throughout the history 

are inevitable. Appropriate borrowing from the classical poets, demonstrating scholarship 

and ingenuity, is an accepted and esteemed practice in the Chinese literary tradition. "This 

practice, which resembles arranging traditional melodies for orchestration, requires great 

skill, extensive reading, and strong memory." In Gao Ming's ''The there are the 

lines: 

"How delightful it is to ride in his "shiny lacquered chariot 
pulled by a plump golden bull! 

Within its tasseled screens, it's so warm that a rooster would 
iliink it a morning in spring. 

The lines are from the Ci pI "Chun Xiaoqu by Wen Tingyun (ninth 

century). In Scene Seven, Shen^, Mo Jing ,̂ and Chou 5, the four role players 

come onto the stage reciting to the Wanxi sha 

Sheng: "For a thousand miles the orioles sing amid the dazzle 
of red blossoms and green leaves." 

Chou: "A village by a stream, ramparts on the mountains, 
wine-flag blowing in the breeze.'"*^ 

Li Bo. "Wanij; Lu shan pubu"(^ Q : MM ill ^ ̂  Gazing at the Waterfall on Mount 
Lu) in Peng Tingqiu, comp. Quan Tangshi (Complete Tang Poetry) 12 vols. 3: 
1837 

James J. Y. Liu. The Art of Chinese Poetry, p. 141 
« Peng Tingqiu, Ibid. 577:6708 
^ Ibid. 522: 5964 
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Jing; The traveler feels he's moving in a painting. 
Mo; Neither hot nor cold, how fine the weather! 

In both directions, the travelers pass 
Together; At such times, who can hold back sighs over loved ones far away? 

The first two lines are fi"om the poem Jiangnan chun by Du Mu (803-852). 

When Chinese traditional drama got into the times of Ming dynasty, especially in Tang 

Xianzhu's "The Peony Pavilion" the application of quoted classical lines reached the 

highest. In "'The Peony Pavilion" are fifty-five scenes, each scene, except Scene 

Sbrteen, has a closing poem of four lines. The poem in Scene One is written by Tang 

Xianzhu himself, the other fifty-three poems in the play all have collecting lines (Jiju  ̂

in which case lines fi"om different poems are gleaned to form a whole new poem. 

Among the lines, Du Fu's lines are quoted the most, in about ten places. Here are some of 

these poems; 

Scene Five: Engaging the Tutor 

Daylong the impartial tutor governs his little realm (Xue Nen ) 
A Hundred years of coarse husks fi"om the sour pedant's diet.(Du ) 
Delicate maiden substitutes for "scepter-wielding son" (Liu Zongyuan ) 
Parting the blossoming branches to seek the tutor's seat(Qian Qi ) 

Scene Eight; Speed the plough 

Paths fi-om village to village wind along the ridge (Du Fu 
Green, green, the shoots of spring across a thousand fields. (Zhang Ji 5[li^ ) 
Carriage drawn by team of five must halt when dusk descends (Yang Shie ) 
Where peach bloom blushes pink beside the bamboo grove.(Xue Nen 

Scene Nine; Sweeping the Garden 

Time of sweetest fi-agrance in eastern suburb now, (Cui Riyong ^ H ) 
Happy the home in Yangzhou, ruled by the Woman Star of Aquarius.(Chen Tao^pff) 
Send not young boys to the realm of rouge and powder (Wei Yingwu ) 
Lest the chattering of orioles take on a lascivious tone. (Du Fu 

Scene Tliirteen; In Search of Patronage 

Tossed is this poor body, no haven east or west;(Du Fu ) 
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I view with a smile my patrimony, pink bloom on every tree.(Lu Guimeng ) 
Where can I roam to seek the end of my desiring? (Wu Yuanhen ) 
Spring breeze in examination halls beats the sponger's "autumn wdnd"!(Wang Jian^^) 

Scene Nineteen: Brigandess 

Moth-antenna brows oppressed by cruelty of her fate. (Du Fu 
In Taoist robes, all ready to pray for release from this disaster.(Du Mu ) 
Seek her not now where flowers blossom red (Cao Tang W/S) 
But let us ask the east wind to desist from its promptings.(Wang Wei ^IB) 

Scene Twenty-Five; Maternal Remembrance 

Visit to my daughter under waning moon (Xu Ning 
How many now will share the white aspen's grief? (Du Fu 
Know that this is the sorrow hardest to assuage (Wen Tingjun ) 
As by the windy pond tears fleck the orchid leaves.(Lian Shi ) 

Scene Thirty-Nine: Hangzhou 

Truly brilliant shine my husband's talents (Liu Shi ) 
Destiny impels to meet the time of challenge. (Du Fu ) 
In the pow dered boudoir count the passing days (Du Shenyan ) 
Till from Heaven afar descends the sound of joyous laughter. (Li Duan ) 

Scene Forty-One: Delayed Examination 

Marshland, hill and stream enter our battle plans. (Cao Song WI&) 
Resplendent in trailing robes daylong the official gather.(Du Fu 
The man of gifts must set his eyes beyond the distant clouds (Qian Qi ) 
Yet warriors take precedence when frontier guard is set.(Du Mu 

Scene Forty-Four: Concern for the Besieged 

Make formal visit in due time to parents of the bride (Liu Shang S) ) 
Though empty be the purse of gift for honored in-laws (Du Fu 
My steed now turns its hooves into the Yangzhou road (Zhang Xiaobiao ) 
Sore the ut ief of separation in one place as in other. (Yuan Zhen ^ ) 

Scene Fifty-Two: The Search for Candidate 

The road to advancement in the world a single examination. (Zheng Gu HP# ) 
The dragon's scales lost in storms of dawn. (Zhang Shu 
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From the red dust I've gazed my fill down path to royal court. (Wei Zhuang 
Where is the man who dwells now in alien land? (Du Fu ) 

The practice ol' quoting lines from classical poets requires great skill, extensive reading, 

and strong memory. Not only the quoted lines should be meaningful, but also they should 

be harmoniously organized into one imaginative unity. However, "It is a pity that Tang 

Xianzhu is not well versed in music, and flagrantly ignores the rules of rhyming. 

Nevertheless, because of his great talent, the opera will certainly be handed down from 

generation to generation.The collecting poems in plays add more rich and bright colors 

and literary pursuits. They not only provide people with aesthetic enjoyment, but also 

leave after thouuiits regarding time and space. 

As in other Chinese literary works, discussion on poetry and poetry composition 

are also prevail in Chinese traditional drama in which old masters of poetry were 

mentioned, so were their poems and stories about poets. Not only poems, but also 

proverbs and idiomatic expressions in poetic forms are quoted occasionally. Also in '"The 

Lute" there is ;i scene: 

Mo: Clciitlemen, now that you're here, the annual custom is 
;l)r each of you to leave a poem. 

Jing: BiotherCai, you first. 
Shenu (recites in Shi form): 

Out of five hundred, his genius is the first. 
Flowers are like embroidery, willows like mist. 
His green robe's newly donned, the emperor's favor great; 
The yellow list was just posted, the imperial ink still fresh. 
Three thousand songs resound as he enters the Forbidden city 
And through ninety thousand miles of clouds and wind 

ascends to the blue sky. 
Everyone marvels at how quickly he passed the test. 
Scarcely believing that the Moon Lady would favor 

one so young. 
Jing: A ureat poem! 

. ..1 have a poem, too: 
1 n lingering sunlight, the mountain and streams are lovely; 

'•'This remark i.s said by ShenTeh-fii. The quotation is from Lai Ming. A History of 
Chinese Literamre. p. 247 
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In spring wind, the flowers and grass are fragrant. 
From melting mud, swallows take off; 

In warm sand, mandarin ducks sleep. 
Mo: Soli! That won't do, somebody else (Du Fu) wrote it. 
Jing: Scoundrels! I used other people's stuff for all three exams 

and passed everyone. Do you mean to say I can't get away 
\\ ith borrowing a little poem ? 

Mo; No wonder he can "make a poem in seven steps."^^ 
^g; You think I really can't do it, but I'll put one together somehow! 

It goes like this. 
" i o take the exams there's no need to enter the hall! 
1 never thought that I would don these lotus robes. 
Tii! ee exams — for each one I sent a substitute; 
i r I'm a turtle whose sole skill is to fart. 
• .\uv smiling to myself I sip this undeserved wine — 
i .;;t how can I ever write a poem? 
\ V iien people ask rne for a simple of my work ... 

(Toget!.,: : What do you reply?) 
1 1 nsk my teacher and then let you know! 

Mo; Ni' doubt; "When it comes to goodness, he yields nothing 
tc' :s teacher.'"*® 

In the above scc:'.e, a Du Fu's poem, a historical story about poetry, and a Confucius's 

proverb are qiK .clI. Different quotations by different characters shen, chou, jing and mo 

give the scene i; 'l e dramatic effect. 

Thed r:; ;:;;!ic poet Can also represent a character as consciously quoting. This may 

be done for tu ;' ciilTerent reasons; either to show the character of the speaker by what he 

quotes, or to st; s a character's pedantry by putting into his mouth abundant quotations. 

An example of :i quotation illustrating the character of the speaker is the following 

proverb quoted '.he villain Mao Yenshou in "^Autumn in Han Palace": 

^The lines arc un Jueju ershou ^ Two poems in the Jueju form) by Du Fu 
(712-770) in i'• Tingqiu, Ibid. 228;2475 
'•'^Cao Pi (18 7-2 2;)), first emperor of the Wei dynasty, once commanded his young brother 
Cao Zhi (192-2 2: to compose a complete poem in the time it took to take seven steps. 
^^The quotation from the Lunyu^^ of Confucius "The master said, "Let every man 
consider virtue as what devolves on himself He may not yield the performance of it even 
to his teacher. " Sc;.- James Legge. The Chinese Classics.1:20^ 
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1 !•-• is no gentleman who cannot hate deeply, 
' - r is he a hero who bears no malice."''® 

With this self-nnrtrait, Mao's personality is not only exposed by himself but also is linked 

to the traditiotuil stereotype of "no gentleman"(A7aore« /J\A)-

Chinese cirama evolves from the nation's poetry tradition, from the '̂Book of 

Poetry" to Chu Fu Tang Shi Song C/ t̂ PJ , and Yuan Qu jt 

That is bee ise Chinese poetry has the utmost compact on Chinese traditional literary 

arts. Bai Ju\ ' ® ^ (772-846) in his A letter to Yuan Jiu ( |& TC A. ^ ) has the 

comments, "Anu ng men's articles, the six classics are ranked at the top. So far as the six 

classics are mcir. ned, the Book of Poetry is ranked the top."^° Poetry is the literary form 

developed in C at the most earliest period comparing to other literary forms. The form 

of poetry helps m release a person's feelings and cultivate a person's temperament, other 

forms of con-.j: iisness could hardly be compared in this case. Confucius mentioned 

poetry and ritii i the same breath by putting forward the famous argument "The Odes 

serve to stimi;!.; - :he mind. They may be used for purpose of self-contemplation. They 

teach the art c>i ciability. They show how to regulate feelings of resentment."^ ^ The 

special posit; : id function of poetry plays an important part in later production and 

development o' ;lier literary arts. This influence is obvious not only on the evolution of 

Chu Ci, Han . /. ' Tang shi. Song Ci, Yuan Qu and Ming and Qing novels, but also on 

the formation ^ he unique artistic features of various literary presentations. Chinese 

traditional d: . is an outstandmg example of being influenced by poetry tradition. 

Therefore, f • :e a long period of time, people always take bird view over the whole 

culture with i;. idgment in accordance with poetry, that is to say, people used to 

examine the ' literary arts with the criterion of poetry. 

'"James J. "S' : The Art of Chinese Poetry. Ibid. p. 143 
5° Wang Rul ; Bai Juyi xuanji S ® ̂  • P-345 

James Ley nfucian Analects, p. 323 
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Wen i .i io ^ ^ in his Historical Trends of Literature points out that "The 

time of Three !' nJred Pieces is indeed a great era during which time our nation's culture 

started and d ." mined its formation. The formation of culture was determined, so was 

the literature. : vo thousand years thereafter, poetry or lyrical poetry, has been adopted 

as the orthoclcv: pattern all the time. Except for the literary prose which is the only 

exception, Fu. '• and Qu are the tributaries of poetry, even some of prose forms like 

dedication anci -iblet inscription are by-products of poetry, but novels and plays are 

always mixed . ii some poems in their different ways. Poetry not only dominates the 

whole cultiirn; . ; J, but also exercises influence on the art of molding -making, it has been 

assimilated i ;iting and also in decorating building constructions such as antithetical 

couplets, spt . - . juplets, etc. "it seems that poetry could not find a second country 

in which it p v iich a great social function as well as artistic aesthetic value. In here, 

poetry is reliu •. politics, education, social practice, and the life of all aspects. The 

essence to ni:. in traditional social rules is Li ^ and Yue ^ , or the ritual and music, 

but the wa\' u . hieve the significance of ritual and music is through the fiinction of 

poetry. Tb-.- . • poetry dominates the culture of entire traditional societies."^^ These 

two quotat- om Wen Yiduo prove nothing but the importance of the association 

between CI . - lassical poetry and other literary arts in traditional Chinese cultural life, 

and also illn its special position and great fiinction in the life of Chinese people for 

thousands o: : Throughout the development of Chinese drama, dramatists of all ages 

have borro\>. ' techniques of poetry composition, the poetical conceptions, poetic 

imagination ;ymbolism, poetic language, poetic allusion, and poetic emotional 

expression : ;eir dramatic creation. Without Chinese poetry tradition, Chinese 

traditional i probably would develop into another direction and would produce 

another dra' esthetics. 

52Zhu Ziqip' 1  r f .  W e n  Y i d u o  q i i a n j i  Complete Collection of Wen 
Yiduo's \^ >ls, 2:202 
"Ibid. 
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4. Dramatic Construction in Traditional Chinese Drama 

Every piece of art has certain frame work for the completion of its construction. It 

is not important whether this structure is loosely woven or tightly knit, the important thing 

is that there exists such a framework that supports the creation of that art. A piece of 

dramatic work, for instance, is considered to present man's action, so it is an art of action. 

This action does not merely refer to man's physical movement. 'It involves as well the 

motivations (both mental and psychological) that lie behind visible behavior. Man in 

action , therefore , includes the whole range of feelings, thoughts, and deeds that define 

what sort of creature man is ~ what he does and why he does it."' The dramatic 

characterization is accomplished through the series of successive dramatic actions as are 

mentioned above. However, playwrights can not select various 'hian's actions" at random, 

and merely mix them up for a play production. They have to follow certain rules for its 

organization of these actions, that is the dramatic structure. If there is nothing to follow 

with, the play will never produce any dramatic effects. Li Yu 1611 - 1685) says, 

'Every time a playwright composes a dramatic scene, he should take into account the 

scenes before and after. Attending to proceeding scenes makes it a flashback while taking 

care of the scenes afterwards makes it easy for a plant^ for what is to follow later. 

Flashback should not be limited to one person, nor plant to one event. All characters 

whose names are mentioned in the play, all events relevant to the play, and all dialogues 

related to preceding scenes and what happened afterwards should be brought into every 

' Oscar G. Brockett. The Theatre: An Introduction. 1974. P. 31 
^ "A plant is a specific device for play-writing. Usually, a plant is an item of uiformation, 
one that the playwright inserts early in the play and that turns out to be significant later. 
Often it is an item of exposition, but not always. As one form of preparation, plants 
provide evidence for subsequent deeds and speeches. Plants assume importance for the 
characters, and for the audience in retrospect. Their initial impact is slight, but eventually 
it is great. They have many uses. Plants should be used to establish character traits before 
those traits occur in action. They may indicate relationships , provide evidential 
information, or reveal attitudes. They make possible both surprise and accident. When a 
surprising event takes place, it may be startling, but it must be credible. Plants establish 
the basis for such credibility." Sam Smiley. Playwriting: The Structure of Action. 1971. 
p. 66. 
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consideration. It is rather to have it well thought of and unused than to have it neglected 

when it isin need."  ̂ Drama is an art of action, the characterization of dramatis personae 

should be achieved through a series of successive dramatic action and movement. It 

requires a tight structural coherence for the dramatic effectiveness. Through more than a 

thousand years of evolution, traditional Chinese drama is the stylized art, which is 

dominated by conventions in ahnost every aspect in eluding the general patterns for 

playwriting. 

We have discussed the musical function in the frame work of traditional drama in 

the section of Musical Convention. It is true that for hundreds of years Chinese dramatic 

critics used to judge a theatrical piece merely in light of the application of music and arias. 

Even spoken lines had to yield to the secondary"*. Zang Jishu wrote in the preface to his 

Selected Works of Yuan Drama that 1n the dramatic works by Zaju authors, there are 

only arias; the portion of spoken lines is the result of impromptu performance by actors 

themselves." We may find a few examples commenting dramatic plots in the period of 

Yuan dynasty, but they were only fragments. In China dramatic criticism did not reach its 

fiill swing until the times of Ming (1368 - 1644) and Qing (1644 - 1911). The first 

systematic criticism on drama regarding dramatic structure was completed by Li Yu 

whose critic work on drama, Xianqing Ouji (^ '|^ ® fS Random Expression of Idle 

Feelings)^, offers valuable and incisive expositions of his views on traditional Chinese 

theatre and playwriting. The first section of his book is devoted to the discourse on 

dramatic structure. After him, the modem dramatic critic Wang Guowei gave the 

definition for Chinese drama; 1t is to act stories with songs, dances and spoken lines." ® 

With the subjective target of telling a story involved in a dramatic piece, the emphasis of 

LiLiwengQuhua^^^^5^. 1980. p. 26 
''Traditional Chinese drama always use the terms of Zhuchang ^ Pg and binbai^ Q . 
Zhuchang means 'host singing" while Binbai means '^est spoken lines". Just from the 
dramatic terms being applied, one will easily find which is more important than the other. 
' It is the same book of Li Li Weng Quhua. 
® See p. 24 
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the play has been obviously shifted from musical tendency to its characterization and event 

organization on stage. 

As an artist in drama, the playwright's task is far more than the merely setting 

down of music and dialogue. Actually, this part of the task may turn out to be the least of 

his concern for a dramatic production. Since drama is an art combined with multiple 

artistic means, the concept to which the dramatist must address himself in the creative 

vision of an event to take place before a large number of people gathered together for the 

purpose of experiencing that event. It is a vision of a story being enacted not only by 

means of dialogue spoken by actors, or singing in Chinese drama, but by their physical 

activities, by their surroundings, by music, by dancing, by costumes, by the whole pace 

and rhythm of the play and its production. All these matters are the concern of dramatists, 

especially for traditional Chinese dramatists whose works can hardly do without one of 

these elements. Although he himself doesn't have to be a composer, a choreographer, a 

set designer, or an actor. But he must know how the various arts of the theatre are 

utilized harmoniously to make real in the play house what was bom in his head. 

Many great men of letters who know literature well but can never be considered as 

good playwrights when they write for theatre. Many good plays can not be put on stage 

without adaptation such as Tang Xianzhu's ''The Peony Pavilion"^ for they could not 

produce enough dramatic effects and win popularity from the majority of audience. Some 

great dramatists may not be considered as great men of letters, but their dramatic works 

'what I here mention this play does not intend to defame the play and the author's great 
efforts toward the writing of this play. However this play is always considered as a closet 
play or Antouju 0^^(51 desttop play), a play written to be read rather performed. In the 
West, Annaeus L. Seneca's (3 B.C. - 65 A.D.) works are on philosophy, morals, and 
science. His tragedies, including "Medea" '̂ Mad Hercules,'' and " The Trojan Women" 
have been preserved, which, though quite lacking in dramatic instinct, had great influence 
upon the drama of the 16th century, being the only extant Latin models of this class of 
literature. Also Shelly's (1792 - 1882) "The Cewc/"and Thomas Hardy's (1840 - 1927) 
"The Dynast^^ are also examples of closet drama, though both were acted. Tang 
Xianzhu's play "The Peony Pavilion" \s well appreciated by Chinese intellectuals, but not 
suitable for those who could not read and write. When this play is put on stage it always 
needs revision and adaptation for its dialogue. 
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are admired by all. Brooks Atkinson (1894 - 1964), a well known American dramatic 

critic once pointed, 'Competence in literary composition is not enough. Many great men 

of letters, like Tennyson, Browning, and Henry James, wrote for the theatre in forms that 

acceptable to their times, but their plays fell flat on the stage. Pinero* was no match for 

any one of them intellectually or artistically, but what he wrote came to life in the theatre 

of his day. Ponderous as he was as a thinker and craftsman he had the rh)^hm of the 

theatre in his blood."' Literature and drama are derived from the same literary tradition, 

but they have become two different literary genres. Since drama has the quality of 

combining all arts, it is considered as the highest form of literary presentation. In this 

chapter I will be examining the work of playwrights in developing dramatic structure and 

creating characters, and discussing the rhythm of the theatre, the dramatic structure in 

traditional Chinese drama, in comparison with the Western dramatic theories and practice. 

Let's start with the general features of literary and artistic creation. 'Of all the 

arts, literature is oftenest associated v^th the principle of tension and relief Most readers 

will admit that the tension evoked by the plot of a novel or story, i.e., the desire to know 

what happens next and at the end, is what drives them to go on reading the text. Even so-

called good literature, particularly novels and dramas, generally follow the principle of 

thrillers, which consists in introducing a puzzle at the beginning and presenting a more or 

less unexpected resolution at the end."'" Tension and relief undeniably play a role in the 

experiencing of literary plot development. So do they in the plot of a dramatic piece. The 

process of a theatrical presentation is a dramatic transition from cause and effect, which is 

well conformed to the transition from tension to relief in literature. A major role in the 

evocation of tension and relief m a play production is played by suspense, which is a 

characteristic factor in the experiencing of a temporally unfolding plot and by orientation, 

which remains incomplete until the whole story or the main theme is exposed or 

comprehended. However to find a plot is far from enough for the completion of a 

® Sir Arthur Wing Pinoro (1855-1934) was an English dramatist. 
'Edward Mabley. Dramatic Construction, An Outline of Basic Principles. 1972. p.3 
'"Hans Kreitler and Shulamith BCreitler. Psychology of the Arts. 1972. pp.251 - 252 



139 

dramatic work. More importantly the dramatist should make a well-conceived 

arrangement of these elements for the plot based on thematic ideology, dramatic conflicts 

and characters' personalities. Different arts dispose of a variety of devices enhancing the 

tension evoked through contents. Drama is different from compiling a historical chronicle 

which must be followed the order of recorded time. It also differs from writing a novel 

which is not confined by time and space and is freely expressed through direct comments, 

flashback, in chronological sequence, narration interspersed with comments. Dramatic 

presentation is strictly confined by the limited time of performance, the confined space of 

the theatrical stage and the direct communication with the audience. It is impossible for 

the dramatist as the third person coming onto the stage giving comments and description, 

though some plays do. It requires the audience to start their brain work in the process of 

appreciation. Therefore all must be presented through dramatic activities, event unfolding, 

the progress of events and the conclusion of events. In this way it is required to have the 

art of arranging dramatic actions, from one to another in an logic and understandable way. 

Edwin Wilson in The Theatre Experience discusses several aspects of dramatic 

structures, some are new phenomena of dramatic structures. They are climactic structure, 

episodic structure, nonsense and non sequitur structure in the theatre of the absurd, ritual 

structure, pattern structure, structure in experimental and avant-garde theatre, and 

structure m musical theatre." Up to my comprehension, all these structures are but 

analyses through different approaches and styles of different dramatic presentations. I 

believe that though dramatic forms vary from one to another, the essence of dramatic 

presentation remains unchanged. Even in the Theatre of Absurd, for example, there may 

seemingly have no plot development, because the performance does not conform in its 

premises and underljdng structure to the expectations of the audience. There is no firm 

basis for suspense concerning what will happen next or how the problem posed will be 

solved. Thus in view of the strange, contradictory, bewildering, and ambiguous situation 

which continue to pile up as the performance proceeds, the audience become involved; 

" Edwin Wilson. The Theater Experience. 1985. pp. 147- 188. 
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they 'kre in suspense about what the next event to take place will add to their 

understanding of what is happening."'^ To explore the dramatic structure, we can not 

afiford neglecting the study of the nature of dramatic presentation. We must find some 

common features of theatre that may help us understand better and reach the conclusion. 

I believe, there are two kinds of dramatic structures for theatre in the world; one is 

designed for character creation, the other for event development. Aristotle, in Chapter Sbc 

of his Poetics, calls plot 'the whole structure of the incidents," and he speaks of plot as 

the 'life and soul of tragedy," thus making it more important than character. By character 

he means the personalities of the figures in the story. For Aristotle, the aspects of 

personality (whether a warrior is brave or cowardly, gentle or harsh, etc.) arise out of the 

action the writer has in mind. However I think in terms of macrocosm, drama is an art 

dealing with human beings. According to G. E. Lessing (1729 - 1781), a German poet 

dramatist, 'From the stage we are not to learn what such and such an individual man has 

done, but what every man of a certain character would do under certain given 

circumstances. The object of tragedy is more philosophical than the object of history, 

Therefore the primal mission of the theatre is to present human life. In this way, the 

essential structure for drama is the character structure, while the event structure is to back 

up the character structure. Castelvetro points out that 'Though charcater is subordinate 

to the plot and dependent upon it, yet it is so important a thing that we call one of the 

species of tragedy and epic poetry 'tragedy of character" and epic of character,' just as we 

go to the plot for the name of the remaining three species and call them 'simple," 

'bomplex' and 'tragedy of suflfering.' None of the four remaining quailitive parts of 

tragedy is important enough to have supplied a name to any species of tragedy or epic 

poetry."^'* The work of character structure introduces dramatis personae and then-

overriding objective. With the character established in the first place, the plot can be 

'^Martin Esslin. "The Theatre of the Absurd' in J.B. Hall & B. Ulanov, eds. Modem 
Culture and the Art. 1967. p.398 

G. E. Lessing. Hamburg Dramaturgy. 1962. p. 52. 
Andrew Bongiomo. Casrelvetro on the Art of Poetry. 1984. p. 166 
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generated around the character, and the action of the character in the play can then be 

developed. The actions of a play concern the dramatis personae's encountering and 

dealing with obstacles to this objective. The encountering and dealing with obstacles are 

the process of plot development. In fact, the shape of the plot is determined by these 

obstacles and the resources the dramatis personae brings to bear in coping with them. 

Of course, no dramatic work can be created without plot, for plot is the basic 

element of a play. That is because the formation of a dramatic plot is based on the 

development of the characteristics of dramatis personae, while the creation of dramatis 

personae depends on the development of dramatic plots. Audience will recognize the 

characteristics of dramatis personae through appreciating the development of dramatic 

plot. Shakespeare's "^Hamlef' is created in light of character structure. At the very 

begiiming, Shakespeare establishes that Hamlet's objective is to ascertain whether the 

ghost is telling the truth about the death of his father and then to take proper action, that 

is, to kill Claudius. The play ends shortly after Hamlet achieves his revenge. It seems the 

play "Hamlef follows a very simple plot. However, as a human being Hamlet possesses 

man's emotional nature; for him it is the characteristic of indecisiveness. Shakespeare 

demonstrates his skill in organizing an effective sequence of action to present step by step 

Hamlet's indecisiveness. For his other plays too, the characteristic of Othello is of 

jealousy; MacBath is of ambition; and King Lear of dotage. The dramatic actions are 

accumulated to sustain these characters. "A character is revealed in several ways: through 

descriptions in stage direction, preface, or other explanatory materials not part of the 

dialogue or action; through what the character says; through what others say about him; 

and, perhaps most important, through what he does."'^ 

The same is as being practiced by Chinese Yuan dramatists who, with their 

expressive vitality, created a number of dramatic figures fiill of humanoid characteristics. 

'Yuan drama is peopled not only with positive and negative types, but also with lifelike 

human beings, such as the resourceful and clever maid Crimson, the beautiful and coy 

" Oscar G. Brockett. The Theatre: An Introduction. 1974. P.40 
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maiden Oriole, the impetuous Li K'uei, the crafty and almost superman Chu-ko Liang, and 

virtuous and tragic Dou 0."^® These characters and their images had been established long 

before they were presented in play productions. It is the characters that decide dramatists' 

way of presenting them. In most cases, Yuan drama gives the priority to the role system 

in play production.One of the chief features of Yuan dramatic structure is the division 

of dramatic scripts. There are two script systems: Danben script for female lead) 

and Moben (5^ script for male lead). If the play adopts the Danben system, then the 

female actor would take the singing role throughout a whole act or sometimes a whole 

play. If it is a Moben, the male actor would assume the singing part. Take Ma Zhiyuan's 

"7%e Autumn of Han Palace" iov example, though it is about the story of Wang Zhaojun, 

the female character, it is a Moben script. So what we hear on stage is only the songs 

sung by Emperor Yuan, the male character. This script division system helps playwrights 

concentrate on the characterization of one character in the play, while others become 

subordinate. The singing part of "TTie Injustice Done to Dou £" is sung by Dou E 

herself, which greatly helps bring out her inner feelings and establish her as a tragic 

heroine. In some Yuan plays, the script division system is applied in individual act. Take 

the Second Volume of "TTie Story of the Western Wing" for example. The singing part is 

accomplished by Oriole, the female role. The second act is sung by Huiming, the extra 

male role. And the third is done by Crimson, the supporting female role. This script 

division system, as in later Chinese theatre, is one way or another reflected in the plays 

which are written for a specific role or even an actor who has certain specific talents in 

presenting certain types of characters. The division of play scripts based on dramatc role 

types surely helps formulate the dramatic structure on characterization. 

Chung-wen Shih. The Golden Age of Chinese Drama: Yuan Tsa-chu. 1976. p. 52 
^^The role system started in the Song 'Variety Play", and was adopted by Yuan drama 
and influenced its method of characterization. Mainly the roles in Yuan drama are divided 
into four major categories: Mo(^ male), Dan female), Jing (0 villain) and Chou (5 
clown). These four categries are further divided according to their leading or supporting 
roles. 
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For characterization, the stereotyped opening poems for typified characters are 

also typical and essential in traditional Chinese drama so that almost every categorized 

role delivers the same lines. For example, Laodan Older female role) always speak 

the similar lines as such; 

"Flowers have the day of blooming again. 
But man has never his youth once more. 
I don't need riches and honor for long, 
I am an immortal if at peace and content." 

