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Textual Worlds of Court Theater
in Late Imperial China

Tian Yuan Tan

Abstract

Theater had been a core part of Chinese court culture for centuries and ample
studies had been conducted on the imperial theatrical institutions and stage practices
in the Ming and Qing dynasties. In contrast, court drama texts have received less
scholarly attention due to several reasons: their low status in Chinese literary history
as “authorless” performer's scripts; the vast corpora, and the difficulty of accessing
these texts that are kept in various archives and libraries. In recent years, several
major reprint projects of the relevant primary sources now allow wider access to the
corpora; yet the lack of an existing analytic framework to study anonymous Chinese
performance texts on such a large scale continues to present a huge challenge to
researchers. As a result, Chinese court drama, though rich in potential and
information, remains a complex series of isolated, fragmented, and closed textual
worlds, neglected in literary history and disjointed from other areas of studies. How
do we read these court plays and how can they be integrated with mainstream
Chinese drama studies and literary history? The lacuna is especially glaring given
the quantity and richness of the extant texts: intertextual relations between Ming
and Qing dynasty scripts, and between these plays and other literary and historical
texts; external links to individuals, occasions, and artefacts, and wider aspects of

material and visual culture are preserved alongside dramatic content. Furthermore,
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contrary to the misconception that Chinese court plays represent a closed performance
space restricted to the palace compounds and the imperial family, they were often
also performed in the presence of foreign ambassadors and delegations and hence
the site of potential cross-cultural flows. Many visitors recorded what was often
their first or even only impression of Chinese theater culture in their travel diaries.
This article proposes a new textual approach towards studying late imperial Chinese
court drama. By combining the application of traditional bibliographical scholarship
and digital humanities tools, and the use of both Chinese court dramatic texts and
related foreign records, this study demonstrates the interconnectedness among the

various textual worlds of Chinese court drama.

Keywords: Court, Drama, Literary History, Text, Digital Humanities
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HREE) BTk BRSO} o 7

18 ST SCRPRIIRE S8 - N SOREEL 19 HHFC AR S B HE il — R S
TRl o 1817 4 » 2 AR M E EEERF (John Francis Davis
1795-1890 ) TEMBCGLIR 1T ICHEE] (ZA5) WISEEAR (Laou-seng-urh) »
18 PSR AL AL A H B TR SRR R S ISR o BLREAE
BE—BIRAEERERCE » Bl T A Brief View of the Chinese Drama, and of
Their Theatrical Exhibitions | » BJ&2 (finPEEE R HEBEERER) - EHH

OB EE T ZO— NEERWASGEE |, F=5F#E T BRI
XERERTER ) ZEENF -

TERRIELHRE T2 ERE  (FRBASULER) (L3 bR B R - 2005
F) ERFME NG R AEEH B AL MARBRNER Bl (—# s
SHR T BBl —— R (A ER)) (LEBR) 2004 £ 12 H 4T - H 4445
BROARE ~ %% : (CRGTE ) S B F N ) - (R DBB D) 1999 £ % 2 8
H186-192 5 f23 « ((#AT42) Bl LH MM EENE) > (PERE2RER) ¥ 34 &
F28 (201342 H) H65-69: (#) &XF (WHRTULRLFHQEA) K
A OH) B BHE  (FHERERAOFA) (7 - AR Et - 2014 &)
BMEE  (MERTEXFWAEEEEBREBE ) (REWWRET) 2012 £% 5 &
B 31-40 -
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HIHRTZ - (HEER EAE 2 HUE WO LR E = A ERRC sk - i e it
B BRI MBS ST > MBI E 2 T i R A B S e — R
FIRREEREIE 0 - IR LU =48k - NG EE A
iR DUSK B S R AR MBI BRI AREE |- 723 [RIRy fEIFERRF SCHRAT
A TR B o HEAGE AR ) FAFTEETLAER ¢ 7 19 e
PR REE AN R TEIRERY CRETae T BUSRE e BRI ) — ST
SR - R SR B - R RN B R e A

