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Qing Literati Playwrights and Court Theater

Tian Yuan Tan
SOAS, University of London

In the development of Chinese drama in the Qing dynasty (1644-1911), elite
theater and court theater represent two important social spheres of contrasting milieus.
In elite theater, we have plays written by literati playwrights for an elite audience
mostly belonging to their literary circles. It draws attention to the aesthetic and
stylistic preferences of individual literati playwrights whose drama can be perceived
not only as an evidence of their literary talents, but also as a vehicle of their self-
expression. By contrast, court plays produced for the royal audience were composed

by writers not to express themselves, but primarily to fulfill a particular social



function such as the celebration of a royal occasion or a festival. Furthermore, most of
the court plays were written by anonymous professional writers who remained
unknown to us.

Hence, in the historiography of Chinese drama, it is common to present the
dramatic arts of the literati playwrights and the theatrical world of the imperial court
as two separate spheres of Qing drama with different agents and conflicting principles.
A closer study, however, may suggest a more complex picture. There were signs of
interaction and traces of convergence between the elite theater of the literati
playwrights and the court theater. In this presentation | will attempt to outline a
number of Qing literati playwrights who were known to have been involved in the

composition and production of plays for the imperial court and the royal audience.

A@dAAE

PR g > AT 50 2006 R EES A A FA LA ELE R BEXBE
KERGRAFLAFRI L T8k REPLEP FAY L > 6 ORI IF 5
B oot L LAy h& 2 Pursuits of Contentment and Transgression:
Discharged Officials and Their Worlds of Songs and Drama I1n Sixteenth-
Century North China #-d4% o ¢t b BIEFHEBEKE T HP 44 FF7 5 09~ F

T DBFLANRAREER LR LRGN RS -