This poem has been repeatedly quoted as opening lines for the older female roles in Guan 

Hangqing's "TTie Injustice Done to Dou E\ and in Zheng Dehui's " The Soul of Qiannu 

leaves Her Bocfy" without changing a single word. In other plays only the third and 

fourth lines are changed, but the contents remain the same. The following example is in 

the opening scene of Shi Junbao's 5"Q'w Hu xiqr ^ Qiu Hu Teases His 

Wife): 

"Flowers have the day of blooming again. 
But Man has never his youth once more. 
Don't say the gold is expensive. 
The most worthy is peace and happiness." 

And in Guan Hangqing's another play "'Yujingtaf ( ( > Jade Mirror Stand), the 

lines are as follows; 

"Flowers have the day of blooming again 
But Man has never his youth once more, 
Only girls are bom, but no boy heirs. 
Then who will establish the household."'* 

'®In traditional China, it was important for a family to have a boy heir so as to keep the 
family lineage, the ages and social status of the characters in plays. 
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As for folder male roles), most probably they come onto the stage with 

the first four recited lines such as in the anonymous play ^^Yuan Yang Bef ( < > 

The Quilt for Lovers): 

"My white hairs short and messy, 
the two temples retread. 

Getting to the old age, 
I lost the heart of a youth. 

Frittering the leisure time, 
I live on the pension fi-om Imperial House 

Wait for nothing 
but peaceful life which is worth ten thousand tales." 

The similar lines are in Guan Hanqing's "'Hu Die Meng'X ( ^  ̂ } Dream of 

Butterfly): 

"The moon has less brightness after the fifteenth day, 
Man become inactive in everything after achieving middle age. 
Children and grandchildren have the future of their own. 
One doesn't have to plan their future for them." 

The motif of poetic lines at the opening scenes not only gives the description of 

characterization, but also reveals the philosophical views on life fi^om both the character 

and the playwright. Sometimes the lines are irrelevant to the plays, it is only a motif 

functioning as a sign for plays to start. The characteristics of these dramatis personae 

have to be presented through the careful arrangement of dramatic plots, that is to build up 

the event structure so to speak. 

Dramatic plot relatively has its independent function in a work of dramatic 

production: it plays the function to attract and entertain audience. If a play is fiill of 

delivery of insipid preaches and has no interesting happenings, it would not draw audience 

to the theatre, and audience would soon get tired and leave the theatre. The play would 

not have its due life. All dramas in the world are the same in this respect requiring the 

presentation of formula of appreciation accustomed to audience: there is the need for the 
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play production to provide with eventful stories, complications of plots, clear-cut 

beginning and ending, vicissitudes of life — joys in reunion and sorrows in parting. The 

requirement of plot is determined by each nation's national triads and popularity and is 

accompUshed by the role played by tension-and-relief and cause-and-efifect processes. As 

is said by Edwin Wilson, 'The subject of theatre is always people — their hopes, their 

joys, their foibles, their fears. In other words, if we were to construct a grammar of 

theatre, the subject would be people, the dramatic characters that present human concerns. 

Just as in grammar every subject needs a verb, so in theatre dramatic characters need a 

verb ~ some form of action — to define them."" Through the development of actions, the 

subject is brought to life on stage. 

Like other dramatic works in the world, traditional Chinese theatre could hardly do 

without a well-conceived plot arrangement, that is dramatic structure. Such theatrical 

arrangement in Chinese is called Buju ^). The so-called Buju is to make a proper 

arrangement for developing a certain section of the plot fi^om an overall point of view. The 

result of this arrangement is what the Yuan dramatists called Guanmu @ plot or 

intrigue), a dramatic terminology generally referring to the arrangement and conception of 

the plot. 'Jia Zhongming (M ^ 1343 - ?) in his Luguibu xiibian 

repeatedly comments on some scripts of Yuan plays with such expressions: their Guanmu 

are of real sentiments, novelty, perfection, cold or coquettishness."^" 'The Kuanmu of 

'̂'Liamgwu kun^  ̂( ( M ̂  ̂  ) Both Without Success) is striking; the kuanmu of "Pien 

Ye-lan^^{ { ) Exiled to Ye-lang) is romantic; the Kuattmu of "Laoshenger '̂{ 

( ̂  ̂  ̂  ) An Heir in Old Age) is truthful; and the kuanmu of "Han Wei Hsien" ( ( 

^ R > Wei Hsien of Han) is splendid."^' Chinese dramatists had already started to 

pay special attention on plot development, even at the earliest period when traditional 

Chinese drama first took its formation. Yuan dramatist Yao Shou-chung is eulogized for 

Edwin Wilson. The Theater Experience. 1985. p. 132 
Xu Fuming, Yuandaizajuyishu . 1981. P. 128 
Chung-wen Shih. The Golden Age of Chinese Drama: Yuan Tsa-chu. 1976. p. 32 
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his success in '̂ buguan cAwow/ni/" (^BB $ @ arranging and connecting plots)^. I myself 

particularly prefer the Chinese word Chuan, for it vividly conveys the idea of stringing 

together. Liu Xizai in his Qugai: Ciqugai (ft ̂  regards the rules of dramatic 

musical composition as 'blusters same as strings of beads." The rules apply for the 

composition of traditional Chinese drama, with which dramatic plots, conflicts and scenes 

appear in the form of a string of beads, one after another. I will elaborate on arranging 

and connecting plots in Chinese drama later in this chapter. 

Li Yu in his Qu Hua ( ^ On Dramatic Music) comments that " The two-

character phrase Jiegou ^ structure) is considered before the initiating Shang and 

describing Yu^ and is started when one decides rhythm diction and touches the brush (pen 

in the West). Such as a given shape for creating things: when semen and blood takes its 

first formation, but the foetus is not yet developed. The first thing comes is the formation 

of the shape, which makes the drop of blood possess the potential to contain five organs 

and hundreds of bones. If without the shape formed in the first place, the evolution will 

not start fi^om the head to feet, section by section, until a whole body is formed. Surely 

there will be numerous traces of intermittences, then the circulation of blood and Qi (  ̂

vapor) is stuck inside. The same as for an engineer in architecture; When the base is first 

leveled, before the erection of fi-amework for each bay, it must be taken into consideration 

for where to build a hall, where to set a door, what materials for ridgepoles and what 

materials for beams. Only when the arrangement is all clearly settled can one start to 

brandish his construction tools. If the construction is built one fi-ame after another, only 

caring for what is convenient that comes first , but not the one comes after that. The 

process of construction will be kept changing, otherwise the construction will collapse 

before it is erected."^"* Li Yu's conmients with the two vivid examples suggests 

playwrights require well-conceived arrangement before starting their dramatic creation. 

"^Ibid. 
 ̂Shang and Yu ^ are the two musical notes of the ancient Chinese five-tone scale, the 

other three are Gong^, Jiao^ and Zheng^ . 
Li Yu. Li Liweng Quhua. 1980. p. 7 
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However, it is not easy to have the dramatic plot well arranged. In the West, 

Aristotle considered plot to be the soul of a play, and it is the most important element of 

tragedy, because he believed that all human happiness or misery takes the form of action, 

and he concluded that plot is the over-all structure of a play. He says in his Poetics, 

'Now, according to our definition, tragedy is an imitation of an action that is complete, 

and whole, and of certain magnitude;... A whole is that which has a beginning, a middle, 

and an end. A beginning is that which does not itself follow anything by causal necessity, 

but after which something naturally is or comes to be. An end, on the contrary, is that 

which itself naturally follows some other thing, either by necessity, or as a rule, but has 

nothing following it. A middle is that which follows something as some other thing 

follows it. A well constructed plot, therefore, must neither begin nor end at haphazard, 

but conform to these principles."^ According to Aristotle, a play should have a beginning, 

middle and end. 'On the surface, this statement seems obvious and overly simple, but it 

summarizes a fundamental principle. Basically, it means that a play should be complete 

and self-contained, that everything necessary for understanding it should be included 

within the play itself. If this principle is not observed, the action will probably be 

confusing or unsatisfying to audience."^® 

The beginning must be understandable and natural, while the middle and the end 

must follow logically from the beginning. A whole implies structure and order. This 

means that a plot must have a certain length, and show some kind of inner cohesion, or it 

fails to be a plot. 'Thus in reading a tragedy we should attempt to define the chain of 

cause and effect linking each incident in the plot. In this way we will understand the 

process that makes its catastrophe inevitable, and thus gain insight into the meaning of the 

catastrophe."^' In the 19th century, another suitable dramatic form was available in the 

^ Aristotle. "Poetic '̂ in Hazard Adams ed. Critical Theory Since Plato, p. 54 
Oscar G. Brockett. The Theatre: An Introduction. 1974. P. 31 

'̂Robert Scholes, Cari H. Klaus, and Michael Silverman. Elements of Literature. 1978. 
p. 746 



148 

well-made play.^* This theory was perfected by Eugene Scribe (1791-1861), and 

evidently practiced by Alexandre Dumas fils's (1824-1895) in his literary and dramatic 

works. According to the principles of the well-made play, 'The basic characteristics ... 

are: clear exposition of situation; careful preparation for future events; unexpected but 

logical reveals; continuous and mounting suspense; an obligatory scene; and a logical 

resolution. ... the well-made play was easily adapted by the realists because of its careful 

exposition and its clear cause-to-effect arrangement."^ 

In his influential essay "The Technique of Drcmd' (1863) Gustav Freytag (1816 -

1895), a German playwright and critic, held that a lay dramatizes 'the rushing forth of will 

power from the depths of man's soul toward the external world," and 'the coming into 

being of a deed and its consequences on the human soul." He constructed a famous 

model of five-act play by which each play was described as structured like a pyramid; in 

essence, this was a refinement of the theory of the well-made play. In light of the theory 

of Freytag's pyramid structure, the structure of a play should be an isosceles triangle with 

five steps: '(1) introduction, (2) rising action, (3) climax, (4) falling action, and (5) 

catastrophe."^" The rising action begins with the exposition, in which is given essential 

information, especially about the antecedent action (what has occurred before this piece of 

action begins). 

The well-made play is skillfully crafted to suspense. An outgrowth of the comedy of 
intrigue, its action is propelled through a concatenation of causally related events. 
Begirming with a detailed, faintly disguised exposition, it gathers momentum through 
complications and crises, with each act closing on a climactic curtain. A series of perils 
for the protagonist lead to the revelation of a secret in an obligatory scene ~ named and 
analyzed by the French critic Francisque Sarcey some half-century after Scribe codified the 
practice. The well-made play then closes swiftly in a logical and plausible resolution, 
which implicitly accepts the ethic of the audience, even when the author's spokesman, the 
raisonneur does not baldly voice it. Technically, the well-made play thrives on fortuitous 
entrances and exits, mistaken identity and quid pro quo. Scribe's structural influence in 
everywhere evident in 19th century France and the Continent. 
^ Oscar G. Brockett. The Theatre: An Introduction. 1974. p.313 
^"Theodore W. Hatlen. Orientation to the Theater. 1962. p. 38 
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Chinese dramatists have also paid special attention to the common devices for 

creating and maintaining suspense in traditional Chinese drama. When traditional drama 

just took its formation out of the transition from non-dramatic songs during the Yuan 

period, Qiao Tifli ( 1280- 1345) established a rule for dramaturgy, 'To write 

lyrics of Yue Fu style there is a rule to follow; it must be like the head of a phoenix, the 

belly of a boar, and the tail of a leopard. Generally speaking, it requires beauty for the 

beginning, mightiness for the middle and responding quality for the conclusion. 

Particularly there must be a linkage that runs through from the beginning to the end. And 

intention must brought out clearly and freshly."^' Qiao Jifii followed this rule in his own 

play writing. Ming scholar Meng Chengshun ) puts forward in the preface of his 

Gujin mingju hexuan ^ "n ^ Cllection of Ancient and Current Plays) that to 

write a dramatic script, one will encounter three difiBculties in the respect of dramatic 

creation; 'the first is the difficulty of proper and satisfying situational diction; the second is 

the difficulty of tightness of plots, and the third is the difficulty of harmony in sound and 

rhythm."" 

Then how do Chinese playwrights arrange dramatic plots in an appropriate way? 

Having analyzed Qiao Tifu's rules for dramaturgy, modem dramatist Jiao Juyin (||^^) 

has reached another conviction. He made some adaptation to Qiao Jifii's theory and put 

forward the assertion of 'the head of a leopard, the waist of a bear and the tail of a 

phoenix."^^ According to him the leopard has some unique qualities in its nature. It 

always acts on its own, especially likes to hide alone in the bush, and surprisingly springs 

upon its prey. The fur patterns on the head of leopard is colorful, its eyes fleshing, its 

movement quick and forever-changing. The changing quality of leopard even became one 

^'Tao Zongyi, ^^ .̂Nancun chuogenglu • 1959. p.l03 
"Meng Chengshun, Gujin mingju hexuan P- 2. 
" Tiao Juyin, ''Leopard's Head, Bear's Waist and Pheonex's Tair • 

in Selected Critiques on Dramatic Aesthetics. 1983. pp. 69 - 93 
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of the six ancient military strategies." With the leopard as the example for the beginning 

of a play, it indicates that the beginning must be of "A7n and Or. Xin is new and fresh. 

Qi is surely not to follow the beaten track, but to produce the effect of being taken by 

surprise. It may be called novelty. By the simile of the head of a leopard, it means that 

the beginning should be precise, sensational, and startling, so that audience can 

immediately perceive and be caught up. 

The Beginning. To my understanding, the beginning should also set the tone and 

style of the play. Like the novel The Romance of Three Kingdoms, Luo Guanzhong ( ^ 

1330 - 1400 ) writes directly to the point that 'The momentum of history was ever 

thus, the empire tends to unite after being long divided, and divide after being long 

united."^^ This is what the author puts forward as the premise, the following whole story 

is precisely centered around this pretext. Since drama is said by Wang Guowei that it is to 

act stories with singing and dance, 'The beginning of a play is necessarily an arbitrary 

point, selected by the playwright, in a larger story. The circumstances that have brought 

about the conflict with which the play deals can usually be ascribed to things that 

happened long before the point at which the curtain rises."^'' Here is the example from 

the first scene of Gao Min's "The Lute" 

(The A/o actor enters and recites to the Ci of Shuidiao geiou 
An autumn lantern brightens kingfisher blue curtains. 
By my night table I look through rue-scented volumes. 
So many kinds of tales! 
Countless romances of beautiful ladies and brilliant men. 
Miraculous immortals, mysterious demons — 
All trifling stories worthless to read. 
Truly, a tale without moral teaching, 
No matter how finely written, is useless. 

Six Tao 7\ ^ is considered an ancient Chinese book of military strategies. It has sbc 
divisions, each under the title of Tao, a Chinese character refers to strategy. They are 
literary military ^, dragon ||, tiger leopard ^and dog strategies. 

Luo Guanzhong, M W 4^ • Sangua yanyi (H 19  ̂ The Romance of Three 
Kingdoms). 1962. pp. 1 - 2. 

Edward Mabley. Dramatic Construction, An Outline of Basic Principles. 1972. p. 7 
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As for plays. 
To please people is easy. 
To influence them hard. 
But those who deeply understand 
Will look with different eyes. 
Don't be concerned with the clowning and jokes. 
Nor examine the modes and count up the tunes. 
Consider only whether sons are filial, wives are true. 
Hua-liu has just galloped forth alone; 
What common horse would dare to join the race? 

(He recites to the ci ofXinyuan chun ® #) 
The beauty Mistress Chao, 
The scholar Ts'ai Yung, 
Had been husband and wife but two months. 
Then yellow placards summoned the wise scholars of the land. 
His parents' strict command 
Forced him to attend the capital examination. 
In one try. First Winner in the land. 
He took a second wife. Mistress Niu; 
Bound by fame and profit, he did not return. 
In years of famine 
His parents both perished. 
How pitiful it was! 
How pitiful Mistress Chao in her struggle! 
She cut off her perfiimed hair to provide burial for her parents-in-law. 
And carried earth in her skirt 
To erect the grave mound. 
Expressing her sorrows on a lute. 
She journeyed to the capital city. 
Filial indeed was Po-chieh! 
How virtuous was Mistress Niu! 
So moving was the meeting in the study! 
They dwelt in a mourning hut by his parents' grave, 
The man and his two wives. 
And imperial commendation brought glory to their home. 

Like other Yuan dramatists, Gao Ming establishes, in the first scene, 

occasion, the characters, the mood, the theme, and the level probability. 

the place, the 

In addition to 
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these dramatic elements for exposition, he also gives a general philosophical remark which 

gives the play a moral guidance. 

Surveying the classical dramas from various nations, one can easily find that almost 

all early dramas have the similar opening poems to start with. Take Kalidasa's Indian play 

Shakuntala for example, it has a preface (prastavana) in the form of a poem with which a 

brief introduction of the theatrical theme is presented. Goethe's "Fausf' also has a 

opening poem, it is called 'Prologue in Heaven." Eveiy ancient Greek tragedy has the 

opening scene and then the chorus makes its performance before the appearance of main 

characters.^^ In Elizabethan drama a chorus occasionally occurs in the person of an 

individual actor, not a participant in the story, speaking a prologue and commenting on it. 

The chorus (or prologue) in Shakespeare's ''The Life of King Henry The Fifth" urges the 

audience to 

Think, when we talk of horses, that you see them 
Printing their proud hoofs i' the receiving earth; 
For 'tis your thoughts that now must deck our kings. 
Carry them here and there, jumping o'er times. 
Turning the accomplishment of many years 
Into an hour-glass; for the which supply. 
Admit me Chorus to this history; 
Who prologue-like your humble patience pray, 
Gently to hear, kindly to judge, our play."^® 

Unfortunately because it is dilatoiy and only formalistic, this structure is later abandoned. 

The function of preface has been combined with the first act in most plays after the 

Renaissance. The introduction to the origin and development of events is accomplished 

through the dialogue and the performance by dramatis personae. The first act thus is fiill 

^'The chorus usually makes its entrance after the prologue (or opening scene) and except 
in rare cases remains until the end of the play. It serves many functions. It expresses 
opinions, gives advice, sometimes threatens to interfere in the events of the play. 

Shakespeare. The Life of King Henry The Fifth. 1988. p. 429 
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of potentials and the dramatic action is rapidly pushed forward, which forcefully and 

inunediately drives audience to enchantment, and throw them into a tense atmosphere. 

This is why Western drama, especially the first act, makes audience feel compact and 

condensed. In ''Romeo and Juliet" when the curtain lifts, a duel caused by the bitter 

mutual hatred of two noble families at Verona is right there on the stage. In Scene One of 

''Hamlet" a ghost resembling the late King appears, which immediately leads to the 

objective and obstacles. For sensation, it is a premise presented to audience at the very 

beginning. 'The premise, as the term is used here, is simply the entire situation, including 

the pertinent background material, that exists as the principal character, the protagonist, 

starts moving toward his goal, the objective. The opening , as distinguished from the 

premise, is that spot in the extended story selected by the playwright to begin his play -

specially, that part of the larger story that he intends to put upon the stage."^'The 

beginning should be startling, and should give the audience a tremendous lift and provide 

the play with a suspense. 

To the contrary, the beginning of traditional Chinese drama is often in light pace 

and ease mood: as though one were in a landscape painting or enjoyed a poem. The first 

act or sometimes the wedge in the period of Song is called "Van" (M an introductory 

piece), also a Chinese word meaning gorgeous and colorful, in which there always is the 

set-the-scene poem. Kang Jinzhi's play "Li Kui Carries Thom^' xs a good example. When 

Song Jiang, as the first actor, makes his appearance, he recites the poem, 

"By the camp gate tumbles the quarreling mountain stream. 
Wild flowers thrust aslant under sweat-stained headbands. 
Black stroked words against the yellow banner's gleam; 
Delivering the people and aiding heaven's way." 

First it gives a picture of the natural surroundings: mountains and rivers around the camp. 

This romantic touch sounds irrelevant to the play which is to deal with some green-wood 

heroes whose characteristics are straightforward and sometimes rash. But this is Chinese 

literary and dramatic tradition: the veils of the central plot will be revealed one layer after 

^'Edward Mabley. Ibid. 
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another. One will notice the third and fourth lines, which help make clear the political 

intention of these green-wood heroes gathering at the camp. In most cases, the first actor 

who makes his or her appearance is to present the feelings inspired by the natural 

surroundings. Such extempore verses make up for the simple stage designing in 

traditional Chinese theatre while play the fijnction of adding details for atmosphere. 

Following the set-the-scene poem, the character often provides audience with the self-

delivered background. The poem is called shangchcmgbai (_h ^ S entrance speech) or 

sometimes Dingchashi set-the-scene poem). The lines delivered by the old lady 

in the wedge of the first volume of "TTre Story of the Western Win '̂not only tells about 

herself, but also about the background of this family, the relations of characters in the 

family, and moreover it indicates her traditional viewpoint toward the concept of family 

status, which indicates the following dramatic conflict and its social roots. 

'Me, my maiden name is Zheng; my husband's surname was Cui. He was 

appointed to the rank of chancellor under the former emperor but unfortunately passed 

away on an account of illness. We had only one daughter, a young girl whose milk name 

is Oriole and who is now nineteen years of age. Embroidery and other female skills, verse, 

lyrics, calligraphy, and ciphering — there is nothing in which she is not competent. When 

his Excellence was still alive, he promised her to my nephew Zheng Heng, the eldest son 

of Minister Zheng, as his wife. But since my child's period of mourning for her father has 

yet to be completed, they have been unable to consummate that union. ... After my late 

husband left this world, my daughter and I set off to bear his casket the way was blocked. 

When we reached the prefecture of Hezhong, we lodged his casket here in this Monastery 

of Universal Salvation. It was restored by His Excellency, my late husband. This is an 

institution founded by Her Majesty Zetian. In addition, the abbot, Dharma Source, is a 

monk who obtained his ordination with support fi^om my late husband. And so we have 

settled now into lodgings in the western wing. 

Wang Shifu, The Story of the Western Wing, trans, by Stephen H. West and Wilt L. 
Idema. 1991. pp. 169 -170 
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What I mean by being precise for the beginning is to be purposeful. I also mean to 

indicate the plants which are prepared for further development.. For the above paragraph, 

we see the opportunity, '^nce my child's period of mourning for her father has yet to be 

completed, they have been unable to consummate the union." This mention of'Union" is 

the opportunity for the later marriage of Oriole and Student Zhang. So this play has been 

well prepared for its forceful purpose at the very beginning. The exposition in the 

beginning should have a single but forceful purpose toward the climax and the resolution. 

It is always this single event that would lead to a complicated situation so as to arouse a 

specific emotional response from audience, such as joy, anger, sorrow, fear, love, hate 

and desire. Story plot of'bne character and one event" is the distinctive feature of Yuan 

plays. Li Yu writes in his Xianqing Ouji, 'It will be a great mistake to have too many main 

threads for a chuanqi style play. Plays such as "JingchaijT {MWLtZ The Thorn Pin), 

''Baiyue ftwg" ( ^ ̂  Moon Prayer Pavilion), "^Baitu jr\ S ̂  ffi The White Rabbit), 

and "Shagou jf \ Killing a Dog)"" could be passed on to the present day, mainly 

because they have only one thread toward the end, without any side issues. Even three-

feet-height kids could understand them without difficulties and clearly recall the plays after 

watching the plays. There are not two events running through fi^om the begirming to the 

end, all happenings are about only one person."''̂  Ma Zhiyuan's "^The Autumn of Han 

Palace" \% the ideal example for the development of single event plot. This play is about 

Emperor Yuan and his sentimental feeling about his consort Wang Zhaojun. The dramatic 

misunderstanding is exposed by the lines delivered by Mao Yanshou in the first scene, so 

is the tune and the atmosphere of the play; 

''^During the transitional period from Yuan to Ming, several Chuanqi plays were 
produced. Four of them were famed as the 'four great chuanqi plays." These were Ke 
Danqiu's "Jingchaijf (^J0fSThe Thorn Hairpin), Shi Hui's JSJiC "Baiyue ting" 
(The Moon Prayer Pavilion), anonym's "Baitu jT (S The White Rabbit) , and Xu 
Zhen's^ "Shagou jr Killing a Dog). They were based on legends, historical 
facts, or adapted from Yuan Zaju plays. 

Li Yu. Li Liweng Quhua. 1980. p. 29 
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"I'm a man of a hawk's heart and vulture's claw. 
My business swindling the great and oppressing the poor. 
All through flattery, cunning, treachery and greed, 
I've got riches that one life is too short to exceed." 

With these lines in the first scene, the plot thread is clearly brought about and audience are 

immediately aware that the whole story is created by the devil. The play they are going to 

watch is surely about the falsehood and confusion. Since this is a Moben (script for male 

role) play, it is about the Emperor. What audience expect is to see precisely how the 

Emperor would have things set straight: how Emperor Yuan discovers the beautiful 

consort, how he loses her, and how he misses her. 

The Middle. Speaking of the development of a single plot, we can not avoid 

discussing the main body of a play. Most actions take place in the middle part of a play. It 

is normally composed of a series of complications which lead to the final denouement.'*^ 

For further explanation, a play that tells a single story through a well-knit plot, that is, a 

plot composed of events logically related and strictly relevant to the main concern, as we 

say that it has the unity of action."" Ever since it was first mentioned by Aristotle, this 

dramatic ideal has been honored by most Western playwrights. The Elizabethan 

dramatists, for instance, liked to introduce subordinate lines of action in a play, to provide 

verity and hence to widen the play's appeal. Such a subplot may be so remote fi-om the 

central action as to mar the play's unity. But when a subplot provides a structural or 

thematic parallel to the main action, we feel that variety is achieved without real loss of 

unity. Instances in Shakespeare are the Falstaff plot in "7%e First Part of King Henry IV" 

the Caliban-Stephano-trinculo plot in "The Tempest" and the Gloucester plot in "King 

According to Aristotle, in writing a play, it is well to plan the plot and scenes 
beforehand. Every tragedy falls into two parts, the complication and the denouncement or 
unraveling, of the threads. The complication leads up to the change of fortune and the 
denouncement goes fi-om high point to the end of the play. 
^Unity of action refers to Aristotle's theory on beginning, middle and end about the 
structure of tragedy. 
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Lear." There is hardly any examples of subplots in early Chinese Yuan drama plays, for 

early play laid much emphasis on 'bne person, one event" plot structure. However, in 

later plays of Yuan and Ming/Qing Chucmqi plays, we may find quite a few examples. 

For "77ic Story of the Western C/wwAer," there are two parallel subplots developed at the 

same time from the beginning to the end. One is the contradictions among Student Zhang 

(Male Lead), Oriole (Female Lead), Crimson (Extra Female Lead), and the old lady (Extra 

Female Lead). The other line is about the misunderstanding and conflicts among Student 

Zhange, Oriole and Crimson. The whole play (five Volumes) is accomplished through the 

presentation of the two plot lines. The development follows the threads of successive 

dramatic actions from one scene to another. From the view point of 'bne person, one 

event," the whole play is designed for Oriole. It is true that the playwright did write much 

on depicting Oriole in the scenes o{ "Listening to the Zither" "'Reading the Letter" 

"Farewell at the Long Pavilion." However most words about her feeling are uttered by 

Crimson, and most words for her beauty is indicated through the praise by Student Zhang. 

The technique for characterization is of great subtlety. 

Traditional Chinese drama is very particular on the development of plots. 

Accordingly as is set forward by Tiao Juying that the middle part of a play should be like 

the waist of a bear. It means that middle part of a play should be substantial in content in 

stead of the mere cumbersomeness like the waist of a boar (Meng Chenshun's idea). 

Audience should see the obstacles, major crises and climaxes, and conflicts, all of which 

are full of actions. In this way the middle part is worthy of the central part of a play, the 

same as its Western counterpart. In order to develop the play, now the 'bne man, one 

event" has to be expanded. It requires the playwright concentrate on describing the 

development of eventfiil stories and dramatic characterization, so that the plot and the 

thread of stories could be meticulously woven together and unfolded ingeniously from one 

tide to another. Yuan dramatist Yao Shou-chung's "bugitati chuanmu" (  ̂BS $ @ 

arranging and connecting plots) is ideal to connect dramatic plots, one after another, such 

as the way of stringing together beads. Playwrights choose various accidental events and 
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inevitable events that conform to actual life, put them into a story, and adapt them into a 

play. In the process of dramatic composition, playwrights have to give prominence to 

certain chief events which supposedly will attract audience. Western dramatists are found 

of collecting dramatic phenomenon, and present them in the theatrical form with the 

distinctive divisions for the theatrical development. Western theatres also encourage the 

audience to look for their internal relations and their logicality, and finally their own 

identities in the plays. That is why there have appeared so many dramatic structures as 

suggested by Edwin Wison. Unlike the western counterpart, traditional Chinese drama 

usually follows a single clear plot line leading towards crises, climax and resolution. 

In order to write well the waist of a bear in traditional Chinese drama, we always 

find these five elements as the guiding principles for dramatic composition; 1. the set of 

interlocking stratagems, 2. characterization, 3. crisis and climax, 4. good at writing about 

conflict and 5. use of plant.*' Wang Shifii's "'The Story of Western Win^^ is a very good 

example for the development of above five aspects. 

The set of interlocking stratagems of this play is accomplished through the gradual 

unfolding of dramatic conflicts, fi-om one plot to another, fi-om one suspense to another. 

Zhang Junrui, the young student makes an unexpected visit to the Buddhist Monastery of 

Universal Salvation on his way to the capital for the imperial examination. Having seen 

Oriole at the first glimpse, his response is 'It dazzles a man's eyes, stuns him speechless, 

and makes his soul fly away into the Heavens." He is completely carried away especially 

with the last glimpse of her "who turned her autumn ripples on him as she left." 

In order to see Oriole again and often. Student Zhang has decided to reside in the 

monastery, and he happens to hear over the wall Oriole's confession to the heaven,"*® a 

young girl's lust for love. Zhang recites his extempore verses of love for her. 

Jiao Juying, pp. 85 -91 
^When Oriole acts out falling silent. Crimson speaks, 'Sister, don't utter a prayer with 
this stick of incense; I'll do it for you — I pray that my sister will soon find a husband who 
will take Crimson along too." 
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"A Night bathed in moonlight, 
A spring desolated by flowers' shadows; 
Why, under the hoary sickle. 
Do I not see the lady in the moon?" 

This poem has immediately established their emotional exchanges. Oriole snappily replies 

with the following lines, 

"Long has my orchid chamber been lonely, 
No way to pass the fragrant spring; 
I reckon that he who walks and chants 
Will take pity on the one who heaves a sign." 