(s T ESRE b H SR R ) A Ah 1 R e (R A B T 20 A LAy
A& B A - H#8 (John Bell, 1691-1780 ) HyifiFaC « AIHAMSMNRIBERT—Hk -
HE AT AR 2 E S EaR AT H - AR ~ BERETI ~ #a=F2L
Be R ARSI K FAH T 7 AR EIRCER B R — A0S 9 2 A (T 228k 53
—IHLERARE R R SRR S

There entered on the stage seven warriors, all in armour, with different
weapons in their hands, and terrible vizards on their faces. After they
had taken a few turns about the stage, and surveyed each other’s
armour, they at last fell a quarrelling; and, in the encounter, one of
the heroes was slain. Then an angel descended from the clouds, in a
flash of lightning, with a monstrous sword in his hand, and soon parted

the combatants, by driving them all off the stage; which done, he

72" Anonymous editor, “A Brief View of the Chinese Drama, and of Their Theatrical Exhibitions,”
in Laou-seng-urh, or, “An Heir in His Old Age,” A Chinese Drama, translated by John Francis
Davis (London: John Murray, 1817), ix. X ¥k E L > —mE AR ERERAFTE
B (P RXEMEREE) (L ZHEE - 2004 5 )- H 74 A. Owen Aldridge
B R RATTREA1EREEFTfE > VTRt B LA ZF o See Aldridge Owen, “The First
Chinese Drama in English Translation,” in Studies in Chinese-Western comparative drama (Hong
Kong: Chinese University Press, 1990), ed. by Yun-Tong Luk, 185. % # 7 Davis #] 5 —&
WEBH MY AN EHER (FER) EALGH NBEE - R John Francis Davis, The
Chinese: A General Description of The Empire of China and Its Inhabitants (London: Charles
Knight & Co., 1836), vol.2, p.179« X - 18 s & sAftu oy (2 &£ SL) 38 A K = wvEHe & & (Sir
John Barrow, 1764-1848 ) #&#8 - 3% Jb ¥] 38 i vE #E 2% % “A Brief View of the Chinese Drama,
and of Their Theatrical Exhibitions”— 3{ Z {3 - ¥, John Francis Davis, Chinese Miscellanies:
A Collection of Essays and Notes (London: John Murray, 1865), p.68 °

73 John Bell, Travels from St. Petersburgh in Russia, to diverse parts of Asia, cited from “A Brief

View of the Chinese Drama, and of Their Theatrical Exhibitions,” xx.
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ascended in the same manner he came down, in a cloud of fire and
smoke. This scene was succeeded by several comical farces, which, to

me, seemed very diverting, though in a language I did not understand.”

(BEEERTEERE - FFFET > FHIARER ' RER
WETHGEE LG ET B AR THLNES RE
Foh TR BT AT RAERAT B — LR
FREA| e — @I EAK TR RERT R HInE L F
Fl o oy Ko B B IR T & ALF T RAE A3 A ZATEE U
BF RO RFBREREII LT R - FHFE— Feh 240505
B IRE o FERA R ACFAIEF A ARG - R CIUR YRR TN

WS -

B FHREA KRR L ~ THRIVTIE » FIRERZ RS = A RSB A H
WAIERIN "EY X REN ~ ERFEERS - 2R —E
THEESS - =50~ B BTk HRE— A RERARIZE2H - A -
an CHEAHERERDY B8 AETAHMEZ A T ERASRERF T REEZ
ME]_ B RENGIE R zefl | SECTidsk - PEIERE (EA-FE T ) $Eg
Y EL RS B SRR - 7

QT L ) B R 5ol 7 2% =X &/ M B 6 577 S B e A B RS B b g H R
55 - TR A B HH B B A B S MBI RE 8k B Ry AP AIAI AT AR 1793
I EEHREE 1L (Earl George Macartney * 1737-1806) HYHEZ 1T »
Bl B Bl HR B A 55— ROEZ AN A e il - J5 SR e W S B 22 iz e 5L s A1 20
AT ERTHY EEEIEE) - H H AR HECER TR E N — e T
BRHEH o 77

TEANE /SR < e (RS RIS IR ERRES - o BX
NBEER AN GEEEE - RIL RO 8% 5 2 2 BN R i A e FE 3 —

74 John Bell, Travels from St. Petersburgh in Russia, to diverse parts of Asia, cited from “A Brief
View of the Chinese Drama, and of Their Theatrical Exhibitions,” xxi.

