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Presenting Private Sentiments to the Public:
The Self-Narration and Dramatic Performance of the
Qing Dramatists

Ayling Wang
Abstract

One of the noticeable characteristics of Chinese dramaisitslyrical quality.
While the dramatization of lyricism was the major trend in Ming-Qing chuangi ,
some Ming-Qing literati employed drama as akind of dramatized self-expression
and transformed their private sentimentsinto adramatic presentation. In these plays
of self-narration the playwrights not only engaged in akind of public communication,
through the interaction between the hero and other characters and the hero and the
audience, but also expected to find a historical position through the communicative
process with social norms and cultural value. As a matter of fact, by writing self-
narration plays, these playwrights intended to present a kind of self-expression or
self-conversation. They employed memory as a“narrative imperative” for writing
autobiography, or embedded “ self-explanation” and “self-justification” into the
interaction between “private sentiments’ and “public justice,” or even presented the
transformational process of their “self-continuance” and “ self-differentiation.” Due
to their different intentions for writing, these dramatists created types of artistic
expression with new literary meaning and function, and that highlighted the expres-
sion of private sentimentsin comparison with previous dramatists.

Keywords: Ming-Qing, self, drama, autobiography, privacy, private sentiments

Ayling Wang is an associate research fellow at the Institute of Chinese Literature and
Philosophy, Academia Sinica.
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In order to fully explicate the aesthetic characteristics of the Qing dramatists
expression of private sentimentsin their plays, this paper focuses on the following
issues. Compared with poetry, prose and fiction, what is the capacity of dramafor
dealing with the expression of private sentiments? How did the early Qing drama-
tists such as Liao Yan (1644-1703?) present their artistic constructions of “self-
conversation” and “self-performance’ through the process of “speaking to the self
" (yi-wo-gao-wo)? How did the Qing dramatistslike Xu Xi (1736?-1808) employ the
technique of “writing the mind by playwriting” (vi-ju-xie-xin) to turn their hidden
mental consciousnessinto an openly “dramatic presentation.” In the autobiographi-
cal plays, how did the authors ust the “narrativeimperative’ to expresstheir personal
memory and construct narrative structures that were worldy, homely and detailed?
How did the early Qing Ming loyalists such as Wu Weiye (1609-1671) dramatize
their “self-explanation” and “self-justification” through the conflict between the
private and public fields? How did the Qing literati dramatists like Ding Y aokang
(1599-1669) employ allegorical techniques to depict the transformative process of
“self-continuance” and “self-differentiation”?