With these two poems, the germs in the hearts of the two young lovers begin to grow. 

When Flying Tiger Sun, a brigand chief hears of young Oriole's beauty and comes 

in force to seize her for himself, Zhang strives to bring 'White Horse", his friend and a 

general stationed nearby, and turns danger into safety. But Madam Cui repudiates her 

promise to reward Zhang with Oriole, as Oriole is already engaged to another man. 

Therefore Oriole's 'heart has no recourse," while Student Zhang 'ideally can't swallow 

the jade liquor in golden billows. 'Who would have thought that 'Under the moon, in the 

Western wing" would change to "the southern branch in a dream.'"*' 

Out of the sharp wit. Crimson, later plays the role of go-between, gives a hint 

urging Student Zhang to play zither in the evening when Oriole bums incense. On hearing 

^'From the story "Nanke taishou zhuan" ^M^^l^by Li Gongzuo 800). 
The hero of the tale falls asleep under a tree and in a dream is transported to the country 
of Acaciapeace (Huai'an). There he is married the daughter of the king and given ths title 
of Grand Protector of Southern Branch (Nanke taishou). Upon awakening, he finds an 
anthill at the base of the acacia under which he has been sleeping. He knows then that his 
glorious love and his exalted career have all taken place in the anthill under the southern 
branches. So have the student's hopes of a romantic liaison been dashed. 
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the music and the song of "The Phoenix Seeks Its Mate"*^ sung by the student. Oriole 

tiptoes to the window to listen and has made her mind to have Student Zhang as her man. 

Having thought of Oriole day and night, Zhang finally falls ill. His sickness of love 

arouses the sympathy firom Oriole who sends Crimson for inquiry after his health with a 

letter. As a messenger. Crimson is all the time in the darkness. Out of her expectation. 

Oriole's letter to Student Zhang is a proposal of appointment in the form of a poem, 

"Wait for the moon beneath the western wing; 
Welcoming the breeze, the door is half-opened. 
When separated by the wall, flowers' shadows move; 
I guess it is the jade one coming." 

However the course of true love never runs smooth. When Student Zhang climbs 

over the wall and meets with Oriole, Oriole changes her stripes with angry remarks: 

'Student Zhang — what kind of person are you? Here I am burning incense, and you 

come without any reason. If the madam should hear of this, what kind of explanation 

could you give?" Seeing Oriole turns to another face, Crimson changes her attitude too. 

She says, "... You have studied the books of Confucius; you should be familiar with the 

principles of the duke of Zhou. What concern brought you here in the dead of night? 

Zhang is badly upset and his illness becomes worse. Realizing the consequence, Oriole 

feels compunctious and sends him a letter of apology in the disguise of a prescription. She 

has made up her mind that 

"... And I send word to Gaotang: do not write any rhapsodies. 
For tonight, truly, rain and clouds will come." 

Oriole is going to follow the handsome lass of Shamanka Mountain who makes a secret 

meeting with King Xiang of Chu. And that evening Oriole really gets into Zhang's room. 

The text of the song which is sung in the play describes the love between Sima Xiangru 
who is supposed to have played to win the heart of Zhuo Wenjun 
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Few days later, Madam Cui notices and is suspicious about Oriole's unusual 

behavior. Threatening of resorting to the household discipline. Madam Cui forces 

Crimson to tell what has happened between Oriole and Student Zhang. Unexpectedly 

Crimson's remark makes Madam Cui speechless, "... If you don't put this affair to rest 

right now, madam, first of all, you'll dishonor the chancellor and secondly, when Student 

Zhang is a famous name in the world, will he accept having been disnomored after 

bestowing such a favor? If you take the matter to court, then you, madam, will be 

sentenced for failing to keep strict control in the family. If the court inquires further into 

the case, they will find out that you, madam, turned back on what was right and ignored a 

favor. How can you maintain your reputation as a woman of wisdom? ..." 

Having gone into the dilemma. Madam Cui has to agree on the marriage between 

Oriole and Student Zhang on the condition that Student should obtain his official position 

first, because for three generations the family has not welcomed a son-in-law clad in 

white."" The next morning, at the Long Pavilion, Madam Cui arranges for a banquet 

sending Student Zhang to the capital. The atmosphere of later autumn adds up to the 

already disturbed emotion for separation. When Student Zhang lodges at the Strawbridge 

Inn he dreams that Oriole follows him to the Inn for elopement, but is captured by the 

soldiers. When awakening. Student Zhang can not help feeling distracted. 

Zheng Heng, to whom Oriole's father promised his daughter as his wife, comes 

back fi-om the capital and feels much to his regret upon Oriole's engagement with Student 

Zhang. In order to have Oriole change her mind and marry him, Zheng Heng makes up 

the story that Student Zhang has been married to the daughter of a minister in the capital. 

Fortunately Student Zhang passes the imperial examination and gloriously comes home in 

his ofiBcial robe. With 'White Horse" at present presiding over the wedding ceremony. 

Oriole and Student Zhang are happily married. "All's well that ends well." 

"''it refers to the one who has yet to pass the civil service examinations and don the robes 
of oflBce. 
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The whole play covers thefollowing events: Student Zhang's meeting Oriole at the 

monastery, their exchange of poems, Zhang's repulsing the troops. Madam Cui's 

repudiation of her daughter's marriage. Oriole listening to Zhang's zither music. Oriole's 

first letter of rendezvous , Oriole and Zhang's meeting under the moon. Oriole's letter of 

apology. Oriole's Tryst with Student Zhang, Madam Cui summons Crimson to ask about 

Oriole, Oriole sees Student Zhang oflf at the Ten-mile Pavilion, Dream at the Strawbridge 

Inn, Zheng Heng's striving for marriage, and finally the happy reunion of Oriole and 

Student Zhang. The series of dramatic actions, arranged in the form of a string of beads, 

are presented excitedly but smoothly fi'om one scene to another. With more and more 

people are getting involved and the play is getting more and more complex. However 

audience have no difficult to follow and comprehend the dramatic development; they 

observe crises taking place, climaxes being achieved, and conflicts being unfolded. Quite 

naturally the head of leopard turns into the waist of a bear, all the way toward the happy 

ending. But the essence is still the thread of "one man, one event." 

"77?e Story of the Western Wing '̂ also gives a good example for characterization. 

For a play, no matter the actions are inevitable or accident in terms of real life, actions 

should be accomplished through the build-up of characterization. I have mentioned 

previously that dramatic structure is actually the structure for dramatis personae. All 

dramatic actions should center around the characterization. Actually the most successful 

of Wang's play lies in the characterization of the four characters. Oriole, Student Zhang, 

Crimson, and Madam Cui in the play. Each of them has his or her own dispositions on 

stage. Among them the main character is Oriole. In order to set off her by contrast, there 

come Student Zhang and Crimson who play the roles to support Oriole. One will find that 

many words describe the beauty of Oriole are uttered by Student Zhang. For instance in 

Act IV, Volume I, there is a set of songs sung by Student Zhang. His words about Oriole 

are so vivid and detailed that there is no need to give description in other scenes when 

Oriole becomes the love target for other extra characters. Some lines are about the 
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reactions of the Buddhist monks present at the Mass hall, but the dramatic effectiveness is 

obviously seen and felt. 

(Student sings to the tune of Yanerluo 
"I'd have said a jadelike heavenly sylph had left the azure empyrean. 
But all along it was this seed of happiness who has come for the pure mass. 
How can my body that is full of grief and fiill of sickness 
Stand a face that can topple cities and topple states?" 

(To the tune ofDeshengling 
"It is just as if her sandalwood mouth were a dot of cherry. 
As if powdered nose were a tile of rose quartz. 
Her face a pale white pear blossom. 
Her waist a lithe and supple willow. 
Bewitching, bewitching. 
Her face is winsoenness on winsomeness; 
Graceful, graceful. 
The whole bit is lovely." 

(To the tune of Qiaopaier^f^^) 
"The grant master is aged. 
But on his dharma seat he stares at her 
The noted instructors are stupefied; 
They drum Dharma Wit's head instead 

(To the tune of Tianshuiling^:^'^) 
"The old ones and the young ones. 
The boorish and the clever ~ 
All are tuned topsy-turvy 
And make a greater ruckus than on Prime Eve.^° 
That sexy one — she is afraid others might catch on. 
And so when she looks, it's just a glance stolen with teary eyes. 

Even the conflict arrangement follows this principle of main role. The first scene about 

the beauty of Oriole is reflected through the eyes of Student Zhang; the scene of poetry 

The camivalesque celebrations of the night of the full moon in the new year on the 
fifteenth of the first month, accompanied by drink, lanterns, music, and somewhat 
lascivious and riotous festivities. 

fixedly. 

of their bronze chimes." 
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exchange reflects the gifted talent of Oriole; the scene under the moon reflects her sweet 

and charming quality. As for the scenes of the two 'letters," they explore the depth of 

Oriole's inner feelings of seeking true love. The scenes about Student Zhang and Crimson 

all play the role of promoting the play moving forward around the Oriole. Of course in 

the process of helping to build up the characterization of the main character, these 

supporting roles have developed their own characterization. "... Drama is the most 

concrete form in which art can recreate human situations, human relationships."^' When 

the image of Oriole is successfully molded, the images of other characters are also created. 

Student Zhang is passionately devoted, and Crimson is quick-vetted. Even Madam Cui 

who has the capricious personality has become a convincible dramatis personae. Though 

she repeatedly sets up obstacles for the engagement between Oriole and Student Zhang, in 

fact she sincerely fulfills her moral duty and strictly observes the traditional ethical code 

for the family. She is a lively character and can be found anywhere in old China. 

To present major crises, climaxes, and conflicts in theatre, the western drama and 

Eastern drama share very much the same in theory and practice. Ferdinand Brunetiere 

says, 'Drama is the representation of the will of man in conflict with the mysterious 

powers or natural forces which limit or belittle us. It is one of us thrown living upon the 

stage, there to struggle against fatality, against social law, against one of his fellow 

mortals, against himself if need be, against the ambitions, the interests, the prejudices, the 

folly, the malevolence of those who surround him."^^ All dramatic crises and climaxes are 

based on these descriptions of conflicts. It is the playwright who arrange them in a thread 

of plots and present them in the form of interlocking stratagems on stage. The set of 

interlocking stratagems is the key element to present the other four elements. 

Aristotle distinguishes four kinds of tragedy: the simple, the complex, the ethical 

and pathetic. For the last two, one refers to moral motives and the other refers to man's 

passion and emotion. For dramatic composition we consider the first two. 'Plots are 

Martin Esslin. An Amiomy of Drama. 1976. p. 18. 
"Edward Mabley. Principles Dramatic Construction, An Outline of Basic, p. 6. 
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either simple or complex, for the actions in real life, of which the plots are an imitation, 

obviously show a similar distinction. An action which is one and continuous in the sense 

above defined, I call simple, when the change of fortune takes place without reversal of 

the situation and without recognition. A complex action is one in which the change is 

accompanied by such reversal, or by recognition, or by both. These last should arise fi-om 

the internal structure of the plot, so that what follows should be the necessary or probable 

result of the preceding action. It makes all the difference whether any event is a case of 

propter hoc or post hoc"So from what Aristotle says, the simple structure is to 

follow a continuous line without reversal, otherwise it is the complex composition in 

drama. Traditional Chinese drama is true of what Aristotle says about the simple one. 

Wang Shifii's play "7%e Story of the Western Win^' is the example. All the crisis, 

climaxes and conflicts in the play are presented from one scene to the next, one plot to 

another. The first is the attack of Flying Tiger Sun's soldiers; the Second is Madam Cui's 

repudiation of marriage; the third is the misunderstanding under the moon; the fourth is 

the slandering by Zheng Heng. The play itself is fiill of actions. It is a system of actions. 

This system is a series of progressive incidents which require constant adjustment and 

revision. In many cases, dramatic development of the play seems to be at the end of the 

rope, but then a favorable turn takes place, which makes the play get into the following 

scene. The plot here is a volatile selection and arrangement of a clash of wills, conflicts, 

choices and actions and reactions. The climax is the concrete realization of the theme in 

terms of an event. The complication of the play requires the development of several 

conflicts. Between the central character and his goal are placed obstacles which he must 

overcome; misunderstandings are generated; problems or questions are debated. More 

leisurely than either the exposition or the denouncement, this central portion of the play 

enables us to get to know the characters more thoroughly. Sometimes it provides 

'flashbacks" into the lives of the characters at a period previous to the time covered by the 

"Because of this" or "after this." 
Aristotle. "Poetics X" in Hazard Adams ed. Critical Theory Since Plato, p. 55 
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play. Such flashbacks serve to enrich character, to clarify the situation and the nature of 

the conflias, and often to provide motivation. 

Traditional Chinese drama is particular on the technique of utilizing Fubi 

plant, or a hint foreshadowing later developments). There is a Chinese idiomatic 

expression which goes, 'Without coincidence, there would be no stories." In the play of 

Sto/y of the Western Wing," we may find quite a few examples of application of 

plant. The best one is Student Zhang's friend 'White Horse." 'White Horse" in the play 

plays an unusual role. Twice he comes to the rescue and finally becomes the chief witness 

at the wedding ceremony. IBs first appearance for turning danger into safety is the plant 

for his final role of a promoter for the marriage. There is another example about the 

dramatic plant; in the set-the-scene poem of the play "Z/ Kui Carries Thorn" the banner 

of'delivering the people and aiding heavens way" is mentioned, later this barmer pole is 

cut down by Li Kui. The plant helps the play develop in a consistent way. 

The ending. As for the conclusion part, it must be the resolution. In traditional 

Chinese drama the ending part is used to be called Shousha Nowadays we call it 

(In ^ )•" In the West, the final portion of a play is often called the resolution or 

denouncement which occurs right after the climax, extending to the final curtain. Usually 

the denouncement is brief, it comes to an complete halt abaiptly. The fiinction of 

denouncement is to tie off the various strands of action and to answer the questions raised 

earlier. These are the examples: Oedipus goes to exile, Romeo and Juliet are united in 

death, and Willie Loman'^ wrecks his car and takes his life. All these final actions bring 

the situation back to an equilibrium and satisfy audience expectations. Oscar G. Brockett 

says "... many plays deviate from the typical patterns. At the end of his plays, Brecht often 

poses questions that can only be answered outside the theatre, for he wishes to stimulate 

The term of Jieju ^ M 's a new dramatic term in Chinese theatre. It was first used in 
the realistic drama of the Western style during the early days of this century when Huajn ( 
U spoken plays) was introduced to China. During that time Chinese underwent a 
cultural reforming. This reform started with the application of vernacular language in 
literary and artistic creations. 

The tragic protagonist in Arthur Miller's play "Death of a Salesman." 
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thought and action about real social conditions. Many absurdist plays are essentially 

circular and end much as they began so as to suggest that the events of the play will repeat 

themselves endlessly. This type of resolution is often found in drama organized around 

thought, for the ultimate purpose is to stimulate the audience to examine its own situation 

rather than to view the drama merely as a diversion from real life."^' 

However, such denouncement does not quite often exist in traditional Chinese 

drama. 'The Song dyansty (960 - 1279) saw the rapid development of cosmopolitan cities 

with the explosion of commercial activities and the growth of urban population. In the 

cities , especially in the capital, there were amusement quarters resembling vast fair

grounds or little towns of amusement arcades. These quarters were known asWa 

tiles), fVazi tiles). Wash/ (J[rtTtile market), or fVashe CS^^tile booths), and within 

them were a number of theatres, known as Feng awnings), Kanpeng (^t88 watching 

awnings), Goushi rfj hook booths), or Goulan ^ hook balustrades)."^^ These 

terms actually refer to the theatres in early China. So far as the name is concerned, one 

will realize the educational background of the audience was low, and they were very 

practical. They came to theatre to look for nothing but entertainment, definitely not for 

'batharsis" as in the Western theatre. They did not need to have their thoughts deeply 

involved in the play production, especially not to 'fexamine themselves in real social 

conditions" in light of the experience of dramatis personae after leaving the theatre. 

According to Jiao Juying, the ending part of a play should be like the tail of a 

phoenix. It means that for the conclusion it requires a few slender but an upright phoenix 

tail feathers for its beauty and perfection, without leaving any loose ends. The flinction of 

the ending part is to serve as a foil to the multicolored waist of the leopard. Unlike the 

leopard that trails its tail downward, even though it is powerful. With such a beautifiil tail 

of a phoenix, audience would have a deep impression, or sometimes a aftertaste about the 

" Oscar G. Brockett. The Theatre: An Introduction. 1974. p.39 
" Wlliam Dolby. A History of Chinese Drama. 1976, p. 17 
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play.^' For further elaboration, the starting single plot thread of the play, having gone 

through the development to complicatedness, now has to go back to the base of bne man 

,one event." It must be consistent with the beginning part of the play. The phoenix tail 

requires not only the quality of flowery touch, blazing with color, but also an 

extraordinary surprise in dramatic presentation. It depends on how the playwright gives 

satisfactory solutions to the crises, climaxes and conflicts occurring in the play. It must be 

neat and tidy. For traditional Chinese audience, they expected pleasant conclusion. So 

usually traditional plays in China gave a happy ending. If it is not happy enough like the 

plays "The Injustice Done to Dou £" and ''The Autumn of the Han Palace," at least 

poetic justice®" is carried out in the end of these plays to make audience pleased when 

they leave the theatre. 

This happy ending in traditional Chinese drama was severely criticized by modem 

Chinese intellectuals. Hu Shi was one of the first to attack the dramatic structure of 

traditional Chinese drama for lacking the concept of tragedy, especially the happy ending. 

He conunented, 'What China's literature lacks the most is the concept of tragedy. There 

is always a happy ending in novels and in plays. This is an indication that Chinese people 

are weak in their thinking power. This is also because writers of ancient Chinese literature 

had closed their eyes and reflised to touch upon the tragic aspect of man's life. Instead 

they looked for great pleasure fi"om writings. This literature of reunion and pleasure could 

never thoroughly arouse man's consciousness, neither could make them to examine 

themselves fundamentally."®* Chinese people did not have much sense of tragedy because 

Jiao Juying, Leopard's Head, Bear's Waist and Phoenix's Tail \n Selected Critiques on 
Dramatic Aesthetics. 1983. p. 77 
®°This is a term coined by Thomas Rymer in 1678, denoting the reward of the virtuous 
and the punishment of the vicious. Aristotle had said or implied that the tragic hero is 
undone partly by some sort of personal flaw ~ i.e., he is at least partly responsible for the 
suffering he later encounters. 'Poetic justice," with its idea that all characters reap the 
harvest of their just deserts, is a hardening of Aristotle's suggestion. 

Hu Shi, ^. 'Wenhuajinhuaguannian yu xiju gailiang" 
^ in Xin qingnian Vol. 5. p. 355. 
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their life had been strictly conditioned by the old ethical tradition. They used to believe in 

and hope for happy solutions in their real life, and in their artistic works, too. 

Hu Shi's observation is right, but the traditional concept toward the dramatic 

presentation is so firmly rooted in its cultural development that makes any slight change 

extremely difficult. This happy ending is the motif formulated through the dramatic 

evolution, and it is true of China's national traits. We may discover many final scenes for 

celebrating happy endings in traditional Chinese drama present some performances as 

Yazhouzi (J^ ^ the next-to-last piece), or Songkexi farewell program), or 

'Title and Synopsis." The contents of these parts are usually no more than singing the 

praises of times of prosperity and peace, and the mightiness of the imperial kindness. 

Sometimes the plays would tell about the harmony between the heaven and earth, or 

among men themselves. Sometimes the plays ended with a preach in Confucian morality, 

such as husbands' success in achieving social statues while wives' highest chaste. To my 

knowledge, this 'Farewell program" served well as an educational purpose of the 

theatre®^, especially for these who were not able to read and write. Since the theatre was 

the only place where ordinary people could obtain education of morality, playwrights, 

most of them were literati or scholar elite, had to point them out in a fi-ank way. Let's 

now look at the end of Wang Shifu's "The Story of the Western Wing" one will never 

neglect how the playwright praises the imperial kindness. 

In the theoretical courses of Tragedy and Comedy by Professor William Lang, it was 
repeatedly emphasized that drama serves the following three purposes: 1. to entertain 
people, 2. to educate people, and 3. to demonstrate some artistic theories. Traditional 
Chinese theatre is somewhat oriented in entertaining. This is what Horace calls the dual 
end of poetry; to mform and the please; and it is also referred to in Chinese culture as 
Yujiao yule to instruct by delightful means). As a matter of fact, Chinese 
literature, including Chinese drama, has always stressed its instructional purpose involved 
in the time-honored tradition of Wenyi zaidao literature conveys moral 
message). As Kao \fing puts forth explicitly in the Prologue to The Lute, 'Truly, a tale 
without moral teaching, No matter how finely written, is useless. As for plays, To please 
people is easy. To influence them hard." The educational perspective is accomplished 
through these theatrical elements at the end of plays, these moral teachings must be very 
clearly specified by the playwrights. 
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(Male character sings to the tune oiJinshanghua^^}:,'^) 
Nothing untoward in the wide world; 
Each calls himself a loyal minister for subject; 
All nations come to pay court, 
Wishing our emperor myriad years. 
His deeds surpass 5Q and Xuan,®^ 
His virtue exceeds that of Shun and Yu:" 
Sagely plans and divine tactics. 
Humane culture and righteous might! 

(Sings to the Tune of Yaopian 
At court the prime minister is wise; 
Throughout the realm citizens are prosperous. 
For ten thousand miles the Yellow River runs clear;^^ 
All five grains mature at harvest. 
Door after door lives in peace. 
From place to place stretches a happy land. 
Phoenix couples come to preen; 
The unicorn repeatedly appears.®® 

(Sings to the Tune of Qingjiangyin  ̂|) 
We thank the present sagely and enlightened sage ruler of Tang, 
Who bestowed on us a decree making us man and wife: 
For all eternity forever united. 
May lovers of the whole world all be thus united in wedlock! 

(Sings to the Tune of Suiwei 
Because they matched couplets by the light of the moon, 
A fiiistrated girl and unmarried man have been brought together. 
It displays well the abilities of that ambitious head of the list 
And the misery of that unfeeling Zheng Heng! 

Compared to the later Chuanqi drama of the Ming and Qing periods, the dramatic 

structure of Yuan Zaju is farely particular and strict. Most plays are divided into four 

"Fu Xi f^^and Xuan Yuan ff ^ , two mythic nilers who governed in time of perfect 
peace and harmony. 
" The great sage kings of antiquity, culture heroes of the Confucian tradition. 

The river runs clear only during reigns of perfect virtue. 
^ These creatures are also signs of a virtuous reign. 
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sections. These sections called four zhe (Jff act). Sometimes a wedge is required for 

introduction and indication of plot development. Four-act and a wedge has become the 

unique structure of Yuan plays. The division firstly follows the pattern of musical unit, as 

I have discussed in the preceding chapter. Each act adopts a proper musical set with fixed 

musical tunes. In addition to the musical significance, the structure of a Yuan play is also 

based on the structure of poetry composition in traditional China. The four-act structure 

clearly allowed only for a plot, one usually comprised of either four or five major scenes. 

This stereotyped plot development is akin in some respects to the traditional couplet 

structure of regulated verse. It is quite reasonable for Xu Fuming reached the conclusion, 

'The four-act of Yuan Zaju is formed on the base of Qi (^), Cheng ), Zhuan ), 

and He ), or begin, continue, tumtAvist, and resolve; a particularity of verse and prose 

composition of ancient Chmese literati. The composition of these four sections highly 

generalized the developing process of contradiction and conflict in reality; fi'om 

begirming, conflict, climax and conclusion."^' Here I have to mention it again that 

traditional Chinese drama has close link with the poetry tradition in China. If one is to 

trace the origin of early dramatic composition, one will find that it has some inner relation 

with the earliest collection of Chinese poetry, 77ie Book of Songs. This collection of 

poetry consists of three parts, Feng folk songs fi'om fifteen states). Song verses or 

songs sung at sacrificial rites held for the royal house or ducal house) and Va (f| verses or 

songs sung at Court). Especially most of the poems in the category of feng are divided 

into four sections. The first section is preface. Most Daqu large-scale song and 

dance form performed at Court) poems in the Wei and Tm dynasties consist of three parts 

Qi beginning), Zhong (c|3 middle), Qi settlement) or Yen (H), Qu (^), Luan 

)®*. For prose writing there is the procedure of Qi begin), Cheng continue), Zhuan 

(U turn/twist), and He ("n resolve). The non-dramatic songs in the periods of Tang and 

Song, the arias are divided into these four aspects. Finally there comes the divisions of the 

"LiuYingbo. Yuandai Zajushi. 1990. pp. 221 -222 
Shanghai Art Academy. Zhongguoxiqu quyi cidian. 1981. p. 12 
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Yuan plays as is mentioned : 'the head of a phoenix, the belly of a roar and the tail of a 

leopard. This is true of what Liu Zaixi says about 'three perfection." In this way I believe 

that the composition of traditional Chinese drama with the four division derives from The 

Book of Songs. Early dramas in the world share the same feature of poetry in 

composition. 

Traditional Chinese drama has four acts. However we have to notice that the most 

important of the four-act dramatic structure is that these four acts are the natural division 

of the development of dramatic contradiction and conflicts. This is the same as Freytag's 

pyramid structure, the structure of a play should be an isosceles triangle with five steps; 

(1) introduction, (2) rising action, (3) climax, (4) falling action, and (5) catastrophe. 

These five steps later became the fanous 5-act well-made play in the West. A play will 

inevitably encounter conflicts, almost all plays cover the four periods, beginning, conflict, 

climax, and resolution. Therefore, the first act in Yuan play is the beginning of the 

dramatic conflict; the second act is the development of conflict, the third is the climax of 

the conflict, and the fourth is the resolution. We may take Guan Hanqing's "77;e Injustice 

Done to Dou £" as the case for analysis. 

The first act reveals the conflict when Donkey Zhang and his father come to Dou 

E's house and propose forced marriages for them by threatening Dou E and her mother-

in-law. The second act unfolds the conflict in further development that Having refused 

Donkey Zhang's proposal, Dou E is wronged in court and is sentenced to death. The 

third act is that Dou E's grievous denouncement against the social evils brings the play 

into the peak of the conflict. The fourth act depicts how Dou E's soul comes back to have 

the unrighteous judgment reversed. And the conflict is resolved when the punishment is 

carried out. In order to explain Dou E's miserable experience of the past, a wedge is set 

up. It is this wedge that has paved the way for Dou E's moral behavior and prove her 

renouncement against the evil society more rational and forceful. 'In virtually every drama 

in the Zaju style, the second and third act are the high points of action, when both lyricism 

and action are at their peak. The fourth act, with some minor exceptions, is usually 
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shorter than the other three (especially in the earliest editions of texts), and is devoted to 

restoring harmony in the social, judicial, or ethical world."®' 

However, as an independent artistic form, drama is different from poetry. They are 

two different literary genres, one for meditation, one for conmiunication in theatre. Each 

has its own artistic effectiveness. Drama has its own structure for completion and its own 

laws for development. We can not determine its structure in terms of poetic construction. 

The composition of three sections, beginning, middle and ending, are more practical and 

conceivable. Traditional Chinese drama with the four divisions is actually the 

collaboration on the second and third parts. The same as the Freytag's pyramid structure. 

The essence of both dramatic structures are the same as what Aristotle defines as the three 

phases. So far as dramatic form is concerned, no matter it is of the Western or of the 

Eastern, there should be no difference in the perspective of its composition structure. 

Now we come back to Aristotle. According to him plots are either simple or 

complex. A complex plot is one in which a change of fortune takes place; a simple plot is 

one in which no change takes place. The change of fortune, (wealth to poverty, ignorance 

to knowledge), is brought about in one of two ways. The first is what Aristotle calls 

reversal of fortune, when the action of the tragedy the opposite course than the one it has 

been taking. The second way is by recognition, which Aristotle defines as 'k change from 

ignorance to knowledge, producing love or hate between the characters involved." He 

gives many examples of these two means of changing the fortune of the tragic hero, and 

insists that both of these two means must come upon the viewer as a complete surprise if 

pity and fear are to be aroused. Unfortunately he does not explain how the events of a 

play can come as a surprise, when the plot is already well known to the audience through 

legend and history. The third part of the plot is what Aristotle calls the scene of suffering, 

where death, murder or some painful events is enacted on the stage. The perfect tragedy 

to Aristotle is the one which uses the complex plot. The perfect change of fortune is the 

Stephen H West. "i)ra/wa" in William H. Nienhaust, Jr. ed. The Indiana Companion to 
Traditional Chinese Literature. 1986. p. 16 
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one in which 'k man who is not very good and just, yet whose misfortune is brought about 

not by vice and wickedness, but by some error or weakness" is the hero. For example, in 

the great Greek play by Sophocles, ''Oedipus the King,''' Oedipus' reversal of fortune is 

brought about because he thought he could solve the problem of the plague which was 

raging in his city single-handed. In fact, he was the cause of the plague, but he didn't 

realize his own situation. Chinese Yuan drama could hardly be compared with the western 

counterparts, mainly because of the four-act structure which confines the length for any 

fairly complex events. The later Chuangqi style drama in post-Yuan, Ming and Qing 

periods have unlimited scenes, contain more complex plots, and always present a complete 

process of eventful development. With the limitation, the Yuan dramatists could hardly 

look for some complex plots for their playwriting. In this way the four-act structure 

possesses limitations. However it provides with mandatory quality that forced Yuan 

dramatists to pay more attention to refinery on their dramatic materials, the tightness and 

quintessence of dramatic presentation. The play "Z,/ Kui Carries Thorn" selected by Cyril 

Birch for his Anthology of Chinese Literature is a typical Yuan play with the condensed 

four-act for its dramatic structure. Although the dramatic expansion is lunited within the 

four acts, the subject theme is clearly and completely illustrated with the beginning, the 

middle and the conclusion. 

We have to notice that during the Yuan period Chinese drama had just taken its 

formation. The structure of a dramatic piece could hardly fi-ee itself fi-om the puerile 

boundary. Yuan Zaju can hold a significant position of splendoumess in Chinese literature 

and arts mainly because of its arias: songs and lyrics. The application of vernacular 

language made Yuan plays natural and simple, but full of vigorous energy in stead of 

merely ornate style. However the dramatic structure makes traditional Chinese theare 

precise and condenced. With the conventional structure, everyone, regardless of their 

educational levels, could get access to the theatre and the most importantly almost 

everyone couIq understand the theatre. 
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5. Thematic Motifs of Chinese Traditional Drama 

'Theme is perhaps the most confusing, dangerous, and useless word that can be 

used in reference to playwriting as an act and plays as objects. Theme means so many 

different things to so many different people that it has come to mean practically nothing. 

