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Abstract

The legendary historical drama of the Ming Dynasty refers to
the long historical plays whose literary system is standardized and
whose musical system is formalized. The historical drama refers
to the fact that the main characters in the plot and their deeds have
been recorded in historical books. The vicissitudes of drama of the
Ming Dynasty are mainly expressed in the way of treating histori-
cal materials and the setting up cof the circumstances of charac-
ters.

The development of the legendary historical drama of the Ming
Dynasty has undergone three stages, in which the ratio of the historical
dramas originating in historical events is constantly decreasing, while
the ratio of the dramas whose main characters are historical ones, but
their deeds are mostly fabricated by their authors is unceasingly rising.
This indicates such a fact that the whole process of development of the
legendary historical drama of the Ming Dynasty is a process of develop-
ment in which plays, originally created according to historical books,
have gradually depended on imaginary plots instead of historical mate-
rials. Such a change, on the whole, indicates that dramatists’ con-
sciousness of historical learning is gradually weakened, while their dra-
ma awareness is gfadually strengthened. This exerts an obvious influ-
ence on the creation of legendary historical drama of the Ming Dynasty

—— Its narrative art is constantly being perfected. It is concretely ex-
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pressed in the following aspects; firstly, the setting of the rise and fall
of the plot is gion focused on; more and more attentiom secondly, the
clue of the plot is designed to be more and more logical and complicat-
ed, and finally the development of the plot is getting reasonable.

The legendary historical drama of the Ming Dynasty forms
several kinds of plot— structure models which can perfectly deal
with the relations between drama and history ——“fiction and
fact”. The plot — structure models refer to how historical drama
deals with historical materials and enriches the plot. It is formed
on the basis of traditional ideas of knowledge and their thinking
style. There are three kinds of forms: structural model based on
history, structural model in which possibility is restored, and
structural model in which the fictional plots and the factual ones
are corresponding. In the course of development of the Ming Dy-
nasty legendary historical drama, the use of the structural model
in which possibility is restored and the use of the structural model
mainly based on history, generally speaking, is gradually less-
ened, while the use of the structural model in which the fictional
plot and the factual one are corresponding is gradually increasing
and is slowly becoming the main stream, which illustrates the fact
that the consciousness of historical learning of the authors of the
Ming Dynasty is gradually weakening, whereas their awareness of
drama is constantly strengthened.

The Progress of Legendary Historical Drama of the Ming Dy-
nasty

The art notion of the legendary historical drama writers has
changed mainly from that of “restoring the original truth” to the

basic one of “historical materials chosen available to oneself” step
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by step. Such a change in art notion is closely associated with the
shift of the values of the social philosophy in the Ming Dynasty.
After the mid Ming Dynasty, the social historical cultural condi-
tions have changed greatly, that is , the dominating position of
Cheng and Zhu’s Neo — Confucianism has been on the decline,
while Wang Yangming’s theory of mind has been spread rapidly
and popular among grass roots to become the dominant school of
thought, gradually taking the place of Cheng and Zhu’s school of
idealistic philosophy. The main feature of Wang Yangming’s the-
ory of mind is a kind of practice moving from internal to external
and realizes itself in the external world, while Cheng an Zhu’s i-
dealistic school is characterized with studying the phenomena of
nature in order to acquire knowledge, which is sort of exploring
process from external to internal. The differences in the thinking
way of the above — mentioned two schools are equal to those be-
tween structural model in which fictional plots and factual ones
are corresponding and structural model based on history corre-
spondingly. Therefore, since later Ming Dynasty, more of the
drama writers have dealt with the historical materials and then
created the historical figures according to their own social cogni-
tion and understanding rather than confined themselves within the
bound of historical facts.

Compared with the poetic drama of the Yuan Dynasty, the
salient basic characteristic of the legendary historical drama of the
Ming Dynasty is the strengthening of historical narrative quality,
while the historical play in the Yuan poetic drama is, as much as
possible, to turn historical events into lyrical factors, while the

legendary historical play of the Ming Dynasty is, as much as pos-
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sible, to turn historical events into narrative factors an im-
portant mark of strengthening its narrative quality being constant
perfection of the setting up of the circumstances of characters.
The realistic circumstances of characters mainly refer to the con-
crete affairs which may possibly happen to the leading character,
revealing his special spiritual quality or his characteristics. The
setting up of the circumstances of characters in the legendary his-
torical drama of the Ming Dynasty is a process of developing from
few to many and from simplicity to complexity, which reveals the
following points: 1) the narrative art in the legendary historical
drama is getting better, namely, the development of the plot is
getting complicated, the incidental drama conflicts are gradually
getting more and more strengthened, and the art structure design
of the play series is becoming more perfect; 2) the carving de-
scription of the characters is getting finer, the single—dimension-
al connotation of the leading characters is getting richer; and 3)
the setting up of the circumstances of characters in the legendary
historical drama of the Ming Dynasty is a developing process of
becoming complicated gradually (the circumstances description of
the same type appear competitively, or the circumstances descrip-
tion of different types occur alternatively). This also indicates the
development of the creation of legendary historical plays in late
Ming Dynasty has reached the ultimate climax, focusing on the
designing the complexity of the plot structure of the play itself in-
stead of the features of drama forms and finally bringing closet
drama into the existence, which is more suitable for reading than
performing.

The ancients used the methods of “eight observations and six



