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Abstract

Drama and fiction in traditional Chinese literature were intimately related to
each other, and the interrelationship between the two was especially strong in
the Ming-Qing Period, when both drama and fiction flouished. This thesis deals
with drama of the period, and, taking the connections in subject between dra-
ma and short story of the period as the starting point, focuses especially on the
connections and differences between the two.

Before formally unfolding this topic, we first discuss four issues. The first
concerns the grounds for our choosing this topic, which mainly involve the sig-
nificance of fiction and drama of the Ming-Qing Period in the history of Chinese
literature and the intimate relationship between the two. The second issue is the
current status of research on the relationship between drama and fiction. Scholars
have continued to work on this topic and much has been achieved in this field,
but there are still areas where little has been done, especially the relationship
between Ming-Qing drama and short story of the same period, an area which has
hardly been studied but which is important because the close relationship be-
tween drama and fiction is imbued with a spirit specific of the
time. Furthermore, Kunqu opera also flourished in this period. Thus, research
in this area is important both for its historial significance and for its relevance to
our time. The third part is an explication of the subject matter of this stud-
y. Roughly speaking, short stories dealt with in this thesis include those written
in classical Chinese and those written in vernacular Chinese, the former being
short stories in classical Chinese written or complied by the literati, while the
latter being those in vernacular Chinese written or compiled by literati. The dra-

ma of the Ming-Qing Period dealt with in this thesis include early southern dra-



Abstract 5

ma (xiwen) , poetic drama (zaju), and southern drama (chuangi) , excluding
the “miscellaneous assortment of local drama” (huabu zhugiang) and works of
the modern era. The fourth part is a summary of the structural arrangement of
this thesis.

The main body of this thesis mainly explores the connections and differ-
ences between drama of the Ming-Qing Period and short stories of the same peri-
od. Briefly speaking, the connections are shown in the following areas: First,
both drama and short stories of the period tend toward “strange” subjects, and
in choosing to deal with “strange” subjects, both pay special attention to love
as a subject, and works concerned with this subject are the most
numerous. Secondly, drama and the short story of the period are related in
themes, with both energetically advocating the theme of love, positively affir-
ming free love and marriage of young men and women. Even more valuable is a
category of works that specifically narrate stories of ordinary men and women in
urban areas who develop simple affection for each other in their everyday activi-
ties to make a living and who end up married as husband and wife. This is both
an expression of concern for merchants and other urban people and an explora-
tion of the pattern of gradually progressing love, which adds a plainly expressed
but meaningful stroke to the trend of thought since the late-Ming that puts em-
phasis on emotion. Thirdly, a significant number of both plays and short stories
of the Ming-Qing Period are about the struggle between the loyal and the treach-
erous, establishing a vivid theme of praising the loyal and satirizing the treach-
erous. The themes of these works are mostly focused on the struggle of loyal offi-
cials and righteous men against the powerful chancellor Yan Song and his son
Yan Shifan or against the eunuch Wei Zhongxian, which means authors of the
short stories and the playwrights of the period had their eyes on social issues of
the day, showing clear attitudes of love and hate and a sense of responsibility
for the society. There are also works which use historical stories to implicate cur-
rent issues, or which, through praising righteous men of earlier times, express
admiration for loyal and righteous personalities and dissatisfaction with the real-
ity. In addition to the connections above, plays and short stories sharing the

same subject are similar also in authorial intention. Many works embody the in-
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tention to admonish the world, and their approaches to carry out their intention
are basically the same. The specific contents of admonishment are multifaceted
but, generally speaking, are mostly concerned with stories about family ethics
and social mores, which are closely related to the everyday life of ordinary ur-
ban folks. The value orientations implied in both plays and short stories can also
be summarized as “to encourage the good and to admonish against the evil”.
This is caused by a continuous trend of aesthetic taste and value orientation in
Ming-Qing drama and fiction to move closer to the life situation of city-dwell-
ers. Because of this, both drama and fiction share a common approach in ex-
pressing the intention of encouragement and admonishment, using mainly the
device of contrasting good and evil to deepen the audience’s impression and utili-
zing people’s simple belief in retribution to warn them so as to attain to the effect
of encouraging the good and admonishing against the evil.

In sharing the connections with short stories as outlined above, Ming-Qing
drama also differs from them slightly, namely, in the contents of admonish-
ment, the purport of reason in plays is more evident than short stories with the
same themes, and the plays also show the interweaving of reason and emotion in
a more marked way than do short stories. This is intimately related to the artistic
character and the means and channels of communication of drama and fiction,
and shows the minor differences in a general pattern of similarily between
the two.