If, however, one were to avoid words because of misuse and confusion, there would be 

scarcely any left to use. At best the word theme can mean the subject or topic of a drama, 

or perhaps a recurring melodic sequence, but it does not clearly represent either the 

complex of thoughts supporting a play's characters and action or the specific thoughts 

contained in most speeches."^ However a play should possess something as a main object 

to present with. It must be the central thought of a play, the idea or ideas with which the 

play deals and which it expounds. It might be defined as the playwright's point of view 

toward his material. Although a play can have different meanings for different people, for 

each of us brings his own attitudes and experiences to bear on the interpretation of the 

work, we may find some clues in the way a play presents and audience perceive. In the 

West, because of the influence of the straightforward confession for 'briginal sin" in 

Christianity, pec^le have long possessed the devoutness and sincerity for human's life and 

the universe. When this assiduous explorations meet with the religious consciousness, they 

form a style to present the dramatic theme, or we may call it a strong rigidity. It belongs 

to the humanistic spiritual scope. It shows the sensibility for human's suffering and 

solicitude for human's fate. Therefore, Western drama has been endowed with broadening 

and deepenmg philosophical conception for human's encountering: life and death, love and 

hatred, good and evil, man and his fate. Since drama is always considered as a 

representational art, it offers us a direct and 'full" presentation of its immediaie reality of 

human feelings and life. 

Chinese cultural tradition, especially Confucianism, used to fi*ame the life 

phenomenon into the relationship between the cause and effect for ethical perspective in 

maintaining the traditional rites. The Confucian moral standard is to restrain oneself and 

' Sam Smily. Playwriting: The Structure of Action. 1971. p. 112 
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restore the rites. So restaining the revelation of one's true feeling is the principle for all 

artistic creation including drama. The Confucian idea of Constant Mean is best illustrated 

in his saying about artistic expression of'fenjoyment without being licentious, and of grief 

without being hurtflilly expreesive."^ Ever since the beginning of Chinese theatre, drama 

has been wrapped with the swaddling clothes of Confucian ethics. Based on the traditional 

ethical norms, Chinese drama has developed its basic thematic motifs which are to 

describe wise rulers, virtued ministers, royal generals and great martyrs, even the 

characters of ordinary women who observe moral integrity and keep chastity. Meanwhile 

those who do not observe the morality would be criticized and condemned in plays. 

Therefore almost every piece of dramatic work would arouse Chinese people's inspiration 

and exert a subtle influence on social morals and manners, thus the diflference in ethics 

between the Eastern and the Western dramatic presentations is clearly demarcated. 

In the respect of objective selection in themes and characters, traditional Chinese 

drama has proven that it has a vast realm, and has the qualities of independence and 

spontanousness for dramatic creation. These qualities have been peerless in the world 

theatre. Based on the studies of Greek tragedies by Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides 

and the comedies by Aristophanes and Menander, Aristotle made such a conclusion that 

"... comedy aims at representing men as worse, tragedy as better than in actual life."^ 

This is because dramatic art imitates the action of man, and the dramatic artists should 

represent men either better or worse than they really are. Lodovico Castelvetro (1505 -

1571) wrote a hooVi Poetica d'Aristotele Vulgarizzata et Sposta (The Poetics of Aristotle 

Translated and Explained), and further elaborated characterization of men in tragedy and 

in comedy. He says, 

'Tragic agents are royal personages. They are high-spirited and haughty, and what they 
desire they desire immoderately. If they suffer or think they suffer an injury they neither 
seek redress from the magistrates nor possess their souls in patience, but settle their own 
accounts as their passions dictate, vengeflilly slaying persons closely or distantly related to 
them by blood, and sometimes in desperation even turning their hand against themeselves. 

^ James Legge. The Chinese Classics (Vol. 1 & 2), p. 161 
 ̂Aristotle. Poetics in Harzard Adams, ed. Critical Theory Since Plato, p. 51 
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Being of royal rank, which is held to be the summit of human felicity, and enjoying the 
power to evenge personal injuries, they are never made the objects of even mild scorn or 
derision and are neither rufiQed by the loss of a few possessions nor ever subjected to such 
loss by others. Their habitual good cheer is not augmented by a marriage or the 
satisfaction of amorous desires, for they may truly be said to live in perpetual nuptials and 
in continous amorous pleasures and therefore cannot rise to a happy state unless they have 
first fallen fi-om their former felicity or at least have been in clear danger of doing so. On 
the the other hand they cannot know unhappiness unless they are plunged into misery or 
fall firom their high estate in truly memorable fashion."'' 

The social status of the tragic figures should be of nobility and celebrity. In this way tragic 

heroes like Prometheus^ and Hercules®, are established as the figures of half-man and half 

god. Tragic characters like Kppolytus,' and Antigone® are fi-om noble families and they 

possess extraordinary noble-minded personality. Other characters like Macbeth and 

Cleopatra in Shakespeare's plays are depicted tragic figures with strong will and immense 

power, though they are villains. They are created in light of 'giants" or supernatural 

beings. On the country comic characters should be "faint hearted." 

'They are in the habit of obeying the magistrates, of conforming to the laws, of submitting 
to injuries and losses, and of seeking redress for the loss of honor or possessions fi'om the 

^ Andrew Bongiom, trans. Castelvetro on the Art of Poetry. 1984. pp. 151 -152. 
^Prometheus is the heroic character in Aeschylus' tragedy '^Prometheus Bound" His gift 
of fire, which offers humanity a 'blind hope," has cost him his fi-eedom. he receives the 
penalty of being chained to a rock by Zeus, the supreme god and king of Olympus. 
®Hercules is the mighty son of Zeus and Alcmena in Sophocles' tragedy ''The 
Trachiniae." 
'Hippolytus is tragic figure in Europdes' tragedy "Hippolytxts." Aphrodite, fiirious with 
Hippolytus, a young mortal, because he worships only Artemis, plans his death. This is 
brought about when Hippolytus' stepmother Phedre falsely accuses him of making love to 
her, and he is driven into exile. Riding near the sea, Hippolytus' horse stumbles, dashing 
him against the rocks. As he lies dying in the presence of his father Theseus, Artemis 
appears in a cloud and explains that Hippolytus is an innocent victim of Aphrodite's 
jealousy and desire for vengeance. 
* Antigone is the heroine in Sophocles' tragedy "Antigone". Creon, King of Thebes, 
denies fiineral rights to Antigone's brother, Polynices, who was slain in battle. Antigone 
breaks the law and sprinkles dust on her dead brother's eyes, that his ghost may find 
peace. As punishment, Creon orders Antigone buried alive. 
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authorities and their ordimances. They never take matters in their own hands, nor resort 
to the slaying of strangers, kinsmen, or themselves for the reasons that such measures are 
resorted to by kings. Being poor and of low condition, they need not fall from a former 
felicity brfore they can rise to a happy state, for their happiness is far from total and can be 
augmented by a moderate stroke of good fortune, such as a desired mariage and the like. 
On the other hand they may be made unhappy by the loss of a few possessions or some 
mild abuse. These are the reasons why the happiness and unhapiness which are the ends 
of tragedy differ from those which are the end of comedy."' 

So we may also conclude for the characterization of the early Western drama. Most 

tragedies have the solemnity, seriousness, and finality that associated with death, while 

most comedies possessed with the joy and fertility and suggestion of a new life are often 

ended by a marriage.'" 

The dramatic heritage in India, the Sanskrit plays, differ tremendously from their 

Western counterpart. Indian plays are not classified as comedy or tragedy. 'Rather, they 

are organized around fundamental moods, or rasas. There are said to be nine rasas\ 

erotic, comic, pathetic, furious, heroic, terrible, odious, marvelous, and peaceful." 

However the most successful were the heroic play and the prakarana. For heroic plays, it 

uses the learned and literary language, spoken in plays by gods, kings, ministers, generals 

and sages, while the prakarana, or social plays, uses everyday language, spoken by 

soldiers, peasants, servants, women and children. For dramatic themes, most heroic plays 

draw materials from the two epics Mahabharata and Ramayana, but most prakarana 

plays depict the common people inferior in social position. It is very clear that there is the 

ideological tendency in characterization. There is the striking similarity reflected both in 

artistic creation and social life in ancient Greece and ancient India. The ruling class in 

reality became the dominators in dramatic art. Ironically enough, it is the inclination of 

nobility that impelled the early European drama to become religious plays in the middle 

' Andrew Bongiomo, trans. Castelvetro on the Art of Poetry, p. 152 
'"Distinctions between comedy, tragedy, and the various forms of each have become 
increasingly blurred, and in the 20th century almost any play may be labeled a comedy 
providing only that it does not end in violent death. 
" Oscar G. Brockett. The Theatre: An Introduction, p. 280 
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ages'^, and made Indian plays retreat to a few temples. Both of them had retreated to the 

historical insignificence at last. 

Traditional Chinese dramatic critics did not analyze plays in terms of tragedy and 

comedy, but in classic Chinese literature, there are quite a few tragic heroes that could be 

compared favorably with the Western tragic heroes. Taking into consideration of their 

social status and what they have done, these tragic heroes later also became distinctive 

dramatispersonae in Chinese plays. They are Xiang Yu 233 - 202B.C.)^^ and Liu 

Pei (§!J^ 162 - 223)'''. Xiang Yu's image in history was largely shaped by Sima Qian (W] 

MM 145 -186 B.C.?). Sima Qian did show favoritism to Xiang Yu and portrayed him as 

a tragic hero with fatalistic, self-defeating shortcomings. Praising Xiang Yu for surpassing 

others in ability and spirit, but depicting Xiang Yu's enemy Liu Bang (§!J ^ 274 - 195 

BC.) as mean and cowardly, Sima Qian repeats in his famous Shi Ji fS Record of a 

Historian) Xiang Yu's overwhelming delusion that either Heaven had destroyed him or the 

times were against him. As a historian Sima Qian has the cool consciousness of a 

'^The European middle age is considered as the dark period for artistic creation, especially 
for drama. This period ended till the Renaissance. 

Xiang Yu overthrew the Qin ^ and made himself the Hegemon King of the 
Western Chu, his success proved temporary. The main cause for his failure, according to 
Sima Qian, was his obstinacy: 'He was obstinate in his own opinions and did not abide by 
established ways. He thought to make himself a dictator, hoping to conquer and rule the 
empire by force. Yet within five years he was dead and his kingdom lost. He met death at 
Tung-cheng, but even at that time he did not wake to or accept responsibility for his 
errors. He was wrong. 'It is Heaven,' he declared, 'which has destroyed me, and no fauh 
of mine in the use of arms!" Was he not indeed deluded!" (Shiji ^ f£. 1:339. For 
English translation, see Watson, Records of the Grand Historian of China, 1:74) The 
famous Peking Opera The Final Parting between the King, Ba Wang, and His favorite is 
about the story of Xiang Yu. The movie Farewell My Conaibine is set with the 
background of how to perform the king and his favorite in Peking Opera. 
'"'Liu Bei glj fg is one of the protagonists of the famous novel. The Romance of the Three 
kingdoms by Luo Guanzhong. His image in people's mind is largely shaped by the folklore 
and plays in early times before the novel was written. He is a man of great compassion, 
thirst for men of merit, and has the knowledge of doing the right thing at the right 
moment. But whatever he tries he could not gain his dynastic legitimacy and restore the 
legitimate Han imperial house. 
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traditional literati to write the truth of that particular history. His writing forcefully 

illustrates that Xiang Yu is doomed to failure, and the inexorable necessity for Liu Bang to 

achieve the 'Mandate of Heaven." The upright one died in grievance, while the cowardly 

one took the power to rule the country. This is the mischievous trick of destiny. Sima 

Qian's portrayal of Xiang Yu must have left a tremendous impact on Chinese people's 

minds. Ever since he wrote the Shi Ji, the historical image of Xiang Yu has been shaped 

by his portrayal, and this heroic image was copied again and again in popular fiction and 

drama. No new major stories were developed about Xiang Yu in either traditional fiction 

or drama. No imaginative writers seem to be able to create a more memorable Xiang Yu 

than the one described by the historian Sima Qian'^. Another tragic hero in Chinese 

history is Liu Bei. Stories and plays generated about him and his Shu-Han Kingdom have 

been repeatedly created in Chinese literary history. Liu Bei is illustrated as a sage-king 

and a benevolent ruler, he is especially capable of gathering talented heroes around him. 

Unfortunately the Heaven did not help him to achieve his aspiration of the unification of 

China under him. It was the predestined will of Heaven that Liu Bei and his kingdom 

should fail. Again historians and men of letters were in favor of Liu Bei' humane 

government and his sincerity and righteousness in treating people than Cao Cao who is 

depicted as a tyranny, skillful at playing political tactics and dirty schemes. However the 

history had played another joke. The lofty and virtued Liu Bei failed for he lacked 

tremendous power. His fate merely gave him the harmonies among human beings, but not 

the society and nature. Heaven was favorable with Cao Cao. This favor of the Heaven is 

the Dao (j§), the path to the Heaven. It is the law of the development of history, and it 

can be termed as "fate" in the West. 

Unlike its Western counterparts that regarded tragedy as the aflBrmative form of 

life, but comedy as the negative form of life, traditional Chinese dramatists created their 

works accommodating to men and events. Traditional Chinese drama mvolves 'the 

Shelley Hsueh-lun Chang. History and Legend: Ideas and images in the Ming 
Historical Novels. 1993. pp. 60 - 65. 
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Utmost of good and bad, noble and humble, partings and reunions, death and life, so as to 

create dramatic images in accordance of events, and to compose dramatic phenomenon 

with objects. Sometimes it is serious in speech, sometimes it is facetious."'® In this way, 

traditional Chinese drama, no matter it is in the form of tragedy or comedy, are possessive 

with the richness of human's life, the complexness in emotional expression, and the 

diversity in performing styles. 'Chinese dramatists did not think in terms of tragedy and 

comedy, but like Chinese novelists, often mixed the serious with the lighthearted, the 

happy with the sad, the high with the low."'' 

What I want to emphasize is that Chinese people have their own way to express 

tragic feelings. The Chinese character Bei ^ in Beiju ^ ̂ J, the Western tragedy, is the 

same word for Chinese people to express their sadness and grief According to Xu Shen's 

(if t^c. 58-147) Shuo-wen jie-zi (|^ ^ ̂  Analytical Dictionary of Characters), "5e/ 

indicates sorrow and pain."'* It conveys the same feeling in the Western explanation of 

being lamentable. Chinese philosophers have held for a long time that Man has "Qiqin^' 

("tr 1W seven passions): joy, anger, sorrow, fear, love, hatred and lust."" This 

interpretation and classification can also be found in Buddhist doctrines and even in the 

works of traditional Chinese medicine.^" Men in the world are alike in sharing various 

feelings, no matter they are joyful or sorrowful. Sorrow exist along with other passions in 

Man's feeling all over the world. 

It has long been a common practice in the field of art and literature that various 

feelings produce various artistic and literary works. In the "'Preface to Lyrical Ballads" 

William Wordsworth (1770-1850) writes, "All good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of 

powerful feelings."^' These powerfiil feelings are no more than the above seven passions. 

'^Meng Chenshun. "Gujing mingjiocuan xu." 
" James J. Y. lAn. Essentials of Chinese Literary Art. 1979. p. 87 
'^XuShen. Analytical Dictionary of Characters. 132a 
^^Si-bu cong-kan guang-bian "Li-Ji, Li-yun" 2. 104b. 

Ci-hai p. 11 
Reman Selden. The Theory of Criticism, p. 175 
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Therefore it can hardly be disputed that in any nation or culture, emotions are frequently a 

dominant element in the experience of art and literature. Among the seven passions, 

sorrow is considered the most powerful source for literary creation. The feeling of 

disappointment and grief exists forever in human life, which in return has long become an 

inexhaustible resource for literary creation throughout Chinese history. Therefore it may 

be hypothesized that Chinese people do have tragic sensibilities expressed in literary 

works. If they are different than the Western concepts, they may be reflected as Chinese 

point of view towards tragedy. They have their own approach to the tragic subject. At 

least it is the Chinese method of evoking artistic creation with tragic themes. Since 

Chinese people have the poetic tradition as its literary heritage, elegy is certainly the ideal 

means of expressing tragic emotions among Chinese intellectuals. 

According to the Western literary criticism,"... the elegy originally signified almost 

any type of serious, subjective meditation on the part of the poet whether this reflective 

element was concerned with death, love or war, or merely the presentation of 

information."^ Chinese traditional elegy possesses the above qualities of the Western 

definition of elegy in this respect. Chinese elegies are found begun and reached its artistic 

perfection at quite an early period. The notion of "Oh lord, cross the river, not; but you 

lord unexpectedly has crossed it"  ̂ fRi »  ̂ Gong wu duhe, gong jin 

duhe)^ in one of the popular songs or ballads of Han China has formulated the Chinese 

way of literary tragedy in the early days. It has created a vivid picture about an old wife 

who is chasing her lord along the riverside persuading him of returning home, but her 

efforts are proven in vain. Her husband goes further to the water despite her urges and is 

engulfed in the waves. It produces a typical tragic emotion about the extinguishing of a 

man's life and arouses people's pity and sympathy upon the scene. It has become a 

pattern to express people's tragic emotion in Chinese traditional literary works. 

^William Flint Thrill & Addison Hibbard. A Handbook to Literature, p. 165 
^ LiChunxiang. Yuefushi jianshang chidian. p. 17 
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It is held by most scholars that Chinese elegies started during the Warring Period 

(403-221 BC) 'For a million years remaining the grief of a man from Chu" "A man of 

Chu" obviously refers to Qu Yuan ( JS c. 340-278 BC.), a demoted oflBcial in early 

Chinese history. Qu Yuan wrote "Z,/ Sao"Encountering Sorrow), a long narrative 

poem of 187 couplets which helped lay down the foundation of Chi4 Ci, the poetry written 

in the Sao tradition of the southern state of Chu. In Qu Yuan's elegies, much of the 

political sentiment and the disappointment at failure in his ambition are expressed through 

references to birds, animals and flowers, each with special significance or quality. 

Later in the times of Eastern Han, the whole literary field was filled with the sad 

and sorrowful atmosphere. Examples can be found in the collection of "Gushi shijiushou" 

AMThe Nineteen Pieces of Old Poetry), 

"The years of a lifetime do not reach a hundred. 
Yet they contain a thousand years' sorrow."^ 

Cao Zhi fit 192-232) by that time has the line 'The tall trees are full of sad wind"^® 

Also he wrote another poem started with the line 'On the high terrace blows much sad 

wind."^' Wind itself does not carry the emotion of sadness or happiness. But if the 

person's emotion is sadly affected, everything he perceives will carry the feeling of sadness 

inside the poet. Cao Zhi's inner feeling was preoccupied with the utmost grief over the 

misfortune of his brother, his close fiiends and himself His heart was sadly broken due to 

the political oppression in the court and of course he would feel the wind melancholy, 

especially in the poetic creation which is considered a way to release one's feelings. 

This line is quoted fi"om the poem ''Passing by Jia Yi's House at Changshct' by Liu 
Changqin, a Tang poet QuanTangshi, 3.1566 
^ Arthur Wailey. One Hundred and Seventy Chinese poems, p. 29 
^®It is the first line of Cao Zhi's ''Ballad of the Orioles in the F/e/cfa" translated by Hans 
H. Frankel in Wu-chi Liu and Irving Yucheng Lo ed. Sunflower Splendor, p. 46 
^'it is the first line of the first of Cao Zhi's "Six Untitled Poems." George W. Kent. 
Worlds of Dust and Jade, 47 Poems and Ballads of the Third Century Chinese Poet 
Ts'ao Chih. p. 46 
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Therefore, Cao Zhi expressed in his poem his sorrow for his talent left to rust and his 

indignation on his unrealized lofty aspirations, as well as the misfortunes encountered by 

his brother and friends. The hereditary instinct of Cao Zhi's poetry was extraordinary, and 

his distinctive features of mournful tone line sets the elegiac style in literature of his time. 

Because of the political and social turmoil during the Jian An period, there appeared a 

group of distinguished poets whose poems represented the tragic emotion of the era. 

During the Tang and Song times, poetic creation reached its golden age in Chinese 

literary history, while writing of elegies also attained its perfection during the time. Li B 

(^0701-762) wrote, 

"Draw a knife to cut water, water flows more swiftly; 
Hold a wine cup to tide over grie^ grief grows more intense."^' 

Li Yu (^®937-978) wrote, 

"Ask you, how much grief you have. 
It's like a whole river of Spring water flowing eastward."^ 

Han Shan ill), a Buddhist monk and poet living in the eighth century AD wrote the 

lines, 

"The Moon disappears, but grief is hard to end. 
The year is new, but sorrow is renewed."^" 

Xin Qiji 1140-1207) wrote his lines, 

"I intend to go upstairs to evade from grief. 
But grief comes upstairs with me."^' 

Li Qingzhao 1084- c. 1152) wrote to the tune of Shengshengmano^^ ,̂ 

'  m m '  °  
"Xunxun mimi, lengleng qingqing, qiqi cancan qiqi."^^ 

^Quan Tang Shi. 4. 1734 
^Ibid. 12. 10046- 10047 
^°Ibid. 12. 9067 

Tang Guizhang. Quart Song Ci. 5. 1937 
"Ibid. 1.931 
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Seeking, looking. Cold, lonely, sad, miserable, and sorrowful are the seven repeated words 

in Li Qingzhao's line. The first two words express the uncertainty of the poet who is 

looking for sustenance. The second two words indicate the sense of loneliness of the 

poet. And the third, the three repeated characters illustrate an unavoidable suffering of the 

poet. However it is Du Fu who created the poetic style of'^'Chenyuduncud'WK^^^ 

deep-sunk pent-up modulation) resulted fi^om his grievance over his sad experience in life 

and the suffering of the country in constant wars. His poetry with the tragic sentiments 

has brought Chinese lyrical elegy into the highest peak of development and hardly anyone 

has surpassed him in this respect. Du Fu's elegies are full of tragic emotions which has 

largely repaired the relative lack of poetic experience of tragedy in China. 

According to Chinese tradition, poetry is interpreted as a vehicle for articulating 

what is on the one's mind, or for the expression of feelings, or for showing resentment. 

The Chinese tragic emotion is indeed expressed through poetry. Liu E (glj 51 1857 -

1909) in the self-introduction of his novel Lao Can You Ji ^ # ffi The Travel Notes 

of Old Can) writes, "Li Sao is weeping for Qu Yuan; Zhuangzi ^) is sobbing for 

Meng Sou(^Jg); Shi Ji (The Book of History) is mourning for Si Maqian; Chao Tang 

Shi Ji ^ ^ Thatched Hut Poetry Collection) is lamenting for Du Fu (:^ ̂ ); Li 

Shangyin ^)is shedding his tears by means of Ci (poetry written to tunes); Ba Da 

Shanren (J\ ̂  |1| A) is wailing through his paintings; Wang Shifu is moaning in his Xi 

Xiang (The Story of the Western Wing); Cao Xueqing (  ̂̂  ̂ ) is crying in his Hong 

Lou Meng (jjiE^^Dream of Red Chamber). All these literary or artistic works are the 

products of the distillation of the authors' grief or tragic emotions over their lives or the 

world they had lived in. 

As for dramatic presentation regarding tragedy, there are some plays in traditional 

drama that can bear comparison with the Western counterpart. Guang Hanqing, the most 

famous Chinese playwright throughout the history in Chinese theatre, wrote Injustice 

Liu E. Lao Can You Ji. p. 1 
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Done to Dou E"^* one of the few traditional Chinese plays that do not end happily, even 

though poetic justice is fulfilled. Some people hold that Dou E cannot be considered a 

tragic heroine because she does not experience any conflict. However, the fate of Dou E 

resembles very much that of '^Antigone" a great tragedy by Sophocles. The entire 

miserable life of Dou E represents the misfortune of Chinese women in general by the 

time. Within the short span of her life, she is stricken by the death of her mother, her 

father's leaving her to be a child-bride due to the usury he is unable to pay back, being 

subject to endless bully and humiliation of local rascals and hoodlums, and the injustice 

and terrible torture at court. From the beginning of to the end of the play, a Yuan society 

has been vividly presented to the audience. 

In fact, as a tragic figure Dou E is in many respects like the Antigone of 

Sophocles' tragedy. The life of the Greek heroine is fiill of family disasters; as a child she 

saw the death of her mother as well as the ruin of her father, and just now her two 

brothers have taken each other's life in the battle-field. Even then, she would choose 

death to perform an obligation to a dead brother. But the similarities between her and 

Dou E are not limited to external circumstances only. Antigone believes in a moral 

universe where the gods, comparable to Dou E's Heaven and Earth, uphold what she 

does. All the same, she feels deserted by the gods: 

^"^In "The Injustice Done to Dou E" the Confiician scholar Dou Tianzhang, though 
destitute, is determined to pursue his career and become an ofiBcial. In order to pay his 
debts and the travel expenses, he delivers his little daughter to an old woman. Mistress 
Cai, to be her daughter-in-law. Unfortunately, Dou E's husband dies soon after marriage. 
A neighboring hooligan. Donkey Zhang, tries to seduce her but is refiised by Dou E. 
Donkey Zhang mtends to kill Mistress Cai and puts the blame on Dou E. It happens that 
Donkey Zhang's father is poisoned by his son. However Donkey Zhang lodges a false 
accusation against Dou E. The judge takes Zhang's account for granted and orders to 
beat Dou E 'till pieces of her flesh fly about," thus making Dou E confess to the false 
charge under torture and executing her in public. Dou E is wronged and executed for 
what she has never done. Her sacrifice and misfortune finally moved the Heaven and the 
Earth which punish the area with natural disasters for years until Dou E's father comes 
back as a high-ranking official and turns over this case. 
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And what law of heaven have I transgressed? Why, hepless one, should I look to 
the gods any more, — what ally should I invoke, — when by piety I have earned the name 
of impious? Nay, then, if these things are pleasing to the gods, when I have suffered my 
doom, I shall come to know my sin; but if the sin is with my judges, I could wish them no 
fuller measure of evil than they, on their part, mete wrongly to me.^^ 

And just before being led away to the tomb, she wails: 

O city of my fathers in the land of Thebe! 0 ye gods, eldest of our race! — they 
lead me hence — now, now, — they tarry not! Behold me, prince of Thebes, the last 
daughter of the house of your kings, — see what I suffer, and from whom, because I 
feared to cast away the fear of Heaven!^® 

Her belief in the gods, her frustrations with them, her final despairing appeal to them and 

her firm belief in the righteousness of her deed and of her innocence are states of mind 

strongly reminiscent of Dou E's. Dou E believes in Earth and Heaven who she thinks will 

be moved by what she does. 

I cry Injustice! Let Earth be moved, let Heaven quake! 

Soon my spirit will descend to the deep all-embracing Palace of Death. 
How can Heaven and Earth not make any complaint! 
There the sun and moon hang by day and night. 
There the spirits and gods dispense life and death. 
It is for you to distinguish between right and wrong. 
What confiision makes you mistake a villain for a samt? 
The good suffer poverty and want, and their lives are cut short; 
The wicked enjoy wealth and honor, and always live long. 
Heaven and Earth! 
You do but fear the strong and cheat the weak. 
You too take the boat the current favors. 
Earth! you cannot distinguish good and evil, can you yet be Earth! 
Heaven! who mistake the fool for the sage, you are heaven in vain! 
Oh., nothing is left to me now but two streams of flowing tears.^' 

Jebb R. C. trans, in Oates, Whitney J. ed. Seven Famous Greek Plays. 1938. p. 219 
^®Ibid. p. 220 

Guan Hangqing. "The Injustice Done to Don E," in Liu Jung-en trans. Six Yuan Plays. 
1972. pp. 139-140 
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Also at the execution ground, Dou E delivers this speech of accusation against the 

injustice exercised on her; 

You say nothing is to be expected of the Lord of Heaven, 
That there is no pity for the human heart. 
You cannot know the Emperor of Heaven will fulfill man's wishes. 
Why for three years was no sweet rain seen to fall? 
Only because in Dong Hai the virtuous Chou Ch'ing had been wronged. 
Now comes your turn in the city of Shan Yang, 
All because you officials have no care to see justice done. 
And anyone who has a mind to speak is forced to hold his tongue.^' 

Here one will find both tragic protagonists, Antigone and Dou E, are similarly single-

minded and stubborn, possessing an indomitable will which is the only weapon they can 

fall back on. Antigone defies a tyrant's order and buries her brother though it means her 

own death, while Dou E confesses a false charge and scarifies herself to please her 

mother-in-law in light of moral ethics. The decisions of the brave heroines stand for the 

power of the human spirit to resist oppression, and instantly moves a modem audience — 

familiar with contemporary tyrants — to excitement, applause, and catharsis. If 

Sophocles' "Antigone" is considered a tragedy, why is'nt The Injustice Done to Dou £"? 

Like Antigone, a tragic heroine of her fate, Dou E is for the most part of her life a 

victim of the evil society as well as her fate. Dou E also has to choose death by 

committing the crime she has never committed in order to avoid her mother-in-law being 

tortured in court. Like all Chinese women of that time, Dou E has to observe the ethical 

principles and fulfill her duty to her father and her mother-in-law, and the society, even 

though she is wronged. However, Dou E is not merely a pathetic and passive victim of 

^^This refers to the woman of the Latter Han dynasty (25 -220CD.) who, widowed when 
still young, looked after her mother-in-law most lovingly. The mother-in-law hung herself 
to avoid being a burden to her, and her own daughter then accused the daughter-in-law of 
having murdered the dead woman. Examined in court under torture, the daughter-in-law 
was sentenced to death. After she died there was no rain in the region for three years, 
until the injustice was ofiBcially recognized. This tale was no doubt the main inspiration 
for Guang Hanqing's "TTze Injustice Done to Dou E" of which the above is a quotation, 
"ibid., pp. 143-144 
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fate or the evil forces of society, but a strong character who refuses to compromise her 

moral principles, even at the cost of her life. Her moral courage endows her with the 

dignity of a martyr, her death induces our indignation and lament, which are not reduced 

by the vindication of her name at the end. Like Antigone, Dou E also achieves a tragic 

stature by her commitment to a purpose, which composes the main action of "The 

Injustice Done to Dou E." Even if it is not a tragedy in the strict Aristotelian sense, " The 

Injustice Done to Dou E" remains a deeply moving play. 