PoRfeE  (FREEREBEERN) (RAIEM) 181 FH 28> H44-

O EREFE (FAFELS) (GLF WA EE 0 2006 ) H 262 -

V7 REREUEAETHSARRT HATHBNESREL FAE R (REARKZEY
BR—UEEREEEGERNBIRY H) (REEMZT) 5 21 £% 2 # (2003
) H 265-297 o
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H - BlEEAHERE - BSOS BRI EERIRC Sk - QU Bt &
TR (S S, - B4 > FERAfE R T8%) B S B2 SR BRTEAIAR LI ( 1737-1805 )
Firg (ETHEC) - BIRCER THRTZRE 45 47 (1780) FEsAEBEEE] g2
INSZ -G R B RS R ST H I e

ANA+=ZB AL HEEH M_BBE_ARRE - FERLIA
BARTE - JPIEANHEIEE - RIERR S o BRI BERAEFRAE )
W iR T A o 78

AMELNEL > ANAEIEE —— I T RERWIESE Y 80 FREIANAN (LATHAR) ~
(EFEE) FR - EESERENE  (ByHD) S —i e iE
Bt CTLAnERBE) rufE - b E Rk R sA R R B — (e B 5Ede
(1711-1781) »  PHAEERERISTHMERE - RBEFHSEER; - % Q&R
M2 H ) S BRIELBIEE T A IGHE - WAL - Bt H 8k - ARS8 1% (L
AMAAR) BRE B EEERATEE 5 - BEF I LIS (BT P
SERE ¢ AERRAVATIE TR IR E RS o R A ORE DL ? S
AES MRS LRI TR - ] B e A B e T AN 2 R~ B
H & AR SRR B 2 A RS B0 E% © FRIEII AT - B 2Rk R 5L
AMESGIE TR S IHEEEE 2 mErE R o

© BT - A R AVEEREE S
(—) BUE @i  s=2a e ~ PINR A
EERN Bl = 5 TSR BT B R > ASCERREL Ts Ak o~ T
PERE Bl T O ) SEAENISERTE - BB SO SR A B -
EET555E - WE R R E AR AT SE P ENIRAS 2 #15% H RTE2 5 hT
FEARDL > B 42 50 B TR = /R FE BT SeAE — e R B _ B T R 40 i
AIEFERERNITCHEBI A (A BFgE s RERBIEUEESHE
ZITFRHENE © BRSOt o WIE R AEEAN B SR S R SIS R R SR WIREE AL

OCHE) AR (ORAE ER ) (RTHR) (ki REE)E - 1997 F) H251-

PHEEL REBRHEHEEHEGRM AN (B IR PR BB (B
FHEY) A4S BRAR (FEBEEEEEZ L) (LiF: EBEAR SR 2008 4 )
H 367-368 °

OORMRAAES R (W) AR (BTHRE) - H 1620

SEEE (FEREELE) HS95-
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2 LLESGh b CHFTE) Rl - mIFE S R I B U A Z [
INFIRER T-RAERERIRIGR - XL (PR ILIT SR T Y - EfE LAE
st AR SR RIS USRS - BEELDIBSIERAE Tafivik ) #F
L AL - *2
EEAN - VEEANHARY = A B SLA ] B b B S AR SR B 5T
PR - AR AT 52 B e ] T o PRI A T S — i1 - S8t
G EHNMRE - EEARIBTRE YT - BT E PR A A B R
BRSO ARl R AR E BB ER SR R E il - SRS TE I
WREVBREHEZ - PRI =gk B3R T AN EI R FETRE S PR LRIk - H 3k
A A E — AR - e b S M s S BRAN Y - 253k L REAn{a]
SRR R W SR AN AR B Y 2 A E S B R - B S HRE—ER
RIS LSRR SCERAR LAY T3 vk » FCAIFSE SCEL A B gk 51 S SCER T 2
1?2 BATRE T M TG (Close Reading ) LS N7 ASCERFUH, (AT
M 338 , (Distant Reading ) .2 » =5 —H0E FI A B AT B A B BRI BRI 52
JiE ™
BR T ISR B ARSI SRR SR A - SRS M STRRRE SR 2 5 AT
LRI > MR B ST B BRI e Bk » SR B TP B o A 8 EE SRR B
FEPESCCRRIT I » 5838 H AT DA B i BOKEE R JRER e Tl — 25 Western
Books on China published up to 1850 (3£ 654 fiit) Fyrh B BHAHRAZE R - ¥R
FH % R Bk P i e R DA B B R g R e T8 R . < 50— - BRAF
15 B B 22 R ERH AR & STRR » MBI R Bk IR AT R T iR e
i o Sl A EEABSUE T A E R R RGOSR A - X
JRANBIBERREIRC SR - R WTSETE U B 2R - [FIRF - (ST