As two different genres of literature and art, drama and fiction differ from
each other in many ways. Drama is a comprehensive genre of art, while fiction
is mainly a literary genre; drama is representational, while fiction is mainly
narrative. These fundamental differences lead to further differences between dra-
ma and fiction: in structural arrangement, in character portrayal, in the ways
of acting/narrating, and in the means and channels of diffusion. And in different
historical periods, the differences between drama and fiction show some charac-
teristics specific of their times due to their specific circumstances. The differ-
ences between Ming-Qing drama and short stories of the same period were pro-
duced from the general differences between drama and fiction in a specific his-

torical period and in accordance with particular genres.
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More specifically, Ming-Qing plays differs significantly from short stories
with the same subjects in how the plot is weaved together, in their portrayal of
secondary characters, and in how the story is narrated. In terms of how the plot
is weaved together, the plays often give more weight to florid representation of
certain scenes, mainly those showing the family grandeur of the hero or the her-
oine, and those of civil service examinations, the glory of the hero passing the
provincial examination, and wedding, as well as the unfolding of certain sce-
narios. This difference is mainly because the formal elements of drama, espe-
cially of chuanqgi, gradually became fixed during the Ming-Qing Period and be-
cause of the need to have some dramatic elements in drama. With regard to sec-
ondary characters, short stories of the period usually give them only an overly
general, vague depiction, while plays represent them clearly, even letting
them have rich, dramatic action, so that they become rather vivid. This differ-
ence is because fiction is narrative while drama is an art to be performed on the
stage. The former can allow the reader to use his/her own imagination to make
characters more concrete, while the latter must have scripts suitable for the
characters to be put on stage. The unique art form of drama also led to another
difference between it and short stories of the period, namely, the more compli-
cated plot in a short story was often simplified, or the large number of charac-
ters reduced, when it was rewritten as drama. The number of characters in a
short story can be reduced in three ways: first, it can be reduced both in name
and in substance; second, it can be reduced only symbolically; third, in be-
tween the first and the second way, the number can be reduced symbolically but
at the same time also substantially. This, again, is due to the quality of drama
that it is performed on stage. This quality also results in its routinization and vir-
tualization, which make it possible for a small number of actors and simple acts
by them to represent a large number of people and complex scenes. That drama
is performed on stage also leads to its often simplifying the complicated plot
found in short stories. This simplification can greatly facilitate the actors’ per-
formance and the audience’s appreciation and understanding,

In addition to the above differences, drama differs significantly from fiction

in lyricism as well in that the former is more clearly lyrical. Qu, the core com-
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ponent of drama, is a genre of poem set to music, making drama intensely lyri-
cal, either expressing the emotions of the characters in the play, or with the
characters in the play used to express the emotions of the playwright, or helping
to develop the plot through lyrical expression, which differs significantly from
the fiction, where the narrator directly narrates the story and portrays the char-
acters. But on the other hand, both drama and fiction “tell a story”, so both
are narrative, and they interpenetrate each other and borrow from each other in
terms of time, perspective, and language of the narrative. To sum, the fiction
belongs to the narrative genre of literature, with the narrative as its core, while
the drama belongs to the dramatic genre, which is both lyrical and narrative,
with the narrative embedded in its lyricism, and a strong lyricism permeating
the narrative. Emotions and the plot intermingle thoroughly and complement each
other. In terms of lyricism, drama differs significantly, but in terms of narra-
tive, the two are interpenetrating, resulting in some similarities amidst their
general differences.

In summary of the above, drama and the short story are two different forms
of art, with each following a specific artistic pattern. But they also intersect with
and penetrate each other in their respective courses of development. In the Ming-
Qing Period with which this thesis is concerned, the relationship between the
two also shows some new characteristics. On the one hand, the boundary be-
tween the two genres became clearer and clearer; on the other, the blending
and interpenetrating between the two are deepened, with countless interconnec-
tions between the two in subject, theme, authorial intention, and the narra-
tive, presenting a unique pattern of differences existing in similarity, and simi-
larities existing in difference. This pattern both embodies the general relationship

between drama and fiction and is tinged with the spirit of the time.

Key words: Ming-Qing drama, short story, authorial intention, narra-

tive, lyricism
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