The development of Greek tragedy has a close link with the establishment of the 

system of Athenian democracy by Pericles (495 - 429 BC). 'The Periclean Age was one 

of creative genius, a period of commercial, political, inteUectual, and artistic progress that 

made it one of the greatest in the world history. Athens under Pericles did an enormous 

preliminary work, in its ideas, language, and writings, for Rome and Christianity. The 

Periclean Age was the precursor of humanitarian ideas and individual ideals, a period of 

the great Renaissance of Greek culture. A receptive multitude was interested in politics, 

law, athletics, art, letters, and philosophy. A capitalistic economy and the flourishing of 

conmierce and industry did much to make this golden age of culture possible.'"*" During 

this period the Athenian government encouraged dramatic activities by building 

semicircular Hellenistic theatres and organizing dramatic competitions regularly. Dramatic 

activities became one of the most important event of the political affairs and cultural life 

which involved all the people in Greece then. With the favorable political atmosphere, 

tragedies mainly helped advocate democratic politics and oppose oligarchy and tyrants. 

This democratic spirit has been reflected in the works of Aeschylus, Sophocles and 

Euripides. Greek tragedies touched the problems of Man's fate, wars and democratic 

system which ran through the tragic conflict, mainly the contention between Man's free 

will and his fate. However the ancient Greek tragedians wrote in an unenlightened period 

without complete understanding of the mysteries of nature or the truth about the tragedy 

Arthur P. Watts. A History of Western Civilization, from Ancient Greece Through the 
Renaissance. 1939. pp. 34-35 
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of life and adopted a fatalistic approach, attributing human misfortune to the working of 

fate and the power of the gods. The core of Greek tragedy is the domination of fate. That 

is why Oedipus is not able to avoid killing his father and marrying his mother at last, no 

matter how hard he tries not to. He could not understand it and could not alter it either, 

and finally falls into the great tragedy. 

However, Yuan China did not provide China with an atmosphere of democracy. 

Contrary to that of its Greek counterpart, Chinese tragedy was ungovemmental, and 

developed to its fiill wing fi-om among the people of low position in the society. When the 

Mongols conquered China, they were 'Unable to understand and appreciate traditional 

Confucian teaching and they allowed considerable fireedom of thought in religion: 

Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, Islam and Christianity alike.'"*' The new fi-eedom 

unexpectedly provided Yuan intellectuals with the opportunities to develop the 'fepochal 

genre'"*^ The Mongols also abandoned all the Chinese literary conventions and even 

abolished the system of civil service examination through writing poetry, which 

desperately fhistrated all the intellectuals and they had to seek other ways of literary 

expression to release their emotions. Drama by this time became an ideal alternative for 

poetry writing. After the Mongols had a firm control over China, before long they 

gradually began to indulge themselves in luxury and the pursuit of enjoyment; and they 

took great delight in the drama and in novels, and through them gradually came to 

understand the customs and sentiments of the Chinese people. As a result, the drama 

gained an unprecedented popularity during the Yuan Period. Dramatists, like Guan 

Hanqing, Ma Zhiyuan, and Ji Junxiang, suffered from all sorts of setbacks in life and in 

their intellectual careers, and their bitter experience made them share and sympathize the 

Richard F.S. Yang. Four Plays of the Yuan Drama, p. vii 
""^The epochal genre of the Chu State (c. 500 BC) is Sao elegy); that of the Han 
dynasty (206 - 220AD.) is Fu rhymed prose); that of the Six dynasty (220 - 605) is 
Pian Wen parallel prose); that of the Tang (618 - 906) is Shi ( ^ poetry); and that 
of the Song dynasty (906 - 1278) is Ci (pj lyrics); and that of the Yuan dynasty (1271 -
1368) is Qu (ft arias) and Zaju (I^ISSl variety plays). 
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hardships of those who lived at the bottom of the society. In this way their dramatic 

works reflected particular tragic themes and have special approaches to them. Like people 

in general, they expressed strong hatred for the evil forces, but sincere love for the 

kindness. Their attitude lead to one of their most distinctive approaches to tragedy. That 

is the conception of '|)unishing the evil and enhancing the good." It provided audience 

with the satisfactory pleasure of revenge for the protagonists who have suffered from the 

misfortunes forced by the evil forces. 

In general, the protagonists in Chinese tragedies always end in the result of adverse 

circumstances, they die during the climax of tragedy. But playwrights would often 

arrange a little happiness as a comfort at the end of the tragedy: especially the evil forces 

get punished. In ''The Injustice Done to Dou £,"Dou E is wronged and dies, but after her 

death, her case is reexamined and she is rehabilitated. Moreover, the real murder who also 

lodges the false accusation is executed. Since 'Punishing the evil and enhancing the good" 

is carried out, the grievance over the death of Dou E is softened. Audience at last feel 

relaxed for Dou E's sake. This has become one of the patterns of '^junishing the evil and 

enhancing the good," which is similar to the Western 'jDoetic justice". The rehabilitation is 

completed after the death of the protagonist whose soul gets comfort at last. 

Another pattern is to reward those who are still alive. For instance the son of the 

dead is entitled with official title, because his father or the whole family was wronged. Ji 

Junxiang's "'The Orphan of the Zhao Family"*^ is the best example of this category of 

''^When "The Orphan of the Zhao Family"-wsis introduced into Europe in the 1730s as 
"L'orphelin de la Chine", it took the Continent by storm as 'kn achievement of the 
Chinese genius on a par with ancient Greek tragedy" praised by Voltaire and Goethe and 
successively produced on stage. This play draws its materials from the true historical 
event. It is during the Warring States period (475 - 221 BC), a wicked minister persuades 
the emperor that an entire family, one of whose members he hates, must be exterminated. 
Chen Ying, a friend of the family decided to save the family name by substituting just 
before the execution his own son for a child of the condemned family. So the plan goes 
into effect. The man and his wife then bring up the orphan as their own son. The child 
they sacrifice is chopped into three pieces by the wicked minister, because he fears that it 
might someday revenge on him the slaughter of his relatives. Twenty years later, when the 
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tragedy which distinctively gives prominence to the concept of 'punishing the evil and 

enhancing the good." The whole play is full of tragic elements through depicting the life 

and death struggle between the oppressing and the oppressed, searching and hiding the 

orphan, and praising the heroic spirit and the chivalrous action of Chen Ying who risks his 

life and even sacrifices his own son to fulfill his vow and duty promised to his fiiend. 

Meanwhile the play exposes the treacherous court official and his monstrous crimes. The 

retribution at the end of the play makes everyone pleased, the wicked minister confesses 

his guilt and willingly accepts the death penalty, and the audience leaves the theatre with a 

quieted sentiment stirred by righteous indignation. What the play "TTie Orphan of the 

Zhao Family" presents is the traditional concept of 'feood will be rewarded with good, 

and evil with evil," and the belief that the justice will ultimately triumph over the wicked 

thoughts. If "'The Orphan of the Zhao Family" were written in light of Greek tragedy 

pattern, the orphan would be chopped into pieces and Gongsun Chujiou, who protects the 

baby orphan, would be forced to commit suicide. In this way, audience would have 

obtained the aesthetic trait of the sublime and grandeur, but Chinese audience would never 

have been satisfied because the play would not provide the artistic effect of'Punishing the 

evil and enhancing the good." Chinese dramatists carries this moral theme for the sake of 

traditional Chinese Ethics in ahnost every traditional Chinese tragedy. People will think 

poetic justice would diminish the tragic effect in a tragedy. But in the case of Chinese 

tragedy, the poetic justice does not necessarily destroy the prevailing tragic atmosphere of 

a play. Chinese audience are found of poetic justice being carried out before they leave 

the theatre and Chinese playwrights know too well of it. Drama in China also has been 

used for long time a means of moral education. In this way, poetic justice is one of the 

national characteristics in traditional Chinese drama. 

Anyhow it has been long held that the tragedy in strict Western dramatic sense did 

not exist in China until the early days of this century. According to Zhu Guangqian, 

orphan grows up and knows his own family story, he request the new emperor uphold 
justice and he fulfills his vengeance. 
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'Tragedy, the dramatic form as well as the term, originated from Greece. This literary 

gem-e can hardly be found in other great nations, like Chinese, Indian and Hebrew, who 

had never produced a tragedy in accordance with strict tragic significance.'"*^ He also 

concluded that among the five hundred plays of the Yuan dynasty,^^ not a single play 

could be regarded as a tragedy. "Chinese literature is rich and magnificent in every aspect 

except for tragedy which appears to be extremely insuflBcient."""^ In stead of tragedy, 

Chinese people used to call plays with tragic consequences Kiiqing xi bitter 

plays). The definition of Chinese bitter plays is confined by Qi Biaojia 1602 -

1645) that 'it is over the trifles that bitter feelings are transmitted." As for comedy, the 

sense in Chinese drama is that happiness derives fi'om the goodness, which is opposite to 

the comedy concept of the Western drama that happiness derives fi'om the ugliness. 

Confucius warns that the overall mood of a piece of poetry should take a mean course 

which is meant not to be excessive in emotional grievance, neither excessive in enjoyment. 

It requires restraint for tragedy not to hurt, and comedy not to over-joy. Most traditional 

Chinese plays followed the principle to combine grief and happiness, bitterness and 

enjoyment into one so as to achieve the harmony and comformativeness in emotional 

expression. Most Greek tragedies draw their materials from early myths through which the 

poets of tragedy denounced tyrannicalness and promote upright tendencies so as to 

express their own political, religious and ethical concepts. As Jan Kott explains, the 

parallels of ''Prometheus Bound' are found in the representations that 'Zeus is a tyrant, 

Prometheus a rebel and victim.'"** The author, Aeschlysus, incorporated myth into his 

tragedy to produce a conflict between personal will and the god's which was the 

'*^Zhu Quangqian, ^^^.Beiju xinlixue (^|9l'DS#The Psychology of Tragedy, A 
Critical Study of Various Theories of Tragic Pleasure). 1983. p. 210 

The Yuan dynasty is considered the time when Chinese drama took its formation and 
developed into the unity with all dramatic elements combined. 
*®Zhu Quangqian, Ibid. p. 218 
'*'Qi Biaojia, jji[5 ^ Yuemshmtang quping ^ lU ^ 351 no- in Zhongguo gudian xiqu 
lunzhu jichen. Vol. 6, p.24 
"** Jan Kott. The Eating of the God, An Interpretation of Greek Tragedy. 1974. P. 10 
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representative of fate. It is Man's contention against ruthless fate through Man's restless 

striving for human survival. This kind of tragedy is considered tragedy of fate, or heroic 

tragedy. Twenty centuries later, on Europe's Elizabeth stage with the influence of the 

Renaissance, during which Shakespeare became the representative of his contemporaries. 

Shakespeare rattled the stage with his action-packed tragedies, towering protagonists, 

ironies, images, and final catastrophes. Shakespeare's tragedies were mainly based on 

historical events, through which Shakespeare tries to reflect the conflict of Man and the 

society, thus Greek tragedy of fate turned to tragedy of Man's personality or moral 

tragedy. In his "Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark,'' Shakespeare comments through 

Hamlet, "... for any thing so overdone is from the purpose of playing, whose end, both at 

the first and now, was and is, to hold, as 'twere, the mirror up to nature: to show virtue 

her own feature, scorn her own image, and the very age and body of the time his form and 

pressure.'"*' China also has its tradition of tragedy, mostly with its social basis, to reflect 

the nature of human being and the times. It is the tragedy with its national characteristics, 

because it grows and develops in its own social soil, with its own ways of presentation and 

audience to perceive it. 

Since the classification of Chinese plays is not based on tragedy or comedy. Then 

how is traditional Chinese plays classified? Glenn Hughes points out that 'In Chinese 

drama the hero is always triumphant, the villains is always punished. ... Always considered 

a democratic art, the theatre in China has taken the intellectual level of the mass as its 

guide, and has, with few exceptions, avoided subtleties and profundities. Its twin purpose 

has been to entertain and to instruct."^" That is right. Chinese dramatists did not create a 

true specimen of tragedy in the western sense, they took a different attitude toward 

dramatic presentation. That is to create triumphants or villains for borth entertaining and 

instruction. My hypothesis is that the classification of traditional Chinese plays depends 

on the characterization of dramtis personae. 'The genius of drama, we have seen, is to 

Shakespeare. ''Hamlet, Prince of Denmark " Scene II, Act IE 
Glenn Hughes. The Story of the Theatre. 1928. p. 28 
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represent human action acted; and that is primarily due to the human actor who is part of 

the raw material of drama."'' Therefore to present human's action by human actors is the 

main feature which distinguishes drama from other forms of literature. The 

characterization of human being has become the primary concern of dramatic presentation. 

I believe that as far as dramatic themes are concerned, dramatic classification can not 

work without the involvement of human beings. The early Yuan drama had a vast field for 

subjective selection. It draw materials not only from history, but also from almost every 

aspect of man's life. Since drama is to project human being in life, so everyone might 

become the objectives in traditional Chinese drama, regardless of their social position, 

their blood lineage, and their being recognized for celebrity. So was everything, no matter 

it was about state affairs, about gossips in the streets, or about family matters. Imperial 

emperors, ministers and generals could become protagonists in either Chinese 'tragedies" 

or 'fcomedies," they could become the praising objectives, but could also become the 

attacking targets in dramatic creation. It would be the same for those who were in humble 

and low positions. Common people could be depicted as the earthshaking heroes of the 

times, and of course they might be depicted as comic figures or crowns for amusement 

and satirizing. From the point of the selection of themes and characters, traditional 

Chinese dramatists had more independence and freedom than its Western counterpart, in 

their subjective creation in drama. The inclination of nobility and commomplaceness 

reflected in traditional Chinese drama absolutely can never be drawn a parallel by the 

tragedy and comedy of Greek drama and the Indian Sanskrit plays. According to the 

traditional classification of Chinese drama, the dramatic themes was categorized in terms 

of human's genders, social positions, occupations and other social concerns. The earliest 

classification was the system of popular designations found in Xia Tingzhi's work (S.M 

around the end of Yuan dynasty. He wrote the essay Oinglouji{ ( #®fB> ), a 

record of sing-song girls in the Yuan. Xia Tingzhi says, "Zq/w has the roles of Dan and 

Charlton H. B. The Art of Literary Stucfy, An Approach to Literature for the Plain Man 
1924. p. 151 
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Mo. The scripts of Dan are designed for female actors, which are called Zhuangdanse (i(  ̂

S'fe ); while the Mo scripts are designed for male actors, which are called A/ow(^^). 

As for the other performers, they are familiar as Waijiao ( jP extra roles). Plays are 

classified Jiatou Guiyuan (|̂ ^). Baoer ), Huadan Pibing ̂  

^) ,  Poshaner Lulin ) ,  Gongshi Shenxiandaohua 

and Jiachang liduan )•" Although not all are classified by role fijnctions, this 

classification at least shades some sigiiificant insight on early dramatic themes. Most of 

them are actually role titles for Yuan plays. For the Zaju play of Jiatou are plays about 

emperors such as Ma Zhiyuan's ^^The Autumn of Han Palace" and Po Pu's " Wutongyu" 

( < tH iW ) Rain on the Wutong Tree); the Zaju play of Huadan, flowered female 

leads, refers to the romances involving women of pleasure such as Wang Shipu's "The 

Story of the Western Win^' and Po Pu's " Qiangtou mashan^' ( (j}§M M -t ) Looking 

over the Wall). Lulin plays, green-wood plays, are about bandits, especially those adapted 

fi^om the legend Shuihu zhuan ( () The Tale of the Marshes). 

During the Ming dynasty, Zhu Quan in his Taihe zhengyin pu ( { fQ IE ̂  

1^) The Sounds of Universal Harmony) has plays classified into twelve categories. They 

are: 1. Shenxian daohua ft spiritual transcendence and transformation with the 

Tao), 2. Yinju ledao living in seclusion, rejoicing in the Tao), 3. Pipao binghu 

^ folding the robe, grasping the plaque or Lord and minister plays), 4. 

Zhongchen lieshi (J$L £ it loyal ministers and ardent men of worth), 5. Xiaoyi lianjie 

 ̂ Sp filiality and righteousness, incorruptibility and integrity), 6. Chijian machan 

(Pfei M ̂  rebuking treachery and cursing slander), 7. Zhuchen guzi 

banished ministers and orphaned sons), 8. Podao ganbang J} wielding blades and 

playing stafifs), 9. Fenghua xueyue (Mi^M B windy blossoms, snowy moonlight or 

romantic plays), 10. Beihuan lihe ^ grief and happiness at separation and 

reunion), 11. Yanhua fendai ™sty blossoms, powder and mascara or love 

"Xia Tingzhi ^ Qinglou ji in Zhongguo gudian xiqu lunzhu jichen. Vol. 
2, p. 7. 
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stories about courtesans), and 12. Shentou gitimim ® spirit-heads and ghostly 

faces). 

Ming dramatist Meng Chenshun divides Yuan plays into two major categories: one 

is Wcmgzhuan mianli (5e $¥ IS M exquisiteness and magnificence), the other is kangkai 

haofang(^ ^ generosity and uninhibitation). The former are such plays as Zheng 

Guangzu's "Qiannu lihurT ( Disembodied Soul), Guan Hanqing's 

"^Yujingtar ( ( 3E. M S ) The Jade Mirror Stand), Yang Xianzhi's "Xiaoxiang yeyu" 

( > The Night Rain on the Xiao and Xiang Rivers), the latter are the plays 

such as Guan Hanqing's "7%e Injustice Done to Don £,"Kang Jingzhi's "Z,/ Kue Carries 

Thorns" Ji Junxiang's " The Orphan of the Zhao Family" and Ma Zhiyuan's " The 

Autumn of Han Palace." His division is based on the two great poets in Song dynasty. 

According to him one is named 'Collection of Willow Branches", the other is 'Collection 

of the River for Pouring Libation." Obviously he borrowed the different poetical styles of 

Liu Yong (^P ^990? - 1050?) and Sushi 1037 - 1101)" for the classification of 

Yuan drama. Of course this classification seems rather inadequate. Since drama is to 

reflect man's life, the objective worid is much more complicated. 

I prefer Xia Tingzhi's classification to that of others', because he analyses plays 

according to the of characters. As I mentioned in the preceding chapter that the dramatic 

structure of the Yuan plays is based on the scripts of male and female actors, so the 

thematic classification should also follow the structure for characterization. As for the 

dramatic effect of tragedy and comedy, it is the result of reflecting characters on stage. 

Yuan dramatists gave the prime consideration for the description of dramatis personae in 

stead of considering the classification of tragedy, comedy, historical play, social play or 

melodrama. Traditional Chinese drama, like other arts, is influenced by traditional 

According to Liu Wu-chi, in his book of An Introduction to Chinese Literature, 'It has 
been said that whereas Liu Yong's verse, 'Willow banks, the breeze at dawn, and the 
waning moon,' could best be sung by a young giri of sweet seventeen or eighteen as she 
beats rhythm on a 'red ivory tablet,' Su Shi's line, 'The great river flowing ever eastward,' 
should be sung by a tall fellow west of the fi-ontier, holding in his hand a big iron tablet." 
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Comfucianism, which is closely related to presentation of human relations. No matter it is 

related to human himself, or related to the Nature, or related to the universe, it always 

centers around the human being. Therefore the classification of dramatic themes should 

be based on dramatis personae. 

I will discuss the thematic motifs in the following four aspects which are all based 

on characterization of human beings; 

I. Members of ruling class 
n. Gifted scholars and beautiful ladies 
in. Common people 
IV. Gods and ghosts 

I. Members of ruling class involve emperors, kings, ministers and generals and 

those who hold high position in courts and governmental offices at various levels. They 

are major characters with power and influence. The approaches to depict them on stage 

vary fi-om person to person. The projection of dramatis personae is not in light of their 

social status, but in light of what they had done. So, praising or attacking, honoring or 

denouncing, could make these people great heroes, and could also make them villains. 

Their characterization on stage is determined by their achievement of merits and virtues, 

and their failures in great undertakings. Po Pu's ''Rain on the Paidownia Tree^' creates 

the image of Emperor Minghuang of the Tang dynasty, and Ma Zhiyuan's ''The Autumn of 

Han Palace'' establishes the character of Emepror Wudi of the Han dynasty. Both 

dramatis personae are denounced for their indulging in playing with beautiful consorts and 

neglecting imperial duties for the country. Their weakness and incompetence lead to 

bungling the state affairs and losing of the territory of their countries. When Emperor 

Yuan makes his first appearance, the entrance poem that he recites has the lines: 

"Treaties long have kept our fi^ontiers at peace. 
Henceforth on lofty pillows I can rest at ease." 

His slackening of vigilance is the plant for later Hun's invasion which makes him lose his 

favorite concubine. Thus the author's intention and his consciousness of criticism is 
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clearly brought about at the very beginning of the play. Other characters like Liu Dezhong 

and Yang Jingwu in Anonymous "Chenzhou tiaomr ( ( Selling Rice in 

Chenzhou) and Luzhailang in the same titled play ( ( # ̂  fiP > The Execution of 

Luzhailang) by Guan Hanqing are recorded forever in the list of humiliation as villains, 

though they are of noble birth and are relatives of imperial families. Yuan playwrights lost 

no time to attack those who practiced tyrannical government and graft, and those who 

secured people's property by force and trickery. 

Of course quite a few Yuan dramatic works drew their materials from historical 

documents. They highly praise characters who are of great talent and bold vision, and 

possess heroic thoughts and feelings. The protagonists are upright for what they have 

done. For the interests of the country, Lan Xiangru $0) in Gao Wenxiu's 

"Minchihur ( ( ^ ̂  ) The Meeting at the Min Pond) "rebukes treachery and 

curses slander,"^"* scathingly denouncing the treacherous court oflBcials who are 

muddleheaded and fatuous. The most impressive is the image of Baogong ^ Judge 

Bao) created by various Yuan dramatists. "Bao Zheng is a historical figure who 

symbolizes justice. The image of a savior who would relieve the people's suffering and 

rescue them from abusive authority was especially appealing during the late Song and 

Yuan dynasties, when life was hard for the masses; legends and'stories about Bao became 

very popular. Although given very sketchy presentation in Yuan plays, he must have 

appeared real to a Yuan audience because of their preconceptions about him."^® Although 

heroes like Pao Zheng who hold high position and prominent nobility, they, in the eyes of 

the Yuan playwrights, are not created by the yardstick in terms of their social positions. 

There is no doubt that Yuan playwrights placed some hope on the characters they created, 

but their prime concern was to create dramatis personae that people would appreciate. 

n. Gifted scholars and beautifiil ladies are major characters in traditional Chinese 

plays. Not only in the early days they are popular, but also in the modem times romantic 

"According to Zhu Quan;^^, this play is categorized in "Chijian machan" 
rebuking treachery and cursing slander). 

Chung-wen Shih, The Golden Age of Chinese Drama: Yuan Tsa-chu. p. 64 
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plays about the love between men of letters and beautiful young ladies draw quite a lot 

audience to the theatre. Plays with this theme have kept for long its vitality and persisted 

throughout the dramatic history of China. The influence of Confucianism is as pervasive in 

Yuan as it is in the Chinese literary tradition as a whole. The Yuan playwrights, many of 

whom had originally been trained for government service in the traditional method, were 

thus well versed in Confucian doctrine. 

"Confucius was a king without a throne. 
Whose teachings influenced the entire world. 
From him his disciples learned 
The rule of morality."'® 

For one thing to be a scholar was always regarded as the ideal for anyone who would like 

to seek fame and fortune. Taking and passing the civil service examination was the social 

ladder towards officialdom. For the other almost every traditional family with a better-off 

background would have their daughter to merry a scholar-official. Plays of this category 

mainly originates fi-om the dramatic motif of Dong Jieyuan's "The Story of the Western 

Chamber." In the play Dong Tieyuan has the line, "Ever since the ancient time till the 

present day, it is natural for beautiful ladies to marry gifted scholars."^' Wang Shifu 

should also deserve the credit for the perfection of this master piece which had exercised 

great impact on later creations of Chinese romantic plays. With the literary motif of his 

romantic play "The Story of The Western Wing" plays about gifted scholars and beautiful 

ladies kept coming into being like mushroom. "Rain on the Paulownia Trees '̂ and "The 

Palace of Eternal Life" are about the love between Ming Huang and Yang Guifei; "The 

Story of Jade Comb" is about the love of Chen Miaochang and Pan Bizheng; "Looking 

over the WaW is about the love between Li Qianjin and Pei Shaojun; and the later play 

"Liangshan bo yu zhuyingtaf ill Hljil ^ all are greatly appreciated by 

" These lines are quoted from Guan Hanqing, Bfl ^ • "Yujingtaf ^ S The Jade 
Nfirror Stand) 
"Dong Jieyuan,||^7n. Xixiangjizhugongdiao'̂ ^tZ '̂̂ M• 1961. p.238 
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Chinese audience from generation to generation. Some dramatic scenes in certain plays 

like the scene of "^Inquiring Crimson" and the scene of Farewell at the Long Pavilion" in 

^^The Story of the Western Win^^ have been elaborated and adapted into various other 

regional operas in Chinese theatre, and also become independent plays. 

Although the romantic plays differ from one to another in plot development, in life 

background, and in the techniques of dramatic presentation, the literary motifs make them 

share the great similarity. This is because of the close link between classical culture and 

the Chinese national psychology and the national appreciation in arts. These plays mostly 

follow the pattern as follows; 

1. Men of talents meet with the ladies of beauty for the first time and immediately 

fall in love with each other. Take Zhang Junrui and Oriole for example. They meet in the 

Buddhist monastery for the first time, both of them start to cultivate their sickness of love, 

even though they haven't exchanged their names. In the play of "Looking over the Wall" 

Pei Shaojun hides Li Qianjin in the garden of his house for seven years long, but the love 

starts at the first glimpse over the wall. Such love at first-sight has become a dramatic 

motif for the play with a romantic story ever since drama took its form in China. It 

reached its peak during the Ming and Qing periods. 

2. The consummation of marriage is always accidentally mediated by the role of 

matchmaker. China is a pristine country with its strong traditional moral concept and 

moral orders as its national ideology. The first-sight generated-love itself proved a great 

revolt in traditional Chinese society. Any further transgression would encounter great 

pain and suffering for both sides. Student Zhang and Oriole finally get married not only 

because of their consistent love and revolt conscious, but also the help of Crimson whose 

sympathy and support mediate in between the two lovers and among the young lovers and 

the old Lady Cui. In most romantic plays there are such characters as girl servants, 

Chunxian in Tang Xianzhu's ""The Peony Pavilion" Maixian in Po Pu's ̂ 'Looking over the 

Wall" and Xiao Qin^ in ''The Tale of White Snake." With the historical background for 
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early romantic plays, the role of a mediator is essential: the creation of the supporting role 

helps plays develop further, and also helps build up dramatic appeals and vitality. 

3. Perfect conjugal bliss is reached after having gone through all kinds of hardsliips 

and diflRculties. The female roles in these romantic plays are largely from wealthy families, 

while the gifted scholars are from lower status in society. The differences in family status 

would produce all these troubles, especially the obstacles from the conservative parents on 

the girl's side are not easy to be removed. These parents have their traditional ethical 

standard for choosing son-in-laws, which always result in repeated reversals in the course 

of love between the young lovers. However we must notice the happy endings for almost 

all romantic plays. The lovers realize their ideal for happy marriage after extricating 

themselves from all sorts of dire straits and distress, like the marriage of Student Zhang 

and Oriole in "The Story of the Western Wing." Even in some plays with tragic endings, 

the reunion of the young couples is also presented, such as the plays of Meng Chenshun's 

"Jiaohong jr ( ( jSSC IB > The Story of Jiaohong). In the play when Jiaoniang and 

Wang Wenrui realize that they would not be able to get married, both of them commit 

suicide. After their death, they are buried together in the same tomb, and finally become a 

pair of Yuan Yang.^^ Liangshan bo and Zhu Yintai in the play named after them turn into 

butterflies after the death of both hero and heroine. Such endings provide the audience 

with satisfaction, but not feelings of grief Wang Shifli in his "The Story of the Western 

Win^"" appeals for "May lovers of the whole world all be thus united in wedlock!" The 

literary motif of Chinese romantic plays has touched young people in China for centuries 

and has been extended to the present-day China. 

in. Common people on Yuan stages refer to those who are in low and degrading 

status including farmers, poor intellectuals and bandits. It is the same as the Greek 

comedy, some comic characters in Yuan plays are not as good as the real man. It seems 

that comic agents in Yuan plays are confined to certain catogeries of occupation. For 

Yuan Yang refers to the Mandarin duck which symbolizes love. Yuan Yang 
usually move in pairs, thus an affectionate couple in Chinese traditional literature. 
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example, most physicians are pictured as charlatans who know nothing about curing 

diseases but probbing patients' money; matchmakers are roles of swindlers; kids of 

government officers are playboys who always take adavantage of parental power to bully 

people. Here is the example, in "The Injustice Done to Don E" when the physician. Dr. 

Lu, comes onto the stage he recites the lines in Shi form. 

In medicine there's room to change one's mind. 
For prescriptions there's always the standard text; 
There's no way of bringing the dead to life, 
The living can always be doctered to death. 

When the first matchmaker in the play of "TT/e Lute" appeares on the stage, she sings to 

the tune of zizi shuang ̂  ̂  ̂ , 

As a matchmaker, how seductive am I! 
With playful chatter, 
I talk them apart, talk them together, my mouth like a knife. 
So clever am I! 
If the marriage divinations turn out well. 
There'll be some cash for me! 
My only fear is that someone will report my faking of the proposal notes 
And I'll get a flogging. 