 BMAAMRFEZHERER - 7531 E A ¢ https://textcourt.orinst.ox.ac.uk/ o
8 g B JB @ Franco Moretti Z B %% > #& B H] £ R i il  Distant Reading —3#WEWEE - &
Franco Moretti, Distant Reading (New York: Verso, 2013) °
SRR o T R SO B IRAE T T R E L B B W R e - 3% L3k U Song of Dragon Well
Tea and Other Court Plays: Stage Directions, Spectacle, and Panegyrics,” Chapter 13, pp.309-324
8 BEELTLEEA £ R https:/primarysources.brillonline.com/browse/western-books-on
~china > B)E H# : 202244 A2 H -
C WHEEABEAAIYSTISED (RITEHETHHK) 0 2 A ¢ https://www.krpia.co.kr/
product/main?plctld=PLCT00004966 » D\ & ko % L #AT XM & i (MR Fr e ) (L
W HEKRERRA > 20104 )

[
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FPRIRK - B IR GG 8535 B 5 LR ERERI AR - FEJ5ER - R
JEBEENIEE —KEIZERHT « L1787k (Aeneas Anderson) ZfTH = 7&K fEISK
ZBRFEH B LR AR R RS T IR TR BUAE - 1T LR T AR
BULEBE A BEE SR = BOR A TR ) 2 HFEIBE (Sadler’s Wells)
AT RFFIEIZ B (Astley's Amphitheatre ) < *7
() S EBE : HESEEE X HMBEENEE

R THEMELL 2B T HIRIIFCREAE - ARG EeE AL —E (S
B AR SO B ) - H AR B B E R DB ZRIA (A0 (IR
BESOIAT SR ) REEHIWKEH =B (a0 (B MBemiis = e
ISR ) ~ (I i oy BB S A ) ~ (R R I AR A Bk
HhEE T %) AT » Jefdnr — 1w A S HAHRA S MBI SRR &R » 7R
IEECREE 38—l 0 HHIE B A A T B B M U SO 98 LR B AR Y
LIIHBAEET i EaE -

EE AR A SCHIIZE J5iE | ABHIE B AR th it Se sy ig o -
S e S T LU 2 G IR

B BEIREA A SCHFFERFORGR, » I CEUS A5 NS H IR -
{HARZ R R R BT e RS E Y — 3R B R T T3S, A STt
9%+ B B Se A HE R R EAHR SR 13O - HRTHE A 21
JRTEES ~ FEERNY R SRR ~ SURERHE S AT B 55 » (E AR S B2
EARER R, - SRR IR AR R A L T RS ER - JF T ARHER
AR SCEESCARTEAE DB - SSHIE B A » AR RS IS B RiM A THY 2 S0
B IR EE T SORE o K1 - 35 AREGE B A SCHY T iR 9T B 4
Bl B ERE TR - SE BB UK » R IR A%
PR T B ) AU - ] T ORERSEAUFEERE T (Optical Character
Recognition » f&f OCR ) PRI RSB » MZHEELL " A THEA § 5L
FeET » RIS R FERF - HRTTEARMTTEE T EnYMEnh - - CEE 7 —/ MBI

87 Aeneas Anderson, 4 Narrative of the British Embassy to Chin, in the Years1792, 1793, and 1794,
containing the various circumstances of the embassy, with accounts of customs and manners of
the Chinese; and a description of the country, towns, cities, &c. &c (London: Printed for J. Debrett,
1795), p.155.

