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Historical Lyricism and Dramatic Construction

in Yang Chaoguan’s Yinfengge zaju

WANG Ayling

In terms of dramatic form and structure, the Ming zaju drama and chuangi
drama are strict and meticulous in conventions and techniques. However, since the
mid-Ming period, the dramatic forms of chuangi and zaju drama developed in some
new directions. There appeared zaju drama composed of four one-act short plays, and
chuangi drama with more than ten one-act short plays, such as Xu Wei’s Sishengyuan
zaju and Shen Jing’s Boxiao ji. After the mid-Qing period, the dramatic form became
even more flexible in length and structure. A distinctive example among these plays
was Yang Chaoguan’s Yinfengge zaju drama which was originally composed of
twenty-eight short plays and was gradually expanded into thirty-two plays. In fact,
Yang Chaoguan’s works are full of creativity not only in their dramatic forms but
also in their satirical effect through historical lyricism, conveying the author’s unique
historical perspectives and insightful critique in dramatic construction and thematic
significance. On the whole, the short plays in Yinfengge zaju, though without a
comprehensive structure among them, have their own respective themes serving
as the foci of the plays which imbue them with a quality similar to group poetry
(taoshi). As for the creativity of dramatic construction, on the one hand, though these
short plays adopted stories from previous historical records, they were intentionally
selected by Yang Chaoguan for dramatic adaptation and appropriately dramatized by
elaboration. On the other hand, while Chaoguan’s writing is somewhat satirical, this
involves not his own achievement or lamenting his personal frustration, but merciful
concern for the welfare of the whole society or even the whole literati culture. When
writing drama, he took the roles of “observer” and “narrator” simultaneously at the
“third person” position as a lively expression of his philosophical understanding.
In this way, he created a unique style of historical lyricism in his dramatic writing,
worthy of our special attention. This paper therefore aims to explore the following
issues: What characterizes the formal invention and historical lyricism in Yinfengge
zaju? How should we interpret the thematic propositions, moral awakening and social
consciousness embedded in the play? How did the author employ the techniques of
allusions, historical context and characterization in his writing? How did the author
integrate the thematic construction and the performing arts in the dramatic presentation
of the play?

Keywords: Yang Chaoguan Yinfengge zaju historical lyricism zaju drama short play
Ming-Qing drama
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