When the comic pieces of Yuan drama tend to crticise these nagative characters, 

they praise affirmitively those who are with loft ideas and actions, even though they are of 

lower social status. Characters representing just course and progressive forces are 

established with the contrast with the exposition of villains' dirty mind and manners. On 

the whole Yuan dramatists adopt enthusiastic and warm attitudes toward people of low 

positions. Under the pen of Yuan dramatists, ordinary people are always depicted as wise, 

good, warm-hearted, hopeful and brave such as in the plays of Guan Hanqing's "7%e 

Injustice Done to Dou E." Shi Junpao's "Qiu Hu xiqf ( < IK S ) Qiuhu Teases 

his Wife), and Kang Qingzhi's "Z./ Kui Carries Thorns." The bandits like Li Kui are driven 

to revolt. Li Kui's rebellion is the result of the social consequence. The general theme of 
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justice in these outlaw plays — the righting of wrongs imposed by unfair system and 

corrupt ministers and oflBcials — derives from the stories about the green-wood heroes in 

the Song dynasty. "It is this theme that elevates the stature of Song Jiang and his group 

above that of common thieves and highwaymen. Although the outlaw stories derive from 

traditional sources, the circumstances of the time seem to have stimulated a special interest 

in the theme. Since law had become a tool of injustice in the hands of evil men, who set 

themselves against the law and its administrators? The ferocity of the bandits hails some 

justification from their role as heroes of the people, champions of the victims of misfortune 

and oppression. In the Yuan plays, we see them administering a very basic sort of justice, 

robbing the rich to feed the poor, confounding the wicked, and easing the lot of the 

oppressed common man."^' So it seems that Yuan dramatists have given the outlaws the 

moral support, regarding them as great heroes whose action is considered as "Delivering 

the people and aiding heaven's way."®° Take Li Kui as an example. His personality 

includes these three aspects which are made a most telling exposure in the play; I. he is 

from a poor family, he knows how to maintain the relationship between Liangshan heroes 

and the common people; 2. like other Liangshan heroes Li Kui is impartial and 

incorruptible in carrying out their disciplines; 3. he is frank and straightforward, and has 

the courage to admit his fault, that is how he is proffering a birch and asking for a flogging 

in the play. 

This category especially includes ordinary women who are servants, slave girls, 

and prostitutes, such as Zhao Paner in Guang Hanqing's "J/w Fengchen" ( < ffl, 

]^> Rescued by a Courtesan) and Pei Xingnu in Ma Zhiyuan's "Oingshan /e/" ( ( 

^ ) Tears on a Blue Gown). These people have their own life, theu" own ideals, their 

aspirations and expectations. Most of them oppose the traditional ethical norms which 

strictly confine human's action and the development of personal nature, especially that of 

women in traditional China. Like other men and women in the world, these characters are 

" Shih, Chung-wen. The Golden Age of Chinese Drama: Yuan Tsa-chu. p. 107 
This line is the fourth line in the opening poem of the play Li Kui Carries Thorns. See 

Crump, J.I. Chinese Theatre in the Days of Kublai Khan. p. 201 
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determined to look for free love and marriage In stead of seeking great wealth; they are 

depicted as constant in love and conscious of equal position in society. For these 

prostitutes who are driven into brothels. Yuan dramatists clearly show great sympathy on 

these characters they have created. They are not only get praised in plays, but also hold 

the prominent positions as main characters in their plays. 

The conventional social norms used to strongly condemn the practice of 

prostitutes, which are also reflected in Yuan plays. The anonymous "Huolang dan" ( ( 

IP ) The Songstress ) tells the story about how Li Yang's happy family ends in a 

tragedy. That is because he has married Zhang Yue, a prostitute, who actually loves 

another man but takes a fancy to the wealth of Li Yang. Because of Zhang Yue's new 

marriage, Li Yang's wife dies, and his house is burnt to ashes, and he almost loses his son. 

Ming playwright Zhu Chengzhai  ̂̂  1379 - 1439)®' wrote a play entitled "Fm 
Luochan^' ( < > Become a Prostitute Again). So far as its titlle is concerned, 

Liu Jiner, the prostitute, is depicted as a negative character. She loves to live with ease 

and hates to work. She can not resist the temptation of luxurious and parasitic life, and 

finally returns back to her usual life. These two plays tell that prostitudes are non-

trustworthy, they ruin normal family life and produce turmoil in the society. After all Zhu 

Chengzhai was a member of Ming imperial family. His social background for dramatic 

creation was obviously different from that of most other playwrights, so he approached 

social problems differently. However works showing negative aspects of prostitutes are 

numbered very few. Most playwrights of the Yuan period on the contrary praise the gifts 

and talent of the prostitute characters in plays. They possess immense passions, they give 

enough understanding to male characters, and make themselves intimate friends of men. 

Yuan was a turbulent era, when China was under the rule of the Mongols who 

significantly altered traditional Chinese social orders and patterns, particularly among 

During the Ming dynasty, several members of imperial families were playwrights. The 
most distinctive is Zhu Quan, the seventeenth son of the first Ming emperor, who not only 
Avrote plays but also wrote dramatic criticisms such as Taihe zhengyin • 
Zhu Chengzhai is the grandson of the first Ming Emperor. 
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intellectuals, the scholar-officials, and artists. The demotion of their social status made 

them get in touch with the singsong girls, or entertainers/prostitutes whose ballad-singing 

and opera became one of the most popular forms of entertainment during the Yuan period. 

Playwrights like Guan Hanqing gradually 'befriended these women, grew to know them, 

their ways, thoughts, and feelings ~ and their art. From the several hundred popular 

songs in vogue he selected certain melodies, then wrote suitable poetry for them, after 

which he would incorporate both verse and lyrics into his play."®^ Since both the artistic 

life and the life of reality of the Yuan playwrights had been closely bound with the art of 

the entertainers, there is no doubt that Yuan dramatists show special favor to these 

singsong girls. Description of the singsong girls in Yuan plays derived from the first hand 

materials which were the experience of the dramatists themselves. 

Guan Hanqing's "y/w Fengchen" (Rescued by a Courtesan) depicts Zhao Paner, 

the coutesan, as wise, pungent and brave. Her unyielding spirit against evil deeds releases 

Guan Hanqing's intention of attacking the 'playboys" who regarded women as a 

plaything. According to Guan Hanqing, these prostitutes also have their own ideals of 

love. In the words of the play that 'ho beautiful ladies not seeking their own future." But 

it is the society that has placed heavy obstacles and set traps for them. The marriage 

between Song Yinzhang and Zhou She is the example. After the marriage Zhou She soon 

gets tired of the bride, treats her miserably and beats her at his will. The greatest is that 

Guan Hanqing did not confined himself in the description of Song Yinzhang's miserable 

marriage, he creates the image of another prostitute, the character of Zhao Paner. Zhao 

Paner like the ordinary young lady, though she is also a prostitute, yearns for happy 

marriage. 

"After all these years, I love to marry and settle down. 
But who has ever heard of a man 
Willing to clear a courtesan's debts and redeem her? 
Intent on fawning on the rich in their splendid mansions. 
Why should they care if they ruin the courtesan's quarters, 

"Bettma L. ICnapp. Music, Archetype, and the Writer: A Jungian View. 1988. p. 179 
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Floundering like fish escaping fi-om a net. 
Or squawking like wounded pigeons? 
We girls are roadside willow; 
Good families will not take us in. 
The men seem sincere in the beginning. 
But as they grow old they forget us." 

She longs to get married, but she is somehow cynical about men. She hopes to have a 

settled life, but she would not rashly entrust all her life to a man who is really trustworthy. 

She is sophisticated and knows how to recognize men in the world. The most precious is 

that she has the strong sense of justice and ready to help the weak, ready to make up the 

cudgels for a just course. In order to create this ideal image on stage, Guan Hanqing sets 

up the two characters in the play. Song Yinzhang and Zhou She to serve a foil to Zhao 

Paner. Song thinks highly of Zhou She's property and wealth, and She is taken in with 

Zhou's sweet words and false display of affection. Zhao opposes the marriage at the very 

begirming. But when she hears about the miserable marriage of Song Yinzhang, she steps 

forward bravely to rescue her regardless of all previous ill, which shows her moral 

integrity. As for Zhou She, he is the son of a high official and a rich merchant. His self 

portray vividly tells his wanton life style. 

"For thirty years I spent in wine and meat. 
For a whole twenty years the star of flower" shines on me. 
All my life I have no idea about the prices for rice and firewood. 
But what I lack is spending money and the money for wine." 

His ugly soul has been brought out completely with the sharp contrast before and after the 

marriage. Zhou She is crafty. But Zhao Paner starts with his weakness of being indulged 

in women and greedy for money. Using the trick of 'Wind and moon" ( Jit ^ ),^ Zhao 

makes Zhou She 'feel limp all over, and his whole body numb." In this way she makes a 

Here flowers refer to woman's charms. 
^''it derives from the dramatic category of "Fenghua xueye"{ '̂̂ '̂̂ vnndy blossoms, 
snowy moonlight) meaning romantic plays. 
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fool of Zhou She and reuses Song Yinzhang, but '^he remains a sympathetic character 

since Zhou deserves the trick that she plays on him. This portrayal of the courtesan Zhao 

Paner is characterized by psychological acuity and realism."" 

rv. As for the plays of 'Spiritual transcendence and transformation with the Tao," 

'Living in seclusion, rejoicing in the Tao," and 'Spirit-heads and ghostly faces," these 

plays are closely related supernatural figures and to the traditional Taoist and Buddhist 

outlook. Although these plays bear the themes of supernatural elements and the religions 

of Taoism and Buddhism, they reflect in essence the reality of Chinese people's life by the 

time. Playwrights still concentrated on the current affairs and their society and released 

their intention through these supernatural plays. They took advantage of myths to deal 

with reality, to explain the unknown, to answer realistic questions, to solve problems, and 

interpret the mysteries of that time. With the figures of gods, ghosts, and religious world, 

the Yuan playwrights presented a unique way of philosophical thinking towards the 

current affairs and man's life. Here I must confess that there is a great difference between 

the Western myth legends of various gods and Chinese plays of supernatural beings. In 

the ancient Greece, earliest plays were generated for the worship of Dionysus^®, 

supposedly the son of Zeus (the greatest of Greek gods) and Semele (a mortal). In 

Ancient India, the Hindus paid spectacular homage to Rama*^^ and other deified kings. 

And these early religious rites grew into drama (well-formed and with literary appeal) even 

" Shih, Chungwen. TTte Golden Age of Chinese Drama: Yuan Tsa-chu. p. 58 
According to myth, Dionysus was reared by satyrs, who are often associated with him in 

dithyramb, drama, and art. He was killed, dismembered, and resurrected. As a god, he 
was associated with fertility, wine, and revelry, while the events of his life linked him with 
the year-spirit found in other early religions ~ that is, the cycle of the seasons and the 
recurring pattern of birth, maturity, death and rebirth. Through their rites, Dionysian 
worshipers sought a mystical union with the primal creative urge. On a more practical 
level, they sought to promote fertility: to guarantee the return of spring, the productivity 
of both human bemgs and the land, and ample harvests. 
"Rama is one of the Vishnu(s) who are more gods of love. Rama's life is the subject of 
the classical Ramayana, which together with the fantastically long Mahabharata is one of 
the two great Indian epics. To Hindus, Rama, who nearly always acts with righteousness 
and nobility, is the ideal man. 
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as did the savage dithyrambs in Attica. 'In Chinese thought man does not occupy quite 

the ascendant role he enjoys in Western philosophy, where he is viewed as protagonist of 

the natural order and prime object of creation. He is envisaged instead as but a single 

part, though a vital one, of the complex of nature in which he stands. Whereas Western 

man has sought to conquer nature for his material ends, the Chinese has aspired to attain 

harmony with nature for his spiritual satisfaction. And where as many Hindus regard the 

world of nature as a transitory phenomenon, the Chinese have never doubted its reality 

and have viewed its sublime beauty and order as esthetic entities to be cherished and 

savored in life."®^ 

Traditional Chinese drama, therefore, is the personification of the supernatural 

figures. What they actually reflected was the human nature and personality of the human 

beings. The plays of Shang Zhongxian'sj^ 14^ M ''Lhiyi chuamhr ( { ̂  ) Liu 

Yi, the Messenger) and Li Haogu's ̂  0 ̂  ''Zhangsheng zhuhaf (  ̂̂  ̂  > 

Student Zhang Boils the Sea ) are considered the best myth plays in the Yuan period. 

Both plays describe the love between men and the daughters of dragon kings. In '^Liuyi 

chuanslm,''Xh& daughter of dragon king is kindhearted and full of tenderness, while Liu Yi 

is enthusiastic and is always ready to help others. Liu Yi's heroic deed finally wins the 

favor fi'om the dragon king. As a reward he endows him the marriage with his daughter. 

Li Haogu's '^Student Zhang Boils the presents a beautiful and solicitous daughter of 

the dragon king. She is attracted by the Student Zhang's zither-playing in a temple. It is 

the music that has brought them together, and made them fall in love. They become a pair 

of ideal Jintong and Yurm golden-boy and jade-girl).''' 'In the west Orpheus' 

music drew wild beasts, rocks and trees, while in ancient China if one's music could draw 

fish out of the depth of a pool or the sea one's musicianship had reached its zenith."™ 

Sam Welles, ed. The World's Great Religions. 1957. p. 77. 
At the end of the play a messenger fi-om heaven comes to announce that the two are 

actually the golden-boy and jade-girl, the page and waiting maid of the Taoist immortals, 
and their short years on earth were meant to be a penalty for an offense committed in their 
previous lives. 
™ Liu Jung-en. Six Yuan Plays. 1972. p. 31. 
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These two plays derived from the folklores in early China. The thematic motif in these two 

plays has become the archetype of mythical plays for many playwrights in China. Li Yu's 

"Shenzhonglmi" ( ( ® ) The Mansion in the Mirage), for example, is written on 

the basis of both plays. Zheng Guanzhu's "/I Disembodied SouP' is considered as one of 

the four major romantic plays in the period of Yuan time. This motif that love and 

marriage through a transmigration of the spirit has been often seen in early folk tales. The 

original story took its general form in the Tang Chvanqi tale "Lihun jf ( < SHiife IB > 

Tale of Soul Travel) by Chen Xuanyou ^ ̂ ). It was Zheng Guanzhu who furnished 

the story with new and positive significance, and adapted it into a play. Man could realize 

their expectation that could never be perceived in human life, but in the other world or in 

dreams. In the play a betrothal is arranged between the heroine Zhang Qiannu and Wang 

Wenju before their birth.'' When the girl reaches the age of seventeen she can no longer 

hide her true love. But the traditional ethical norms prevent her from releasing her loving 

affection, which makes her seriously ill. 'Love between man and woman as a subject for 

art or literature , so widely accepted as it is in the west, was once a subject shunned by 

strait-laced Confucian China."^ In despair she becomes a soul following Wen Ju to the 

capital for the imperial examination, and thus fulfills her expectation. For three years Wen 

Ju does not know his company is the disembodied soul of Qiannu until he comes back to 

his hometown after he has passed the examination. After certain twists and turns, all 

misunderstandings are dissolved. The play ends with a happy marriage between the two. 

Actually the image of the soul is the crystallization and the sublimation of affection. It is 

the embodiment of infatuation, wisdom and courage. Playwrights feel much more freer to 

describe the love theme in the other worid. Immitating man's life and man's love, the 

souls, spirits and ghosts in the other world all possess the nature of human being, with 

their hopes, fears and joys. There is no difference between the two worlds. 

This is a common practice in traditional China. 
'^Ibid. p. 27 
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The spiritual transcendence and transformation with the Tao or the Buddhism do 

not really encourage people to seek recluse life. The dramatis personae in these plays are 

not all supermen who stand aloof and keep away from the vulgar. They are the same as 

the people living in the world and as the members of the society. The only thing that 

distinguishes them from other people is that they have perceived the 'fenlightenment," after 

years of setbacks and tortuous experience in man's life. They now became more aware of 

the universe and the world around them, so that they took a unique way to deal with 

affairs of human life. Of course their ways are somewhat different than the prevalent 

customs. What I mean here is that most playwrights of the Yuan time tended to praise 

men themselves, not really the gods and spirits. "Affirming Taoist withdrawal from public 

life and agreeing with the Buddhist stress on monastic existence, the idea of the recluse 

also find support in Confucianism in times of political chaos. During the Yuan dynasty, 

Chinese resentment towards the Mongols forced many to embrace a recluse life as a kind 

of passive resistance. Disaffected with harsh alien rule, many men renounced state service 

and chose instead to withdraw, rejecting public office and turning away from society in 

order to devote themselves to self-cultivation, scholarship, or artistic pursuits.'^ 

Whatever one might think of the archaic stories in the plays, one thing is certain that the 

supernatural plays are one of the approaches for the reflecting people's real life and their 

psychology at that time. 

Ma Zhiyuan is nicknamed as Immortal Ma famous for his plays of Taoist recluse 

theme. His ""Huang Hangmen '̂ ( ( The Dream of Yellow Millet), "Ren 

Fengzt\ < Ren Fengzi, the Butcher), and "Chen Tuan gaowd'\ < 

> Chen Tuan Stays Aloof) and "Yueyang lou " ( () Yueyang Tower) are some 

of his plays in the perspective of Taoist immoralities. Some of his plays did produce 

negative results and objectively deceive people to take passive and indulgent attitude 

toward social evils. However more or less they are the negation to the social darkness and 

dim expectations for social reforms. And they more or less reflect the agony and 

^ Shih, Chong-wen. The Golden Age of Chinese Drama: Yuan Tsa-chu. p. 97. 
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contradictory psychology of the intellectuals. In the play of "Yueyang lou". Ma Zhiyuan 

created the image of Lu Dongbin'"* whose way of speech, behavior, customs and actions all 

resemble the immortals imaged in people's mind. His ideology and emotional feelings are 

actually that of the playwright himself Such an immortal in appearance actually is the 

image of the frustrated literati of that time. He could never forget 'the old rivers and 

mountains that dragon and tiger'^ were fighting for." He kept thinking of his interrupted 

ofiScial career^^ and he sighs mournfully after laughing over the rise and fall of the nation. 

"For rise and fall, I laugh, then cry! 
Suddenly the sun is again getting late. 
The hundred years of a man are really within a snap of fingers." 

The scene of his exchange of his ink-stick for wine is extremely touching, and leaves a 

vivid symbolic question mark for everyone. This is the passage how Lu Dongbin describes 

his ink-stick. 

"This ink is no ordinary ink-stick. It is worth more than two hundred coins. 
(Lu Dongbin sings to the Tune ofHoutinghua 
This thin ink-stick weighs no more than four ounces, 
Yet, how many times can you grind it? 
All things are like this. 
Throughout your drifting life, you will busy yourself in vain. 
But its black heart dwells on merit and fame." 

'•'Lu Dongbin S ̂  is said to be one of the so-called Eight Immortals in Taoist 
mythology. They are a varied group of personages, some of them historical, representing 
all types of humanities, who attained immortality through various acts of piety, charity or 
heroism. 

This sigh is uttered after Lu Dongbin speaks of Cao Cao ^ ̂  and Xiang Yu , the 
Hegemon BCing of Chu. Cao Cao was the prime minister of the State of Wei during the 
Three Kingdoms period in early China. Though he was powerful, he did not become the 
ruler of China. Xiang Yu fought with Liu Bang §1) for the imperial empire. Though he 
was a strong man, but the heaven was against him. He finally lost his battle and 
committed suicide on the bank of the River Wu. 

As Lu Dongbin states in the veiy beginning of the play that he used to be a Confucian 
scholar of the T'ang dyansty. 
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Here the idea behind the line suggests the ambitions of Confucian scholars for fame and 

merit which cannot be achieved unless they could pass the examinations. To pass the 

examination required years of studies and writing in ink. Thus the ink-stick was a very 

necessary item used by scholars more than anybody else. A scholar falls into the dire 

straits trading his life-supporting means for a cup of wine. Isn't it an irony of fate? Isn't 

it a self-portrayal of the playwright himself? 

To conclude, traditional Chinese drama, or even the drama throughout the history 

in China'', has no distinctive division in terms of tragedy and comedy. These two 

dramatic elements are always go along with each other within a Chinese play: mutually 

dependent, mutually setting oflf and mutually intensifying. I do not want to force my view 

on others that there is no division of comedy and tragedy in China, what I want to 

emphasize is that traditional Chinese drama has followed its own way to develop its 

dramatic presentation. So far as thematic motif is concerned, traditional Chinese drama 

emphatically stress on characterization. Characterization and story plot are interdependent 

on the stage. Drama is diflferent from other forms of literature and arts, without the 

dramatis personae being established in the playwrights' mind in the first place, no 

dramatic plot could be developed. In characteriszation, traditional Chinese dramatists 

tended to depict all personalities fi-om all walks of life. The images created for each play 

are based on what the dramatis personae have done regardless of his or her social 

background and status. Since drama in early China could be regarded as the only source 

that ahnost everyone, kings or baggers, scholars or prostitudes, could get access to it and 

fi-om which receive education, the themes of traditional Chinese drama cover a vast area 

for all personalities of the human being. 

This refers to all plays in Chinese opera form. But it does not include the spoken drama 
of the Western style. 
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6. Motifs in Dramatic Movement of Traditional Chinese Drama 

Chinese theatre is always considered the crystallization of highly stylized dramatic 

presentation. This is most probably refers to its dramatic movement in addition to its 

music, poetry, and dramatic structure. "All stage movement in traditional Chinese theatre 

is related to dance, for it is symbolic, pantomimic, and rhythmical. Every word of the text 

is accompanied by movement intended to clarify or heighten meaning. Thus, stage gesture 

is completely conventionalized."^ The performance of traditional Chinese drama therefore 

focuses on conventionalization: it is presentational instead of representational. The 

formation of this theatrical convention is the result of cultural sedimentation for thousand 

years. These conventional rules in theatre have become the unique standard for artistic 

creation, aesthetic appreciation and artistic motifs in designing stage movement, without 

which Chinese theatre seemed impossible. Like other artistic expressions, drama can not 

be presented without its accurate and distinctive patterns to illustrate the contents that it 

conveys. Forms and contents are always correlatively exist in an art. Painting, sculpture, 

calligraphy, dance, and music, all have their own rules and patterns to present themselves 

artistically. This is true of a Chinese saying which goes, "Without rules there would be no 

shapes of circle and square." 

Speaking of dramatic conventions, the Western drama also employs certain 

patterns such as division of acts, unity, and many other dramatic elements which meet the 

requirements of its cultural heritage. Take early Greek drama for example, the Greeks 

avoided violence on the stage; murder, in a theatre sacred to Dionysus, would be a 

desecration. The rules for chorus on stage, regardless of its function, should always be 

very strictly observed. "The chorus normally made its entrance after the prologue and 

remained until the end of the play."^ And all performers during the fifth century wore 

masks which also helped the masquers in the Renaissance court enter on to stage, 

supposedly having come fi-om afar, they dance with the ladies of the court, and then they 

' Oscar G. Brockett. The Theatre: An Introduction, p. 293 
2 Oscar G. Brockett. History of the Theatre, p. 29 
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depart. Shakespeare's Henry Vin dramatizes the masque at which in fact the king met his 

second wife. Most early Greek plays used the machane, a derrick with rope and pulley 

only for descent and ascent of gods. These are only a few examples of dramatic patterns in 

early western drama. These patterns can be traced back to early ritual practice like the 

festival in honor of Dionysus. Aristotle wrote Poetics which is a critic for regulating 

tragedy, comedy and epics. Traditional Chinese theatre is no exception for its strict 

regulations. It's performing patterns are even more dependent on conventionalization than 

that of any other counterpart in the world. The situation of conventionalization in Chinese 

theatre could be described as being infatuated. 

Like other traditions of early drama in the worid, the general performing form of 

Chinese drama has evolved from early Shamanistic activities and early ritual dances in 

permissive societies.^ Primitive man, wherever his home, whatever his era, employs 

dancing and music in the worship of his ancestors and deities. For worship ceremonies, 

the most interesting ingredient is the mimetic representation of death and rebirth, a 

common concept in the religion of primitive cultures, especially among agrarian peoples 

who see a parallel in the death of the seed in the winter and the reappearance of new 

growth in the spring. Since such worship is a ritual practice, the movements of dancing 

and the application of music would not be chosen at random. They must be 

choreographed and composed in certain patterns so as to please ancestors and deities 

without making any mistakes. In order to make the ritual precisely performed, not 

everyone could become the shaman. The ritual should be completed by certain elite, or 

sometimes the chieftain of the tribe, the head shaman. In this way there came the 

professional "performers." From the typical expressions of primitive activities, it is clear 

2 Religious ritual and dancing both occurred in the shamanistic and court dance of the 
Zhou dynasty (1027-256 BC) in China. The shamans or sorcerers invoked gods by means 
of highly erotic wooing songs. They undoubtedly acted, sang and danced, and may well 
have worn costume and make-up. The court dances, which were refined versions of 
orgiastic and other religious and quasi-religious dances from furthest antiquity, had set 
movements that were sometimes almost equivalent to the enactmg of a drama-like story 
and involved acting, singing, dancing, dressing up and other features reminiscent of drama. 
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that man has always sought ways and means for enlarging his world with all sorts of rites, 

mystic symbols and special costumes, and we might have found that there is a great 

similarity between the ways and means in ritual and in later theatre: music, dance, speech, 

masks, costumes, performers, audience, and stage. Of course there is no doubt that the 

stylized movements and properties in early shamanistic rituals exerted significant impact in 

shaping later dramatic movement such as the early Qin's (221-206 BC) entertainers'* and 

Horn Butting,^ Han dynasty's (206 BC - 220 AD) Hundred Games,® and Tang dynasty's 

(618 - 907) Adjutant Plays'^ and Pear Orchard Conservatoire,® and the musical tunes, or 

" The term in Chines Pai f ̂  and you  ̂ strictly speaking, may have meant those who 
entertained with witty language and satire — the jesters — while Chang and ling fp 
referred to the musical entertainers. Their uses overlapped, however, and all seem to have 
served as generic terms for "entertainer," one who was master both of song and wit. 
5 The Horn Butting game seems originally to have been an actual fight, or military 
exercises. Probably it become a wrestling combat, and was as such included in what were 
known as the Hundred Games. During the Han period such military exercise began to 
include the element of story. The story of Donghai haunggong (^ Huang of 
the Eastern Ocean) was acted through the performance of "Horn Butting." The legend 
says that in early times there was a certain Mr. Huang who could tame tigers and snakes 
when he was young. However when he got old, his magic did not work effectively as 
usual without his notice. He was finally devoured by a tiger. The actor of this Mr. Huang 
is said to wear a red turban round his head and wave a golden sward in his hand. Some 
of the performing arts have been inherited up to modem Peking opera, used for military 
scenes.. 
^Baixi the Hundred Games were entertainments in the nature of circus or 
fairground spectacles, which had a wide range of feats and shows, including tight-rope-
walking, weight-lift, pole-climbing, sword-swallowing, fire-eating, somersaulting, 
tumbling, equestrian acts, ball-juggling, sword-juggling, balancing on poles, conjuring 
tricks allied to sawing a lady in half, muhiple balancing acts, acts similar to jumping 
through the fiery hoop, dances in supernatural and animal disguises. The evidence of 
Hundred Games can be found in many recent archeological discoveries in which 
performing figures made of pottery clay were buried in various Han tombs. 
'The Chinese for Tang's adjutant plays is Canjim xi ̂ ^^it^which were indeed closely 
associated with those of the jesters, but they constituted the first definite link between a 
play type and the drama. The link lay chiefly in the use of role categories, which became a 
salient characteristic of the drama. It was always presented by two actors, Canjun (0 ̂  
adjunt) and Canggu Ci^fSgray hawk) having dialogues and making fiin of each other. The 
name of the performing form is actually a official title in early China. Because the player 
Li Xianhe's performance was so excellent that the emperor awarded him the salaried 
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song sets in Yuan plays which we have already discussed. All the dramatic elements 

involved in these early theatrical performances have been strictly regulated and even 

dominated in accordance with conventionalization. 

From above mentioned early performances, we may have discovered that Chinese 

theatre derives from these three aspects: 1. early shamanistic activities and early folk 

dancing from common people, which can still be found in some Nuoxi plays' in remote 

areas in China; 2. military exercises, which turned out acrobatic and martial arts utilized in 

traditional plays; and 3. singing and dancing performed in court entertainment. As a 

theatrical element, dance is always involved in traditional Chinese theatrical arts. We may 

conclude that singing and dancing derived from early ritual practices, and gradually was 

applied in telling stories, in this way Chinese theatre became what Wang Guowei defines 

"drama is to act stories with songs, dances and spoken lines." All that have been 

mentioned here were only individual elements of theatrical arts in the early days of history, 

most of the art forms made use of singing, dancing, acrobatic shows and other theatrical 

elements. But they were not ready to be considered as drama until Yuan dynasty when all 

these elements had been combined in one theatrical presentation. Traditional Chinese 

drama is true of the Chinese saying that great minds mature slowly. But it was these early 

periods that helped set up general patterns of dramatic movements for later traditional 

Chinese theatre, especially the styles for facial make-up, costumes, stage movements, and 

performance of martial arts. With this foundation work for thousand years, traditional 

Chinese drama established the solid and firm sustenance for its life. It is hard for it to have 

any change and also hard for it to retreat from its historical significance in the world 

sinecure of Adjutant. It must also be noticed that female players who were called "Lu 
canjun," were utilized by then. 
® It was Emperor Minghuang (r. 712-756) who established the famous Li Yuan g Pear 
Orchard Conservatoire) for the training of very large numbers of men and women singers 
and dancers in the Tang capital, Changan. 
 ̂Nuoxi (H^ ^ ) play is close to the shamanistic dance in which a god drives away 

pestilence. It is still very common in certain rural parts of China. 
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theatre. The motifs to illustrate the conventionalization for Chinese theatrical performance 

basically consists of the following four aspects; 

I. Multimedia art form. Different from other literary form, drama is written to be 

acted. However acting is not a simple condition. "It implies actors, costumes, a stage, 

scenery, properties, a theatre, and an audience in a theatre. All these elements are part of 

the means or of the condition of the means out of which drama is made. When all the 

elements comprised in the means are operating harmoniously together, then the product is 

a perfect work of art."'® With such a great variety of sophisticated elements involved, 

each can also work on their own, Chinese drama can not be made possible without specific 

rules to observe. Chinese theatre is particularly a highly synthetical performance which 

combines poetry, singing and dances into one artistic unit. As is concluded by James J. Y. 

that "Traditional Chinese drama combined several artistic media; language (both verse and 

pose), music (both vocal and instrumental), and acting (including dance, mime, and 

acrobatics). In the process of its formation, Chinese drama kept absorbed martial arts, 

acrobatics, magics, recitation, painting, and sculpture for its perfection. Each individual 

of these theatrical means has its own particular quality, artistic appeals and functions for 

the sake of aesthetic values. For the requirement of theatrical purpose, all must ultimately 

unite in harmony, and must be utilized along with other artistic means. Many components 

unite in the raw material of such a complex organism as is drama. In this way it is 

inevitably requested for drama to follow certain strict regulations and rules. "If one 

component exerts its capacity merely as an independent unit, it may conflict with the 

capacity of another component. Thus, the impulse to exhibit the most striking incidents, 

or what one may call 'theatricality,' may and does conflict with the potential expressive 

capacity of another component, namely, the actor acting." 12 Ever since the beginning of 

Chinese civilization, theatrical elements or components had been used everywhere in 

people's life. Through five thousand years of evolution and sediment, these components 

H. B Charlton. The Art of Litercay Study, p. 145. 
James J. Y.Liu. Essentialsof Chinese Literary Art. 1979, p. 85 
H. B. Charlton. The Art of Literary Stuefy. p. 148. 