8 PLEABRARATH CTEXT (FETLEEF T E) AORCREE RBE AP - 7 i
THHEBEL -
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I E B SORRI BT L - P E AR B R - I AR %
[F{-ZEILFRIEE -

HR > AESCARTRC 718 » AGTE5#E A TEL( Text Encoding Initiative )
HOREEEATHE « “OTEL fF Ry —fElIBISASYE - REFRAL—E R B AL M - SR
A E I SORBEFI IR 17 GE - T 5075 5 8 b B B B B 2 A SRR
W~ BHEL o LEUTE TEL AP TR BB SCERG T AURS RO - SRR
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TET FEHERTIEARIEREI ORI B S EBR s ~ A A R REME: » 2RI -
IbE TE SR B 50 FH P P 7 B s = DRk B3 o B e AR A EE T T TET
FRC - AT R A B ST e AR R TS 22 bk R e A Y sl SRS A A
F o AEHEANAT B AT HE SRS ~ EAIFEIRY - IR B AN
FRE = AEEREIRY TED B2 - FAMBHIAESS U H DItk - i TEL RS
BB SO - tHAES [ EEERRE LY N B A SCER B ANVE ST RIS 2 Y
R AR SRR DR Bk B A S L BREIEARS RS 2 B -

et - EAEERE o RERE - B TR SOR S G iR -
EEAAERE R - ARG DA B AR TR S SO R o flE—
B Ry SERE IR SO TS - Sl E e (I e Bk SO B e ) - &
T EREL AL ASGE g TH - 12T B e A Rm Ao it g 28
XARIISE - o B AT T e AR B AN R SO S TRl R B (R 7
FEBNG < BRAT VIRE A [F] A SRR R 1R

ghde 10 NERARiE (TREBRAZMGHAG)

GE3E 2 ShERAREE (JLAM ~ 54 T FOHIE)
g3k 3 0 shandbir (AL R H ALF R BIME)
GbdE 4 ALabdE (PAAEAMIR) -

EEEBIR ORI SUREA T ' - AR E 0 H SO 7 AR 2 5k
FREBARURRER » 1T A BRA SRR R 2 Bl b B IRER it T A EL 2T 52

Y BEEMEREMRE FABSRHEN &0 CHE S 2R i SUR S E ) ( TEXTCOURT
Database ) 3+ Z 443k © https://textcourt.orinst.ox.ac.uk/database/ o

O AT EBABMEXAZRN S 2 BB TR EF ER T ER RS X
HEMstm o BT HEENE -
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BXAHYATREME » B EA A= S H oS B 18 BB A ST
FEATRENE 2

[EIFFTSCArEEEIRg " A BrERE b (BEREE) mpl+ - AL
s REANSEE CEREBE) ~ (HZELRA) SNk (SREEE /i) 51
TSR B~ B BRI ECE B8R - TSR iMg (BIE = &S
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MEREN LSRN CEREE) - CEEEE) ~ (HERAR) /S~ (£
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E AR FERLEIT— HIER -

BEAN » TR — 26 (5] 44 SRR REER AR B - BTt mT DUSE A
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ERsRE ) Bl (VUi ) B B S - Rk BT SR [RISCER A
B (MFA) REFEAIED - TAHE (IS = ER i SRR )
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Q00156 01 B, % »

BEA » TEL SCAREEC AP R T B A R A W) ~ B ~ W ~ 55
EEME N AR - R/ NEEMEEIS I Rl o 3Gl kg = i
SR (FEYE) H (HrhE) 2B - (EE R RN EH N RREE RS b B
o BRI B AR R B P SR TR TR - BHTE SRRl S
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A OB Sz ) POy - ANE BAEREH_ BT - S FRRE
Wb L AR Ry (EEIZET) - EAA R RS R EE - SRR
THET -SSR - BIERAERHISORE 7% -

[FIHRF - AT AR5 SE G T - R Ek T EF 2 BN
(AIFERIER L) ~ B (Ams £ ) FHERGEE - R iERER?
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Court - fERG#RSE © 1920,1216, 0.1) - #8152 BB A S 2R ELFSARER - #0497
2ay - BE (5 TEEE ) TEBE  FR) BikEIE - A2 - 1
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