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Abstract

Buffoonery is both an art form and a presentation of spirit of comedy.
Man is optimistic, self-confident and art loving, and buffoonery exercises
its function of having the “lightness” of art to soothe the “heaviness” of
life burden. Buffoonery of the zaju %% /&l (variety plays) in Yuan drama
originates from the spirit of comedy inherent in Chinese civilization, the
earliest of which can be traced far back to the pre-Qin historical records
that were rich in satirical fables and parables. Si Magian &] 5 iE had the
first biographical sketches on court jesters and entertainers in Shij (s
iC) and since then, the jests and comical features so associated carried a
unique literary outlook exercising important quality and style &4\ in our
literary world. It opened the tradition for similar biographical writings in
successive historical works and literary sketches. Besides, the popularity
of books on jokes, writer’ s vivid funny writing and the jocular anecdotes
disseminated all supported that, the spint of comedy so developed in vari-
ous literal genres, had flourished itself into a literature of comedy forming
the Chinese drama unique in its cultural and ethnic heritage when com-

bined with performing ans.

Isolated jests of court entertainers in pre-Qin period gradually devel-
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oped into collective jesting, evidenced from the availability of various
court performances in HanYi Six dynasties and Song dynasty, leaving us
famous jesters such as Shi Dongtong i % #§, Huang Fanchuo 34§ 41,
Jing Xinmo 8 #7 B and Ding Xianxian T 53 . They set examples for
the forth-coming buffoonery and gave guidelines to the Chinese drama’s
Hangdang B ¥ (role) “Jing” ¥ and “Chou” F . The amusing plays
from Han to Tang dynasty, such as those Jiaodixi # #§3*K (horn butting
game) , Canjunxi 2 ZFE 3 (adjutant plays) and the play Tayaoniang (B
38 were all rich in jests and funny acts. The Tang plays, moreover,
combined with other art forms setting example of buffoonery for the suc-
cessive performing arts in Song Jin periods. Some of the latter were
unique, laying heavy emphasis on dialogues. Some had adopted the more
funny elements of zaju and was cynical to current affairs. According to
what was recorded in the books Wulin Jiushi {&A#IHZE) and Nancun
Chuogenglu (B M B #f ), there were amusing plays such as “Dalue
Shuanchu” “ITHg#4E” and “Zhu Zagie” “35Z¢MI” that targeted to-
wards ordinary folks. It thus indicated that buffoonery existed extensively
in zaju of Song Jin periods. In Yuan zaju, such buffoonery, when applied
in plays, became regular comic interludes. Hence, buffoonery actually
developed alongside with Chinese drama.

Buffoonery was prevalent in Yuan zaju’s comedies, tragic-comedies
and even tragedies. Exercised mainly by the roles “Jing” and “Chou”,
but not exclusively, it was performed by the actor’ s Hangdang from the
highest noble class to the lowest class of dealers in market place. In the
plays’ structure, buffconery existed not only in Xiezi B F (prologues) or
Zhezi #i F ( “wedges”) but in many other parts of the play, including
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also the singing. When examining the theme according to its eight classes,
moreover, the application of buffocnery was strikingly remarkable in the
stock characters and Hangdang, making buffoonery’s artistic characteris-
tics extraordinary too. The 8 classes of plays were historical plays, social
plays, family plays, romantic plays, recluse plays, Taoist and Buddhist
plays, plays about love and plays about spirits and demons.

Stage performance of buffoonery was mainly in 3 different areas,
namely, (1) dialogues or monologues: it could be the poems added at the
beginning and the end of the play or it could be plain dialogues, mono-
logues or soliloquies. Lastly it could also be the rhymed dialogues similar
to those jingles and doggerels; (2) songs unexpectedly added in exagger-
ated form that were highly ludicrous; (3) preposterous stage acts like
kneeling, besting, fighting, whistling, and making funny faces. In
short, every single performing element in the stage was itself a buffoon-

ery.

Having adopted many "of the comical techniques handed down from
the predecessors, which together with the creativeness of the talented
Yuan playwrights, Yuan zaju’s buffoonery, consisting both jests and
ridiculous acts, was able to have striking achievements in various areas.
Apart from using many of the techniques of Seng Jin zaju, it had its
unique art forms such as the adding of poems and the use of homophones,
ridiculous plots, proverbs, Taoist jargons, exaggerated siage acts, vulgar-
ity and etc.

Buffoonery also exercised its structural and stage functions in drama.



4 TR B WEMNATEYL A

The former refers to the creation of certain styles associated with different
types of characters. Very often, buffoonery used to have different carica-
ture portrayals depicting different stock characters of various occupations,
identities and personality. Besides, different types of typical characters
were also created through buffoonery, though popularity of such typical
characters lagged behind the stock characters. In the aspect of stage func-
tions, scholars Wang Jide £ M (Ming dynasty) and Li Yu F i
(Qing Dynasty) had long pointed out that buffoonery’s function was to
regulate the stage atmosphere, though validity of such remark varied be-
cause of the different staging of plays. In certain Yuan zaju, buffoonery
served one more function in regulating the rhythmic and dramatic

atmosphere, which was best to explain its existence in tragedies.

Scholars of Ming Qing periods had various views on buffoonery. Xu
Wei's %1 Nancizu jlu (RIS R), Wang Jide's T Qu Lu
{Bi#), Qi Biaojia’s # M 1E Yuanshantang Qupin i Ll % Bl &% ) and
Li Yu’s ZE¥ Xianging Owji (H1E{E %), all depicted the functions of
buffoonery. Li Yu described how buffoonery should be performed and con-
cretely pointed out that buffoonery needed to be educational inserted only
with principles. Ideally it should please both refined and popular tastes
t0oo. Though he was not referring particularly to Yuan zaju, it stimulated
researches on the topic in the past few decades, affirming buffoonery’s

artistic value in Chinese drama.

Comparison with western drama not only found common grounds in
the background and development of buffoonery, but also confirmed the
unique quality and style of Yuan zaju’ s buffoonery. Both ancient Greek
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comedies and Yuan buffoonery were satirical, but the Greek vulgarity and
obscenity were not found in the latter. Roman comedy’ s buffoonery sim-
ply evoked laughter; Yuan buffoonery was interwoven with social con-
sciousness. In order to arouse audience’s attention, both Yuan zaju and
religious plays of the Middle Ages had buffoonery added in the course of a
serious or tragic plot, Yuan buffoonery was, however, well integrated into
the plot. Both Yuan buffoonery and the impromptu comedy of the 17th
century had funny acts, Hangdang and comic interludes and so the rep-
utable Italian comedy was like a mirror reflecting the value of Yuan zaju’
s buffoonery. The extensive use of buffoonery in both Yuan zaju and
Shakespeare’ s plays indicated that buffoonery had served as a means to
get drama out of the noble class. Finally, Yuan zaju’s buffoonery was al-
so compared to Moliere’ s farcical techniques. Moliere’ s farce had gained

reputation by having successfully integrated buffoonery into the play in its
highest art form.

In conclusion, Yuan zaju’s buffoonery, an artistic technique unique

in its ethnic culture, is valuable well manifesting the spirit of comedy in

Chinese drama.
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