219 

finally became essential means working in theatrical conventions and motifs for dramatic 

creation. Dramatists must adhere to the conventions for theatrical creation, critics should 

acknowledge the performance in light with the conventions, and audience could perceive 

the theatrical production with the sensibility of the conventions. We may find conventions 

existing everywhere in a play production, such as script writing, musical composition, 

song sets, vocalism, ban clapper) rhythm,tune titles, strikes of gongs and drums, 

dress-up, costumes, facial make-up, stagecraft, backdrops, division of scenes, styles of 

entrance and exit, time, space, singing, reciting, acting, dancing, even facial expressions, 

all should follow rules for artistic intentions. Dramatic conventions have become the 

distinct feature of the total structure of traditional Chinese theatre. Therefore, Chinese 

theatre is a theatre that includes all artistic means and strictly follows conventions to put 

them to work for the sole theatrical production. The conventionalization has become the 

advantage of Chinese theatre and also the yardstick for its aesthetic judgment. 

n. The accented and contrasted rhythm. All theatrical arts including spoken 

drama, opera and dance pay special attention to the creation of theatrical rhythm for its 

perfection. The rhythm can work for a lot of things in the theatrical production, in 

singing, in speech, and in diction, even in emotional expression. Nevertheless, traditional 

Chinese theatre has gone even farther because of its musical and dancing inclinations 

reflected in almost every stage movement, which has endowed the performing art with 

more stronger and distincter sense of rhythm than that of other theatres. Such strong and 

distinct rhythmic application has a close link with the tradition of dramatic music. On the 

stage of traditional Chinese theatre the rhythm of singing tunes and percussion instruments 

are presented through the musical forms of tune titles, ban patterns and strikes of 

Musical performance in traditional Chinese drama is conducted by the banshi 
patterns). Ban is the time beater. It is made of three pieces of hard wood, two of which 
are tied together, side by side, with the third piece hanging on a cord. The third piece is 
used to strike the other two. A clear sound is produced. The actor listens to it to keep 
time. 
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lo (ig gong) and gu (^drum)l^, which have become relatively stable and fixed patterns 

for Chinese theatre. The musical rhythm is composed of the regulated occurrences of long 

or short, strong or weak musical tones. The musical tunes, no matter they are in the 

alternatives of ban patterns or song sets, are fixed to certain forms. These various ban 

patterns and song sets are generally divided into three categories: 

1. Musical tunes with slow beat time'^ are featured with more words but less 

music, good for releasing dramatispersonae's innate feelings; 

2. Musical tunes with fast beat time'® are characterized with more music but less 

words used for telling pre-context of an event and for dramatis personae's dialogue in 

singing forms; 

3. Musical tunes with difiused rhythm called san ban y are of much more 

flexibility, mostly applied for depicting excited feelings of the dramatis personae. 

The main feature of the rhythm in Chinese theatre is of exaggeration and 

magnification. Usually the rhythm is intensified by the strikes or beats of luo and gu or 

other percussion instruments. For example in the adapted scene of "Old Lady Summons 

Crimson to Ask about Oriole" in the play of "The Story of the Western Wing" when 

Crimson comes onto the stage in her light and merry paces on her way to the western 

wing, right on the line of" I am now on the way to the western wing, ..." she unexpected 

hears the word summoning her by the old lady. She is startled on the heavy strike of the 

^^Lo and gu, or gongs and drums, are the two chief instruments in traditional Chinese 
drama. Lo produces very loud sounds and is generally used in playing the overture. 
Sometimes one or two strokes may be sounded between the musical passages or before 
some significant action takes place. Gu assists the ban to indicate time in case the other 
instruments are so loud the ban cannot be heard clearly. It is so delightfiil to the ear that it 
is now in some of the dance scenes in Peking opera. 
'^It may be called slow meter which includes slow minim (half note), slow crotchet 
(quarter note), and slow quaver (eight note). 
'^It may be called fast meter which includes fast minim (half note) and other rhythm that 
with fast with beat time but slow in singing 

It may be literally called dispersed meter. It is much more fi-eer for emotional 
expression according the development of dramatic scenes. 
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percussion instruments. With the theatrical efifect even the audience would be astonished 

upon the sudden sound of the strike. Her panic-stricken feeling is thus exaggeratedly 

expressed. In the performance of traditional Chinese drama, whenever a feeling is to be 

made stand out, it is always given a strong and exaggerated rhythm. When it is meny, the 

rhythm is lively and enthusiastic; when in grief, it is slow and heavy; when in quietness, 

relax; when in tension, ill at ease. Through the application of rhythm in a play, the 

dramatists are able to unite the whole play regarding its basic emotional mood and the 

pulses of emotional alternatives. When the distinct modulation in tones and sharp 

transition in moods are brought about through the presentation of rhythm, the audience 

will be able to perceive the artistic appeal on stage. The distinct and clear-cut rhythm can 

present the audience with the complicated actions, deep thinking and enthusiastic feelings. 

In this way the theatrical piece is colorfiil and bright. 

Nowadays we can hardly find any direct sources fi'om Yuan plays regarding the 

rhythm generated fi'om dramatic device, but we still can find the motifs of rhythmic 

presentation in actual application in modem Peking opera and other regional opera forms 

in the perspectives of singing, speech, acting, and dancing. For singing there are song sets 

and tune titles to be followed; for speech, which includes the reciting poems, there are 

pitch rules and the tone categories to observe; for acting there are the devices and 

formula of movement; for stage movement, there is luoguching ^ ̂  composing 

rules for gongs and drums). These rhythms out of various musical means help create 

multi-rhythmic and complex musical scenes in accordance with dramatis personae's 

emotional feelings, stage atmosphere, plot development, and theatrical appeals. The 

characteristics of rhythmic inclination in traditional Chinese drama also has a close relation 

with the contents of plays. The crisis, conflicts, plots atmosphere, ail help decide dramatic 

rhythm on stage. In return all these rhythms regulate singing, speech, acting and dancing 

so as to provide the audience with the distinct and strong audio and visual images, and 

help audience feel the pulse of the theatrical movement and get into the depth of the play. 
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Among the four aspects of dramatic performance, singing, speech, acting and 

dancing, Chinese theatre pays more attention to the first two. The rhythm is firstly 

reflected in the two aspects. With singing and reciting (speech or dialogue) as the means 

of performance, actors would lose their natural sounds and pitches of life language in the 

process of performance. In stead, the delivery of songs and speech should be in tune of 

music and be harmony to musical presentation. It requires particularity on the beauty of 

sounds, pitches and rhymes. Huang Fanchuo in his Liyucaryuan states that "For dramatic 

music, avoid straight flatness. The choice of pitches is selected in accordance with 

dramatic situation. Ying and Yang, leisure and hasty; fast and slow beats of rhythm 

should be dealt with accordingly.... For speech, there is a certain old man said 'The 

disease of speech isto count numbers. The perfection is the completion of four sounds 

(They are sounds of happiness, hatred, grief and exhaustion). Words must be pronounced 

with long, short, high, and low speech; public, private, fast and slow. They must be like 

the language of daily life, same as reality. In this way the listeners will find it interesting, 

and it will enable people to sweep with grief and also laugh with joy."^^ Li Yu also shares 

this point of view for the presentation of rhythm in delivery of lines. He thought the 

entrance speech, the set-the-scene poem and words delivered for a long narration should 

surely be the proper alternations with high and low, fast and slow rhythms. He 

particularly opposes "the level pitches for either all in high key or all with bated 

voice." According to Li Yu, three of the four lines of a set-the-scene poem must be 

recited high but slow, and one low but quick which is mostly the third line in the poem. In 

Po Fu's "iJaw on the Wu Tong Tree" the set-the-scene poem has four lines. It is recited 

by Zhang Shougui, the military governor of Yuzhou, 

Conmianding a large army I defend the tribal regions of the North. 
I often receive the surrendered chiefs of northern tribes. 
At time of peace, everything within garrison gate is quiet. 

Huang Fanchuo, . Liyuanyuan ^ ̂  |j^. in Zhonggiia gudian xiqu lunzhu 
jichen Vol. 9. p. 22 

Li Yu. Li Liweng qufma. p. 156 
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So I hold the carved bow in hand, counting wild geese flying by. 

The third line like in traditional regulated poems does not hold important position as the 

other lines do, so it should not be recited with stressed voice like other lines. It must be 

recited quickly and in low voice. In the same play when An Lushan makes his first 

appearance, he has his entrance poem which reads, 

With a well-built body my courage is strong. 
The languages of all tribes, I am familiar with. 
If someday I get my ambitions fulfilled. 
Standing on Earth, and reaching Heaven I'll establish a meritorious name. 

The last line is what really describes his personality. It must be stressed in slow but high 

pitch so every word would be perceived clearly, and the third line has to yield for its 

importance. In this way the reciting method of classical Chinese poetry has been used in 

the delivery of dialogue in traditional Chinese drama. 

The application of rhythm through gongs and drums can be considered one of the 

unique styles of traditional Chinese theatre. The dramatic performance is regulated in 

terms of rhythms; fastness, slowness, connecting, interrupting, all are forever changing but 

manageable. Rhythms condition and interact the orders and movements of theatrical 

performance. Such conditioning method is conducted by beating gongs and drums. It 

would be hard for an actor to start acting when he or she could not find proper striking 

points of gangs and drums. That means he or she will be unable to find himself in the 

proper position as a character in the play, for an actor makes his appearance on certain 

striking points of gongs and drums. His movement around the stage is also completed 

being accompanied by the strikes of dmms. When the strikes are stopped, he immediately 

place himself in a pose, and can not walk further until the drum sound starts again. When 

expressing feelings, it requires fast strikes for anxiety and unease, otherwise slow and 

leisure. In brief, the stage movement of an actor, his innate feelings, facial expressions, his 

speech, his action, everything about the actor would be confined by music and rhythms. 



224 

He can obtain the freedom of expression through the condition with rhythm. Therefore 

the rhythm is outwardly an artistic means, but the effective result helps release the innate 

rhythm, it ties up the stylized movements and organize the presentation of characters and 

events of the play. Rhythm in this way is the vital pulse of dramatic movement of Chinese 

theatre. The distinct rhythm, the exaggerated changes and the forceful interaction have 

made traditional Chinese theatre possess the features of strongly accented and contrasted 

rhythms. 

ni. The standardization of stylized movements. In the West, drama "begins in 

make-believe."2° Because of its imitative essence as defined by Aristotle, western drama 

used to be considered representational theatre or realistic theatre, in which characters, 

events, and things are ended in themselves and symbolize nothing beyond their aspect. 

Since the western theatre aims to make audience believe the characters on-stage, so 

"performers must be credible and convincing in their roles. Actors and actresses must 

study human behavior carefully so that they can present the outward appearance of the 

character accurately. They must also understand and transmit the inner feelings of the 

character they portray. One enemy of credibility on the stage is exaggeration, 

However traditional Chinese theatre gives the priority to its presentational theatre in which 

characters, events and things are introduced for their symbolical rather than their intrinsic, 

values. No wonder these symbolical movements are highly stylized for exaggerated 

performance. 

A Jia, a modem Chinese dramatic critic, says, "What is so-called 

conventionalization? It is the formative materials collected for dramatic presentation, it is 

the artistic generalization out of natural life in its highest degree. It possesses high 

techniques and a complete technical structure. It may be combined with others, but it may 

also be independent. If you don't have a good command of it, you will not be able to 

dramatize the play well. The performing forms in traditional Chinese theatre seem to have 

2° J. L. Styan. The Elements of Drama. 1960. p. 188 
21 Edwin Wilson. The Theater Experience, p. 226 
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boundless freedom, but are very well regulated by strict rules. Because the performing 

conventions are carried out accurately and carefully, so the freedom of time and space of 

the stage can be presented to the audience."^^ All things in Chinese theatre work 

relatively so as to create theatrical effects. 

Speaking of conventions of dramatic movement, we have to start with the early 

theatrical stage from which theatre took its shape. "The physical theatre exerts a 

considerable influence on those who work in it. The form, organization, and size of the 

playhouse affects the conventions of staging, the style of production and the structure of 

the drama."^ In the West, the evolution of the physical theatre was from the dancing 

circle which all of the participants occupied, to three separate entities ~ the orchestra 

circle for the chorus, the huge theatron for the audience which became quite remote from 

the performers, and the skene, where the actors carried on the essential action of the play. 

"Chinese traditional Drama, as opposed to the Western-style and various other modem 

dramas of the twentieth century..., has in general placed much greater emphasis on music, 

words, and actors than on scenery, lighting and stage properties.''^** That is true. In the 

early days there was no permanent establishment like the theatre of today. During the 

Song and Yuan periods, drama was a supplementary performance shown along with other 

performances such as dances and acrobatic shows. So the simplicity reached to the 

upmost: mostly only two chairs and one table constitute all properties on stage. The stage 

was merely an empty open quarter for amusement called washi (tile market) or goulan 

(hook balustrades). Most probably these were fairly solid enclosures with a raised stage 

open on the three sides and hemmed in by a low railing or balustrade. In the later 

dynasties, public theatrical activities got into the teahouse for establishment, besides the 

permanent stage inside temples. People went there to sip tea, talk business and have idle 

chat while the performance was going on. Because of these practical features of the 

22 A Jia, ^ "On Reality of Life and Reality of dramatic performing arf in Xiju meixue 
. 19 83. p. 199. 

23 Theodore Hatlen W. Orientation to the Theater, p. 245 
2'* Will iam Dolby. A History of Chinese Drama, p. 184 
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teahouse as theatre, Chinese dramatic presentation formulated its performing motif in its 

unique way. 

1. Intensification. Since early Chinese theatre set its stage inside temples and 

teahouses, quite naturally noises there would always interfere the performance which was 

going on. The only way that traditional Chinese theatre took was to intensify vocal 

volumes in singing and speaking so as to enhance the capacity of audience's perception. 

Prescribed rhythmical patterns often require that syllables or words be distorted for 

aesthetic purpose. Even spoken passages must observe conventionalized tempos and 

rhythms. In this way, the singing and speech in a play should be delivered in louder 

voices. So should the musical instruments in use. The raised volume of sounds convey 

the dramatic information to the farthest end without being interfered by the noises inside 

the teahouse. The rhythms were also heavily stroked, so that the audience in distance 

could also watch and feel the unity and coherence. Both singing and speech in traditional 

Chinese drama are with strong rhythms, which would be easy for audience to perceive 

dramatic signs with distinct rhythms. It certainly is not easy for performers to master the 

techniques of singing and speaking in such high volume. It requires years of training 

before the performers make appearance on stage. 

2. Exaggerated movements. Exaggerated movements and gestures might also 

help distant audience understand the performance on stage. Take facial expression for 

example. In most cases it is very difScult for audience to notice any emotional changes of 

the character, so Chinese theatre used parts of actors' body or many other properties to 

assist them releasing various feelings. For the action of thinking for an female actor, the 

actor should take a series of action step by step. It is entitled Xiangji ( ^^ffThe Project 

Hand). It is a hand movement for emotional action. The steps of the performance should 

be observed with the following steps; 

"(a) Raise the left hand (bare) to the head; and place the middle finger on the 
temple, with eyes downcast and head drooping a little forward. Place the right hand at the 
back or with bare hand grasp the lower part of the left sleeve, folded on the forearm. 
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(b) Place the right hand 'open' on the chest. Move it in circles, with only the 
middle finger and the palm touching. At the same time, move the head in circles in 
harmony with the hand movements. 

(c) Put the pahns together before the chest. Slip the left hand down, and bend the 
four fingers of the right hand over those of the left, when the latter rests on the right palm. 
Repeat the above with right hand leading, and with head drooping slightly. 

(d) Shake the head and clap the hands once. Lift the right hand to the head. 
Alternately tap the first two finger tips against the temple. Walk back and forth restlessly, 
looking downward and with the left hand moving in circles on the back of the left hip."^^ 

From this series of thinking process, one will figure out some steps are related to the 

reality, but of course largely it is exaggerated. Actually different roles have their different 

means to express their feelings. Pheasant feathers, bears and sleeves are a few of the 

means to help performers release innate feelings. 

One more example of exaggeration is the female roles being acted by male actors. 

Take Peking Opera for example, in its more than two hundred-year history, most dan 

roles were acted by men. The body structure of man is bigger than that of women. In 

order to illustrate the delicate and exquisite quality of ancient women, the traditional 

gesture for dan roles on stage was to let up part of the body slightly lean forward and the 

knees turn little to crooked shape for making a pose. This is called zuotui ^ sitting 

on leg)." With such a gesture, a strong-built male actor could act a thirteen-year-old girl. 

He would look younger along with other conventional movements. Nowadays the dan 

roles are taken by female actors, but the stylized movement has been preserved. 

3. Sensitive colored decoration. Although the stagecraft of traditional Chinese 

theatre used to be simply decorated, the colors of the satin backdrop and two doorway 

curtains, facial make-ups, costumes were always fancy enough to attract audience. This is 

also part of exaggeration of Chinese theatre for the appreciation of distant audience. Most 

of the colors are red, yellow and green which are the most sensitive colors to people's 

visual perception.2® For facial make-up, which is not found in the western drama, there is 

Cecilia S. L. Zung. Secrets of the Chinese Drama. 1964. p. 101. 
See trafiBc lights. 
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another whole set of conventionalized practice. Makeup is an important part of the 

Chinese theatre. Laosheng, or bearded old male and Laodan, old female wear little 

makeup. For most Dan roles the face is painted white and the eyes surrounded by a deep 

red shading into pink. A similar makeup, but with less contrast, is used for the Xiaosheng, 

young male roles. For the Jing roles, the entire face is painted in bold patterns symbolic of 

the character's traits. Realism is thus completely ignored. The clown's distinguishing 

feature is a white patch around each eye. The types of clowns are differentiated by a 

variety of black patterns painted on the face. The application of colors to actors' faces has 

a lot of symbolic meanings; 

Red — loyalty and uprightness. 
Purple ~ same as Red only less in degree; old age. 
Black — simplicity and straightness. 
Blue ~ obstinacy and ferocity. 
Yellow — hidden craftiness or cleverness. 
Gold and silver — dignity (most gods and fairies). 
Green — wickedness (Ghosts and devils). 
Pink and gray — old age^"^ 

Believe it or not, audience can judge the character's morality according to the colors 

applied on the face. So there comes the stereotyped characters: Judge Bao comes with 

black colored face, Cao Cao with a white powdered face, and Guangong with a red face. 

A playgoer could probably look at the stage during the performance of any play at any 

moment and recognize the leading role, the villain, the servant, or property crew — 

possibly on the basis of the makeup alone. 

Typically, costumes are vivid in color and heavily patterned. There are three 

hundred articles of costume, each designed to indicate the wearer's character-type, age, 

and social status. Colors motifs, ornaments, and accessories are combined according to an 

elaborate system of conventions. Color is always used symbolically; yellow signifies 

royalty, red loyalty and high social position, dark crimson a barbarian or military advisor. 

The tiger motif means power and masculinity, the plum blossom long life and famine 

Cecilia S. L. Zung. Ibid. p. 41. 
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charm; the dragon motif is associated with the Emperor. The application of colors also 

reflects its cultural perspective. The Kunju scene, ''Kuxian^' ^ Crying over the 

picture) is adapted from Hung Sheng's "Changshengdiari" ( < ^ ̂  > The Eternal 

Palace), a play about the love between Tang Minhuang and Yang Guifei. The usual 

practice for a memorial ceremony for the death is for everyone to wear in white. But 

characters in this dramatic scene wear in red. Even the playwright Hong Sheng criticized 

such arrangement, "The scene of Kttxiang is entitled crying, which shows the ritual for 

ominous memorial service, not for fortunate ceremony. However the characters for the 

whole stage wear in red, which goes contrary to a regular life. Not only Emperor Ming 

Huang can hardly fiilly express his feelings, but also the crying of the eunuchs and 

consorts is unrealistic."^* However this practice has never been changed. It has long 

become the convention on stage up to the present day. This dramatic motif has a close 

link with the theatrical tradition which used to be entertaiments for holiday or festival 

occasions. During that time everyone would like to seek symbols of fortune, and no one 

would expect the whiteness, symbol for death, to dampen their high mood. This is the 

reason that redness is applied instead of the white color. Moreover, there are more than a 

hundred varieties of colorfiil headdress, each symbolic. Almost all costumes are made of 

fancy and rich materials regardless of the characters' social positions, although clowns and 

very poor persons sometimes wear linen or cotton garments. Of course, things changed 

when traditional Chinese theatre reached its maturity and with the improvement of the 

theatre facilities. 

4. Repetition. Repeating same theatrical information of a play was a frequent 

occurrence in Chinese theatre. This technique can be used in the form of singing or 

speech. Since the stage was set up in the teahouse, audience kept coming, leaving, 

returning, talking, and undertaking other business there. When they turned their attention 

back to the stage, they would find themselves totally lost in the performance, knowing 

nothing about what was going on stage. This forced traditional Chinese theatre arrange 

2*Hong Sheng ( \659 -\1Q^) .Chang Sheng Dion: Liyan W-
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some repetitions of what had been performed at certain transitional scenes, so that the 

audience could pick up the thread of the theatrical plot, and go on with their enjoyment. 

The typical example would be the play of "77;e Injustice Done to Dou E." Almost in 

every act, a account about Dou E is presented through singing or speech. In the Wedge, 

Dou Tianzhang tells about her life; In Act I, Mother Cai repeats the story of Dou E, and 

Dou E herself sings about her miserable life. In act ni, on the execution spot Dou £ again 

expresses her feeling on her life. In Act IV, she tells everything again as a ghost. In this 

case if someone missed one act he or she would still catch up with the progress of the 

performance. Chinese audience would enjoy the singing and dancing to the music rather 

than the progress of the play. 

5. No fancy scenery. Traditional Chinese stage used backdrops occasionally. 

Bucheng (^J^) is the example for the city wall. Actually it is a large rectangular piece of 

blue cloth, painted to present the mortared bricks of a wall, stretched on bamboo poles 

and hoisted vertically, represents a city wall. There is an opening at the lower center of 

the cloth so that the sides may be drawn back to represent the opening or closing of the 

city gates. Whenever a wall is called for, the property-men bring on stage this cloth wall. 

As the "gates" are not high enough for the actors to enter or leave the city easily, the wall 

is raised to facilitate their passage.^' But in most cases, the production of stage scenery 

lies on actor's singing or speech to complete. That means audience may be told through 

speech or song what the stage represents. In Scene Twenty-one of the Lute, two songs 

vividly describe where the characters are in, 

(Cai enters and sings to the tune of Yizhihua — 
Locust tree shadows move through the quiet courtyard; 
Lotus fragrance fills the secluded garden. 
Behind hanging screens, clear daylight lingers long. 
How can I pass away the time? 
Twelve railings ~ 
With nothing to do, I lean on each one. 
Tired, I unroll the smooth mat. 

2' Cecilia S. L. Zung. p. 25. 
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In dreams I've just reached my hometown; 
The wind pounding on blue-green bamboo shakes me awake. 

(Mistress Niu enters and sings to the tune of Manjianghong  ̂ ) 
Over the tender green pond. 
Plum rains have ceased fragrant breezes rise. 
See from bright new nests 
The young swallows already flying. 
Smooth mats unroll like waves, silken fans wave. 
The song of "Golden Threads" is heard amid the warmth of over-million cups. 
Heat can't penetrate to our water side pavilion. 
The pearl screens are rolled up. 

Time and space on Chinese stage are all illustrated by symbolic movements. Some 

actions like crossing a threshold and opening a door are stylized based on actual life 

movement, but they have become fixed on Chinese stage for hundred of years. Here is 

the example how to open a door from inside; 

"(a) The main double door: Hold the left palm outward, and the thumb and the 
first two fingers of the right hand as if they were grasping the bolt (horizontal fastening). 
Move the "bolt" to the right. With hands together in front, draw them inward as if pulling 
open the doors. Walk toward the left with hands raised, palms outward, as if pushing 
back the heavy left door. Repeat the movement for the right door. 

(b) The ordinary double door; Star as in (a) only after removing the "bolt," push 
the "door" back at the same time. Since they are not heavy portals, it is unnecessary to 
use both hands. If a single door is to be represented, push it back with right hand.''^" 

Place may be indicated by the arrangement of the table and the two chairs, which 

are the only properties in most traditional Chinese plays. Depending upon the arrangement 

of the three pieces of ftimiture, the stage may become a law court, a banqueting hall, a 

garden, a study, or other places out of imaginary creation. The addition of an incense 

tripod indicates a palace, and ofiBcial seal indicates an ofiBce, and an embroidered curtain 

hung from a pole indicates a general's tent. Emperor's chamber, or a bride's bedroom. 

Depending upon the arrangement of the table and chairs and other properties. A wall is 

created by placing the chairs back to back, a bridge by placing the back of the chairs 

30 Ibid. p. 137 
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against the ends of the table; a single chair may stand for a tree or a door; the table used 

alone may represent a hill, cloud, or some other high place. Chinese audience were quite 

familiar with these arrangement, any mistake would end with a catcall. 

IV. Non-substantiality full of imagination. The life force of the theatre is that 

live actors play before the audience. Because of the impulse and intuition to imitate, to 

impersonate, and to act, actors are performers who usually try to present complete 

emotional identification with the characters they are playing. The audience can have a 

clear idea about what the realistic theatre presents to them. Traditional Chinese theatre 

takes a different approach to its artistic presentation. Chinese dramatists used to be 

adamant that acting is a matter of technique. Unlike the realistic stage, the audience can 

not directly perceive anything regarding time and space in traditional Chinese theatre for it 

is nonrepresentational and non-mimetic. With abnost a bare stage, Chinese dramatists 

make no attempt to disguise the on-stage action; the cast deals with the audience in a face-

to-face confi-ontation. Their acting seems to tell the audience that this is not real, it is a 

play about man's life, and do not take it seriously. Therefore, it is rather the expression 

of emotion and thought as its dramatic purpose, than the representation and imitation of 

real life. In stead of seeking to create an illusion of reality, but rather seeking to express 

human experience in terms of imaginary and situations. It all depends on actors who are 

able to tell things or events in detail through their performance which is of non-

substantiality. The nonsustantiality is reflected in the following three aspects which have 

developed traditional Chinese theatre: 

1. Characterization. The first feature of nonsubstantiality is reflected in the 

division of role types. As is mentioned in the preceding chapter that drama is to reflect 

man's life, so the work for an actor is to act man, to act man's action and man's 

personality. It is an art to create symbolic or expressive forms of human feelings. Since 

man is the subject of dramatic creation, we can not neglect the convention of classifying all 

theatrical roles into certain types. Traditional Chinese theatre does not focus on creating 

individualized characters and imitating man's life, but emphasizes on stylized 
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characterization in the perspective of role playing. We may have found that the play script 

used to be based on role types. For example, "^The Autumn of Han Palace" is a moben 

(male leader script), so all the performance including the single singing part is completed 

by the male leading actor. He becomes the center of the play, not because his social 

position is an emperor. The text of Guan Hanqing's "'Baiyuetin^' ^ ̂ Courtyard for 

praying to the moon) is based on a role text for the Zhengdan (female lead), we can 

expect only to find instructions for the leading female role in the play script. In the Wedge 

and in Act IV, she is instructed to enter danban (fiilly dressed as a female protagonist). 

The actor would present himself a danban appearance. But there are so many people in 

the world that could be depicted on stage, each has his or her own way of life. Dramatists 

had to decide some representative types as the dramatis personae and put them on stage. 

The characters in nonrepresentational drama are embodiments of human experiences or 

qualities. 

The first division of dramatic roles can be traced back to the Adjutant plays of 

Tang dynasty, the performance was completed by the roles of Canjim (#^ adjutant) and 

Canggu (3fftlgray hawk); during the Song dynasty, theatre were fujing,fumo, zhuanggu, 

zhuangckm, moni and yinxi, in the Yuan period there were dan, mo, jing, gu, puer and 

altogether about twenty roles. In the Qing period for Kunqu opera there were twelve 

hcmg (f7 role categories), Huidiao opera (^ 1^) nine hang, hangdiao opera (^ |^) ten 

hang-, when Peking opera was first formed there were sheng, dan, jing, mo and chou five 

role categories; now there are always four roles; sheng, dan, jing and chou in most 

regional operas. 

Sheng is the category for male roles ranging fi-om young to old, and fi-om fops to 

warriors. The roles are subdivided according to whether they involve acrobatics and 

fighting (wusheng), or whether they are restricted to singing and dancing (xiaosheng or 

laosheng). Actors playing these roles wear simple makeup and beard, of course with the 

exception of young characters. 

Dan is the category of female roles which are divided into six groups; 
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1. the dignified old women (laodan) 
2. the virtuous wife or lover (qingyi) 
3. coquettes Qmadari) 
4. warrior maidens (daomadan) 
5. young unmarried girl (guimendan) 
6. comedienne (choudan) 

Jing is the category of painted-face roles which are distinguished by the elaborate 

painted facial makeup worn by the actors. The jing roles include gods and other 

supernatural beings, couriers, warriors, and bandits, but the basic characteristics of all is 

swagger and exaggerated strength. They are subdivided according to whether they are 

good or evil, or whether they must engage in fighting and gymnastics. 

Chou is the category of clown/comedian which is subdivided into wenchou 5 

civil clown) and wuchou 5: military clown). Chou roles are the most realistic in 

traditional Chinese drama, for they speak in everyday language and are fi"ee to joke and 

improvise. They may be servants, businessmen, jailers, matchmakers, doctors, and 

shrewish mother-in-laws. The clown roles have to be a good mimic and acrobat. 

This division of role types has become the basic division of roles for all regional 

operas in China. Thus we can make a brief generalization that actors in traditional 

Chinese drama are to act role types, not really certain individual character. Most Yuan 

play scripts do not have names for characters, but role titles such as zhengdan (TF B "iand 

fimo (i!j^) as are indicated in play scripts for stage direction. 

The evolution of the role categories indicates that the performing technique of 

each role type has become more and more distinctive and stylized. Different types of roles 

have different stylized movements, even the dress-up would be different for each role. Not 

only their appearance and movements are confined in terms of role categories, gradually 

the vocal delivery is also controlled by rigid conventions. Each role has its own pitch and 

timbre. The role categories help establish the creative basis for molding characters in 

traditional Chinese plays. Types of roles as part of the conventionalization are used not 
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only to illustrate the psychological features of dramatis personae, but also convey a lot 

more information about the characters' personalities, genders , their moral conducts , 

ages, social status, and occupations. The function of the role types is to present life, all 

kinds of feelings of men, their attitudes and psychological activities, and most importantly 

the dramatists' aesthetic evaluation toward the characters. 

Once a role type is established, it would not create a character in terms of real life. 

To certain extent, it is apart from imitating the reality. It must be artistically processed in 

accordance with the logic of life, as well as the logic of theatre. This is the first negation 

to life by the role type convention. When the actor uses the role convention to create the 

character, he has to make some concrete adjustment for the character in light of the 

character's personality, situational environment, theatrical rhythm, and musical 

composition. This is the second negation to the role type. All these should be carried out 

through the artists' imagination, generalization, and theatrical experiences. Most Chinese 

actors in traditional drama are involved in creating one type of role all the life, like James 

O'Neil in "The Count of Monte Cristo."^^ However the great artists in traditional 

Chinese drama proved their gifts and talents in demonstrating of various roles. Mei 

Lanfang played all his life female characters, young or old, in both civil and military plays. 

Gai Jiaotian acted a whole life as Wu Song, a hero in the plays about Liangshan bandits, 

but he learned various male role types, young and old, civil and military, but people will 

remember him as the character of Wu Song. The dramatic critical book QingLouji by Xia 

Tingzhi and the book of Luguibu by Zhong Dianchen introduce actors and actresses of the 

Yuan period all in light of their acting with role types. 

2. Poetry dominating the dramatic movement. 1 have devoted a whole 

chapter to poetry in Chinese drama with the focus on literacy perspective. I also have to 

James O'Neill is remembered as the father of the famous American playwright Eugene 
O'Neill. He might have become a great actor - he seems to have had the makings of one 
— if he had not been so popular in this romantic melodrama. He tried other roles from 
time to time, but audience wanted Monte Cristo and he gave it to them. O'Neill settled so 
completely into Monte Cristo that he was bored with it and yet eventually unable to act 
any other role, from Hewitt, Barnard, Theatre USA 1668 to 1959. 1959. p. 246 
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confess that poetry also plays a significant part in dominating dramatic movement in the 

respect of nonsubstantiality. When I say nonsubstantiality, it means the creative 

performance out of actors' intuitionalist views and imaginative pictures in his mind. With 

the images set up in the mind in the first place, actors will feel free moving about the stage 

and presenting one movement to another without concrete properties to assist them. Here 

I quote a series of highly stylized action for horse riding in traditional Chinese drama. It 

has been performed and received for hundreds of years. 

To Mount an Imaginary Horse 
1. Raise the right hand "open" as if to stroke the "horse." 
2. Close the left hand as if to hold the "reins." 
3. Pass the third finger of the right hand into the loop of the whip handle. 

Then the hand elapses the handle. 
4. As the whip is drawn back, the left foot is lifted to the "stirrup." 
5. As the whip descends on the back, the right foot is thrown across the "saddle." 
6. As the rider is seated, the left hand tightens the "reins." 
7. The rider now faces the audience with an uplifted whip, 

ready to set out on the journey. 

To Dismount an Imaginary Horse 
1. Move the right arm and hand with whip up and toward the right in a big circle 

and then hold the whip horizontally in fi-ont with the left hand touching the 
tip of the whip. Simultaneously, look at the audience as if saying, "I have 
reached my destination." 

2. By a circular wrist movement turn the whip downward and to the right. When 
the circle is completed, slip the little finger out of the loop, and pass the 
whip to the left hand. Simuhaneously, lift the right foot as if the rider were 
dismounting. 

3. While the left hand does the pantomime of gathering the "reins" and 
receiving the whip, the left foot steps as if getting out of the "stirrup." 

4. The whip is replaced in the right hand "to be led away" by the rider's servant. 
Sometimes, the whip is thrown on the side of the stage meaning that the 
horse is let loose to graze. 

We may discover that Chinese actors should be very creative, not merely imitative. Their 

imitations are drawn fi^om real life, so their performance is recreated based on the life. 

Cecilia S. L. Zung. p. 139. 
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However they do not simply reproduce a faithful copy from life. They have to select, 

heighten, expand, moreover most creations are endowed with the stamp of actors their 

own personalities, unique and valid, while remaining true to the play scripts. To create 

such movement on stage, Chinese actors are required to learn years and then can have a 

good command of Chinese poetry tradition, nor really in poetry composition, though most 

good actors were poets, but in mastering the Shen spirit) and Yun rhythm) which I 

call them the soul of poetry. 

Traditional Chinese drama is nonrepresentational and it shares much similarity of 

the concept shensi for literary or poetry creation. The so-called shensi is the spiritual 

thought or imagination for poetry composition. Liu Xie in his The Literary Mind and the 

Carving of Dragons, points out that "When spiritual thought is in operation, all possible 

vistas open up before it. Rules and principles become mere formalities and there is not the 

least trace of carving or engraving. When one ascends mountains in such an inspired state, 

the whole mountain will be tinged with the coloring of his own feelings; and when his eyes 

rove over the seas, the seas will be saturated with his ideas. He can roam as companion of 

the wind and the clouds according to the measure of his talents. This is to describe the 

process of literary writing in early China, which is true of dramatic creation. For actors 

what they do is convey the spiritual thoughts, which is called chuanshen{ ). When 

the actor sets his spiritual thought in motion, the shen or spirit has become outward 

movement of the actor. It seems that the rules and regulations can no longer exercise any 

restrictions on him. What he does is to follow his imaginative thinking. As long as his 

spiritual thoughts help him form images in his mind, his movement would be like a well-

written poem; his affection is filled by the mountain and his concept is brought to 

brimming over by the sea, even though he is on an almost bare stage. The spiritual 

thought is the link connecting the scenes in actor's mind with the feelings of the character. 

Both qing (f^ affection) and jing (J^ scene) are two chief creative elements in poetry 

composition. They now are also the important components of dramatic creation. In 

Liu Xie. The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons, p. 15 5 
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poetry composition, we always talk about "a sight strikes a chord in one's heart." "Poetry 

is not only concerned with expression of emotion {qing) but with reflection of external 

scene (jing). The best kind of poetry is that which effects a fusion between emotion and 

scene."^'* In the art of Chinese drama, the series of scenes are of nonsubstantiality: stage 

designs, characters, and properties all are false. The existence of the audience keeps 

reminding the actor on stage of his artificial movement in theatre. As long as the actor 

could concentrate on his spiritual thought in motion his creation of dramatic movement 

would be like the lines of poetry pouring off a poet's mind. Therefore the affection acted 

out by the actor has become the criterion forjudging performing skills of the actor, and it 

is also the requirement of the dramatic art itself 

As an actor of traditional Chinese drama, he has to perceive certain object in his 

mind creating a dramatis personae and is affected by the object in the process of 

performance. Meanwhile he also has to realize that he is acting; he is making false action 

on stage. He is required to act his feeling being touched, but he has to have the feeling 

restrained and controlled, only by doing so can he reach the state of Jiaxi zhenzuo (ig® 

^ ® false play, but real acting). Like the western drama, traditional Chinese drama 

depicts dramtis personae out of the real life, but the technique to present them is non-

realistic. In fact, traditional Chinese drama is a combination of nonsubstantiality and 

substantiality. This substantiality requires that dramatists accumulate their theatrical 

experience fi"om real life, while this nonsubstantiality requires that actors have a rich 

artistic imagination for his creative thinking as well as solid basic performance skills.^^ 

"Above all. Yuan drama is poetic drama written to elaborate musical requirements on 

3''When James J. Y. Liu introduces Wang Fu-chih, Wang Shih-chen and Wang Kuo-wei, 
he mentions that all the three agree this idea. According to Wang Fu-chih, "Emotion" and 
"scene" are called by two different names, but in fact they cannot be separated. Those 
who can work wonders in poetry can unite the two naturally and leave no boundary line; 
those who are skillful, can reveal an emotion in a scene and a scene in an emotion." Liu, 
James, J. Y., The art of Chinese Poetry. 1962. pp. 82-83. 

Here it refers to the four skills: sing, speech, dance-acting, and combat. 
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which the playwright shaped his material."^® The actor in traditional Chinese drama is an 

interpretative artist who stands as a middleman between the original idea and its final 

effect. He works with emotional characters and situations which are created with the 

essence of poetry composition, that is the spiritual thoughts. Some traditional plays are 

not strong enough in its literary quality, but they are very popular among the general 

audience. This is mainly because the audience appreciate the way that the plays are 

presented: singing, acting and other dramatic means of the actors. Most audience of 

traditional Chinese drama are well aware of the plot of each play. Their coming to the 

theatre is to watch how the actors demonstrate the performing techniques. For instance 

the essence of the traditional play Guifei zuijiu Cft ^ ® The Noble Lady's 

Unrestrained Drinking ) lies in the action of being drunk; the play "At/ Ce baochen '̂ 

Xu Ce Runs about the City) centers around the action of running; 'Wu Song 

dahu" Wu Song Beats the Tiger) focuses on beating, and 'Wcro tiangon '̂ 

^ The Naughty Monkey) is to present the naughty behavior of the Monkey King. All 

these actions are performed through the spiritual thoughts of the actors. Such poetic 

motifs, the working of spiritual thoughts can also be felt everywhere in the production of 

Chinese drama. 

3. Dramatic Yunwei. Speaking of the poetic essence dominating theatrical 

movement in traditional Chinese drama, I find it interesting to introduce the poetic Yunwei 

reflected in training of professional Chinese dramatists. Yvn literally means rhyme or 

metre for composing verse lines in classical literature, and wei simply means flavor, an 

important master metaphor in describing the aesthetic experience. Yunwei coexists with 

the concept of chuamhen, conveying spiritual thoughts in traditional Chinese drama. 

Chumshen accounts for dramatic movement, and Ymmei refers to vocal delivery, both are 

the soul of traditional Chinese drama. Actually Yunwei works in all traditional artistic 

creations in China. Traditional Chinese painting, for example, is the art that is most 

particular on spiritual expression. As a rule, Chinese painting seeks to reveal the spirit and 

J. I. Crump. Chinese Theatre in the Days of Kublai Khan. 1990. p. 178 
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rhythm of life of the objects depicted through the medium of indirect suggestion and 

symbolism at the expense of realism. In this sense, Chinese painting is intended to reveal 

the so-called "poetic truth," true to the imagination and aesthetic feeling of the painters for 

things, but not necessarily to reality. Let us examine the six principles of traditional 

Chinese painting laid down by Xie He in the six century. They are 1. qiyun shengdong 

(rhythmic vitality), 2. gufa yongbi ( bone structure of brushwork), 3. yingwu xiangxing 

(modeling after objects), 4. suilei fitying (adaptation with coloring), 5. jingying weizi 

(careful composition), and 6. chuanyi moxie (following and copying).^'' Among the six 

principles, the first one deals with what I call "yini." When they are used in dramatic 

production, they refer to the special pleasing quality that an actor possesses, although they 

still convey the poetic quality for lingering charm. To me yimwei is the most important 

thing in traditional Chinese drama, especially in the performing perspective. First it 

exercises significant impact on dramatic music and line (dialogue) composition. Traditional 

Chinese drama is musical and poetic in forms, without the application ofyurt for choice of 

Chinese words in this respect, Chinese drama probably would not be a poetic drama. 

Second it helps produce rhythm, not only the rhythm of music, but also the rhythm of 

theatrical movement and plot development. Last, and also the most important, it holds a 

decisive position for artistic perception and disposition which can only be sensed, but not 

be explained in words. It means that it can not be taught, but only be felt though the 

accumulation of experience with the theatrical art. This is also what Chinese call "^/ 

(^)" a word associated with yun in the first of Xie He's six principles for traditional 

Chinese painting, meaning "rhythmic vitality." Qi is "breath," "air," "steam," "vapor," and 

"vitality." Sometimes qi is translated as "material force" or "psychophysical stuff." At its 

most crassly empirical level, the role of qi in literature and poetry is the breath that comes 

out when one intones a text. In this way cultivation of qi seems to be the important 

exercise for all artists. So as is in dramatic experience, the role of qi helps artists to obtain 

the highest technique in performance, with which the actor can give the best performance, 

3'' Giles. Introduction to the History of Chinese Pictorial Art 
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moving on stage without obstructions. This is the situation that "spirit moves as though 

the void, qi moves as though in a rainbow.To obtain the best performing techniques, 

actors should take painstaking efforts to cultivate qi so as to arrive the perception of 

exquisiteness and skillfiilness, an reach the realm of perfection. Zhuangzi wrote a story 

around 300 B. C. about Cook Ting who was cutting up an ox for Lord Wen Hui. 

"At every touch of his hand, every heave of his shoulder, every move of his feet, every 
thrust of his knee — zip! zoo! He slithered the knife along with a zing, and all was in 
perfect rhythm, as though he were performing the dance ..." He also explained "What I 
care about is the Way, which goes beyond skill. When I first began cutting up ox, all I 
could see was the ox itself After three years I no longer saw the whole ox. And now ~ 
now I go at it by spirit and don't look with my eyes. Perception and understanding have 
come to a stop and spirit moves where it wants. I go along with the natural makeup, 
strike in the big hollows, guide the knife through the big openings, and follow things as 
they are. So I never touch the smallest ligament or tendon, much less a main joint.''^' 

What Zhuangzi intends to say does not really instruct how to improve the skill. He tries to 

elaborate his philosophical idea, which helps people reach the perception of the Way, with 

which one's mind and the Way unite into one. He then can do things fi-eely at his will and 

in the way of nature. The story also tells that Cook Ting's qi finally penetrated inside the 

ox with facility due to his repeated practice and complete knowledge of the ox's body 

structure. It is the same as the Yunwei of the performance by an actor in Chinese theatre, 

which in most cases requires actors spend a whole life time learning to finally demonstrate 

Yunwei. Young actors start their theatrical careers with imitating the Yunwei of their 

Si Kongtu, ^ ̂  HH. '̂The Twenty-four Categories of Poetiy", trans, by Owen, Stephen 
in Readings in Chinese Literary Thoughts. 1992. p. 320. "Spirit," in this case seems 
very close to "spirit thought," an idea by Liu Xie, which is always said to move without 
obstructions. "Spirit" is insubstantial, while qi is substantial, a vaporous force: 
courageous soldiers are said to produce rainbow manifestations fi-om their qi. Thus the 
insubstantial "spirit" goes with "void," and qi goes with the relatively substantial 
"rainbow." 

Burton Watson. Chuang Tzu: Basic Writings. 1964. pp. 46 - 47. 
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masters.'*" However, not all dramatists can reach that state. Part of the qi is innate, it is a 

bom gift along with the artist's personality and feelings into what he creates. Like the 

students of painting, many painters have acquired great skill but only a small proportion 

can be considered great artists. Chinese painting and Chinese drama are both regarded as 

creative arts, in the sense that they both attempt to create a perfect form and rhythm for 

the expression of artists' ideas. So long as the purpose of creative art is the expression of 

an idea through a medium, it does not matter whether the medium is painting, dancing, 

and dramatic performance. They are the same to present rhythmic vitality in their a'tistic 

mediums. 

The performance of traditional Chinese theatre is based on role categories, each 

role type should have its own^mve/, actors should develop their ovmyunwei to approach 

the role and combine their yunwei with that of the characters so as to present a 

harmonious piece of dramatic work. When traditional Chinese drama had its division of 

role types, it entered the period that the conventionalization became relatively stable. 

Sheng, dan, Jing, and chou are four fixed role types, each has established its own 

conventions in performing style. The famous Chinese dramatist Mei Lanfang says, " In the 

role category of sheng (male role)..., most of old men used to be positive figures in the 

past scripts. Middle aged men ... should be presented with the admirable and unrestrained 

maimer. The posture of poor students ... must be humble and pedantic, but gentle. 

Young male role with pheasant tails on head are young generals and young warriors ... 

whose posture should be valiant and heroic in bearing but with the manner of looking 

about complacently.... Those who are wearing gauze caps and official garments are young 

government officers, they must be serious and solemn for their action and emotional 

expression. Qingyi (blue shirt) represents young and middle aged women whose 

characteristics should be serious and warmhearted.'"*' In this way we can notice that the 

Students of traditional Chinese drama used to learn performing techniques through oral 
traditions in stead of books. The master/teacher taught the drama students through verbal 
instruction or students learned the art watching master's performance. 

Mei Laifang, . Mei Laifang wenji ̂ ^ • 1962. pp. 32 - 36. 
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dramatic roles are classified in terms of their ages, genders, outward appearances, moral 

characters, personalities and social status. From the view of psychology, physiology and 

ideological awareness, these six aspects relatively conform to reality. Each role has its 

own aesthetic judgment toward the character, and the character's spiritual quality and 

feelings are directly brought out by the role through his appearance, vocal expression and 

proper actions on stage. Like other literary genres in China, traditional Chinese drama 

possesses the essence of conveying feelings and describing spiritual thoughts in its 

performance. This aesthetic purport is thus embodied in traditional Chinese drama. 

Yannanlanan of the Yuan dynasty in his book Changlun required drama 

performers produce the effects of "sentimental and filled with grie^" "elegant and 

refined," "rich, honorable and lingering," in accordance with the seventeen gongdiao 

^ musical modes) he laid down.'*^ This also indicates the idea of "conveying feeling and 

describing spiritual thoughts." In Huang Fanchuo's Liyuanyiian, it is mentioned that the 

postures of various roles can be divided into eight appearances which are: "noble, rich, 

poor, cheap, idiotic, lunatic, sick, and drunk;" and four emotional situations which are; 

"happy, angry, sad and surprised."''^ The focus of attention for the eight appearances and 

four emotions is on nothing but conveying feelings and describing spiritual thoughts. 

There are more tuan three hundred regional operas in China, each has its own 

yunwei in musical presentation: Xh&yumvei of Yuju (^j^jHenan opera) is like the rise and 

fall of waves of the Yellow River surging forward with great momentum; X\\& yunwei of 

Shaoxin Opera (̂ ^IS) is of soft undulating as the ripples on the West Lake: Qinqiang 

Opera (|^^) is typical with tremendous rising, but slow falling; and Kunqu Opera fl) 

is like the lotus root which snaps but its fibers stay joined, famous for its lingering appeals. 

Yunwei is not merely confined for vocal presentation, but can also be felt in musical tunes 

and the strikes of gongs and drums in various regional operas. 

Yannanzhian, ^ ̂  Chang Lun Di in Fu Xihuan ^ H ed. Gudian xiqu 
shengyue lunzhu congkan 1962. p. 8. 

Huang Fanchuo. Liyuanyuan. pp. 20-21. 
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Through the discussion on these three aspects, we may conclude that traditional 

Chinese drama is highly conventionalized, every song, every line (dialogue) and even every 

movement on stage must be accomplished by following fixed and strict rules and 

regulations designed for role types so as to reach the utmost of the aesthetic beauty. This 

aesthetic beauty is what I have mentioned the works of shengsi and yunwei, the soul that 

dominates the performance of traditional Chinese drama. When an actor possesses the 

yunwei (qi) and starts the shengsi (spiritual thoughts), it seems that he is fi^ee in his 

theatrical expression with all sorts of mediums. It seems that no rules and regulations 

would obstruct the actor from his artistic presentation at his will. 

For the images of dramatic characters in traditional Chinese drama, although there 

are rules and conventions to follow for its outward performance, the presentation of 

individual personality of each character has to be accomplished through the unique 

creative work of the individual dramatist. If the actor heavily relies on the convention but 

neglects the creation of the individual characteristics of the dramtis personae, there will be 

a separation between the convention and the dramtis personae. So the audience would 

only watch the convention, but not the images of the dramatis personae. Let me quote 

Mei Lanfang's words on his experience with the conventionalized performance of 

traditional Chinese drama. 

"Traditional Chinese drama has its own series of performing conventions and rules. 

We have to have a perfect command of these conventions and rules, and let them 

harmoniously coordinate the emotional feelings of the dramatis personae, and utilize them 

flexibly. ... In other words, under certain circumstances, actors are permitted to act at his 

will. But he has to keep in mind that his fi-ee action would work only he closely associate 

it with what he does in the play production. In 1953 when I was performing in Russia, 

Mr. Stanislavsky said, after watching my performance, that the performance of Chinese 

drama is a 'regulated fi^ee action.' What he said is quite right." "After watching my 

performance, Nemirovich-Danchenko said that he felt that Chinese theatre conforms to the 

principles of theatrical economies. What he said about theatrical economies refers to the 
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time and space of performing arts, including costume, property and all other factors. 

What he said exactly speaks of the main features of Chinese theatre, especially Peking 

Opera." 

In theatre, "a moment of greatness — and greatesness comes to us in moments — is 

a moment when we are brought into a feeling of harmony with all things." Such is the 

highest expectation of the famous American play critic Stark Young. Having watched 

Mei Laifang's performance, he wrote "These moments of Mei Lanfang's ... are real only in 

the sense that great sculpture or paintings are real, through their motion in repose, their 

impression of shock, brief duration and beautiful finality. Every now and then — very 

rarely ~ in acting we see this happen; I mean a final creation, free from merely incidental 

matter, of an essential quality in some emotion, the presentation of that truth which 

confines and enlarges our sense of reality. 

"•^Mei Laifang. Mei Laifangwenji. p. 132 
Stark Yong. Immortal Shadow, A Book of Dramatic Criticism. 1948. p. 188 
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Conclusion 

In general, arts may be divided into two categories: one is representational, and the 

other is presentational. The representational arts include painting sculpture and drama, 

while presentational arts are music, poetry and dance. Western drama used to be based on 

the early Greek tragedy wichis is interpreted by Aristotle as the art of imitation. 

Aristotle's famous first principle of poetry, and indeed of any art, is that "art is an imitaion 

of nature," thus laid down the fiindation of the realistic theatre of representation in the 

west. However, traditional Chinese drama is a high synthesis of arts. For dramatic 

perfection, traditional Chinese drama has included all artistic media: language, both verse 

and prose; music, both vocal and instrumental; and acting including dance, mime and 

acrobatics; dress-up, both facial make-up and costume; stage scenery, including painting 

and sculpture. With seven hundred years of evolution, this complexity has turned Chinese 

drama to a mixed art that has incorporated both representational and presentational 

qualities. As a matter of fact, Chinese plays are not so exclusively non-realistic and 

imaginative. The means is always imaginative and conventional, as compared with staging 

in the Occident. However what the stage reflects is the same about human beings. The 

theatre is about men and their life in reality. 

The interesting thing is that its performing techniques have been stylized and most 

theatrical forms are confined by various conventions or I will say by literary motifs wluch 

are the cultural basis for Chinese theatre. This dissertation has discussed the major aspects 

of Chinese drama in terms of literary motifs. Motif is a term first coined in musical 

composition of the West, but it has provided an archetype for all literary and artistic 

creations in addition to musical composition. In fact motif is a cultural phenomenon which 

help formulate the guidance of all artistic creations. Traditional Chinese theatre is the best 

example which utilizes literary motifs for the development of its artistic appeals. Every 

aspect of traditional Chinese theatre reflects the influence of the motifs. It is the literary 

motifs that help traditional Chinese drama survive through the historical sediment and still 

keeps its vitality. 
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In the creation of traditional Chinese drama, the first thing it encounters is the 

motif that confines the musical composition. The term motif was first used as a musical 

concept by Wagner in his creations of musicals in the middle of nineteenth century. But 

such musical motif had long been existed in early China. Its influence extended 

throughout the history. Socially, for thousand years, music held a very important position 

in Chinese ethical tradition. Music, like the rites, acted directly on man's moral 

cultivation and was to bring harmony to the human society. So music was greatly 

involved in every aspect of man's life in early days. For the sake of art, music itself had a 

very important position in China. It presented a distinct aesthetics for its national artistic 

creation and appreciation. Quite a few philosophers like Confucius and Xun Zi thought 

highly of music. As is applied in drama, music has played a unique function: It helpes 

mold characters with various musical accompanies; it confines the selection of musical 

tunes and modes for scenes and for dramatic structure, thus making Chinese drama a 

theatre that can not do without music for its construction. This musical convention was 

strictly regulated by the motif that embodied political, moral and aesthetic principles 

featured with China's tradition. This tradition in music has been extended till the present 

day. Peking opera and other three hundred regional operas still follow the musical 

tradition to produce new plays with both historical events and current themes. 

Chinese drama is also considered as poetic drama. This "poetic" does not only 

mean the poetic justice reflected in plays, though a lot of Chinese plays do, it refers to the 

poetry tradition of Chinese literature. I have always thought that in the West, there was 

tragedy, one of the greatest literary and artistic forms in the world, China did not have the 

tradition of tragedy, at least in the western concepts. But China has elegies, or poetry 

with great tragic themes. There were some great poets like Chu Yuan and Tu Fu who 

wrote great poetry with tragic themes. Chinese people also share the same tragic feelings 

like the people in the rest of the world. In traditional Chinese drama which first appeared 

in a special historical circumstance, poetry discovered a new artistic expression for the 

whole generation of Chinese literati. Applied in theatre along with the other artistic forms, 
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poetry became the essence of traditional Chinese drama, not only because of the 

importance for word composition, but also for the dramatic structure. The four-act 

division of early Yuan drama very much resembled the four-line regulated classic Chinese 

verse which is accomplished by these phases; beginning, continuing, turning and resolving. 

When poetry was sung out by actors, it produced the most affective scenes for emotional 

expression, like in the western drama, the actor always resorts to aside or soliloquy for 

emotional revelation. 

In traditional Chinese drama, poetry was also the means to articulate man's 

emotion and intention. Poetry has been an elegant and refinery art used to be practiced by 

scholars, but when it was combined in a play production, it is an art for everyone, 

educated or illiterate, rich or poor, scholars or farmers, emperors or street wanders, all are 

alike. The motif of poetry tradition reflected in early Chinese drama is not only a matter of 

dramatic form, but also direct its contents and rhetoric techniques. With poetry involved in 

traditional Chinese theatre, Chinese drama, too, can stimulate the mind, be used for self 

contemplation, teach the art of sociability and show how to regulate feelings of 

resentment. That is the idea of Confucius'. 

Chinese dramatic construction heavily relied on the characterization of dramatis 

personae. Especially the writing of Yuan plays is mostly based on role types. Plays are 

called male scripts or female scripts. In this way each role would have his or her special 

performance and dialogue under the guidance of literary motifs for the construction. For 

each character, there is entrance speech, for each act there is the set-the-scene poem. 

Most plays are around one person and one event, but the time and space seem not to be 

limited as was in early Greek drama. Like all drama in the world, traditional Chinese 

drama also observe the three periods of dramatic presentation: beginning, middle and 

ending. However it is quite interesting to explore the dramatic criticism in terms of "the 

head of a leopard, the waist of a bear and the tail of a phoenix" which essentially 

dominates the plot development. 
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Since the dramatic composition of traditional Chinese drama is based on 

characterization. The motif of thematic presentation also has its emphasis on human 

beings. China's tradition, especially the Confucianism, gave the great priority to human 

beings in their artistic works in stead of supernatural beings. Although a lot plays are 

about immortals, gods, ghosts and spirits, they are personated as men like us normal 

people. For classification of plays in terms of tragedy, comedy, farce and melodrama, it 

hardly fits the Chinese situation. For one thing Chinese people have different view toward 

Western tragedy and the supernatural world, for the other the classification of the Western 

style seems to be generalized merely fi'om dramatic forms, most probably depending on 

characters' social positions. My conviction is that Chinese plays tend to center around 

human beings, about the relation between man and man, between man and the society, or 

his being related to the universe. So the classification should be based on dramatis 

personae that are acted by men themselves. That is also because dramatis personae 

would speak for men, and act on behalf of men. When we analyze a play, we always start 

with the investigation on the character; when the playwright starts to write a play, he first 

establishes a certain dramatize personae in his mind, all his writing would gradually center 

around it. From the process of play writing, and reading of classical plays, I put forward 

four groups of characterization: members of ruling class, gifted scholars and beautiful 

young ladies, common people, and gods and ghosts. From these dramatis personae, the 

Chinese dramatic world is clearly presented with the motif of characters, good or bad, 

beautiful or ugly, regardless of their social positions. 

My last section is about the dramatic movement, for which the motif of poetic 

essence is greatly exercised. Traditional Chinese theatre is a synthesis of all artistic works. 

Because it has involved all the works of art, it has to be stylized, to follow quite a few 

rules so as to let a play be produced. These rules and regulations do make the traditional 

Chinese drama the most erotic art with the unrealistic dramatic effect. Chinese dramatists 

are particular on exercising "spiritual thoughts" and cultivating for the dramatic 

perfection. These two dramatic devices are also applied in Chinese poetry writing. 
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painting, calligraphy, and ail other artistic creations. These two "components" have 

produced the nonsubstantiality on traditional Chinese theatre, and it is this 

nonsubstantiality that has made Chinese drama unique in the world. And it is this 

uniqueness that helps traditional Chinese hold a firm position as one of the greatest 

theatres in the world. Traditional Chinese theatre has now been accepted by the West. In 

his book Invitation to the Theatre, George R. Kemodle comments Mei Lanfang's 

performance: "Mei Lang Fang demonstrated that the conventional method of the Oriental 

can create an illusion of reality just as convincing as our theatre of realistic detail, and 

perhaps more compelling. In spite of the conventional means — men acting girl's parts, 

song instead of colloquial speech, sustained dance movements in stead of fumbling starts 

and stops, traditional gestures with hands, sleeves, and head ~ or, rather, through the use 

of these indirect means, he created his own world of heightened reality."' Actually Mei 

Lanfang's acting influenced Nemirovich-Danchenko, Stanislavslcy, Brecht, and many 

others in the West. From Thornton Wider's "Our Town" (1938), we may discover traces 

of traditonal Chinese dramatic presentation. 

' George R. Kemoldle. Invitation to the Theatre. 1978. p.39. 
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