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Abstract 

Play-reading is a modern phenomenon, as, traditionally, drama relied on oral 

transmission from master to students to be passed on. Following the rapid growth of 

drama publication in early Republican China, play-reading also became a widespread 

cultural practice. Numerous modern Chinese plays were at the time mainly being read 

rather than staged, and this is particularly evident in the case of many plays written by 

women. Preceding studies on Chinese drama tend to overlook the development of 

drama printing and reading conventions, and often assert that all plays are written for 

stage performance; plays that were difficult to be staged have been considered as 

immature or failed attempts. In contrast to the rather limited existing literature on 

modern Chinese women playwrights, which either assume their plays were all staged, 

or merely label them as “antouju (drama on desktops)” without further analysis, this 

thesis uncovers that many of the never or seldom staged plays by the women 

playwrights had met with popular reading demand as reflected in the reprinting records. 

Bai Wei (1894-1987) and Yuan Changying (1894-1973) are prominent women 

playwrights whose dramatic creations sparked heated debates and aroused particular 

attention from readers during the Republican era. Based on an extensive range of 

newly-found primary materials, this thesis reconstructs the historical backdrop against 

which the publication-led drama production in Republican China facilitated modern 

Chinese drama to be printed without achieving theatrical success; it also traces the 

emerging conceptions of and controversies over drama for reading, interprets the two 

playwrights’ responses to the new dynamics in the field of drama, and evaluates their 

plays’ textual and/or theatrical receptions. I argue that their plays were intended for a 

restricted readership, and utilised the printed medium to express a complexity of 

concepts and emotions beyond the capacity of performance conventions. The two case 

studies demonstrate how their plays negotiated with the prevailing May Fourth 

pursuits and transcended the technical constraints, which resulted in the unfolding of 

exclusive dramatic experiences for themselves and their readers in a private realm. 

This thesis uncovers the flexibility and potential of printed drama in the modern 

Chinese context, and thus enhances our understanding of the history of modern 

Chinese drama from a non-theatrical point of view. 



   

Lay Summary 

Drama scripts are normally performed by actors to an audience, rather than 

only being read by individuals. Traditionally, actors were expected to memorise a 

script orally passed down by the master who trained them. After drama printing was 

developed, plays that were well received in theatres would be printed, and preserved 

for future performances. The published drama scripts are usually only read by 

performance groups and people who are interested in drama studies. These practices 

in production and usage of drama scripts are very common, and could be found in 

different periods of many countries including the classical period of China. 

The dramatic conventions were still followed in China at the beginning of the 

20th century, but those practices notably changed during the period between 1919 and 

1949. The May Fourth Incident in 1919, which was a political protest against the 

Chinese government’s weak response to the Treaty of Versailles, heightened the 

rejection of Chinese traditions and called for a new culture. Drama was employed as 

an important tool, which spread enlightenment messages on social reform and served 

political manifestation through public performances. However, in reality, numerous 

plays were only being read rather than staged, and this was typical of those by women 

playwrights. Their never or seldom staged plays had met with popular demand as 

reflected in reprinting records, but their influence exerted through the printed medium 

has been overshadowed by the emphasis on staging impacts in existing literature. 

The new dynamics of drama production and the play-reading culture in 

Republican China have been traced and depicted, for the first time, in this thesis. The 

case studies on Bai Wei (1894-1987) and Yuan Changying (1894-1973) demonstrate 

how they made use of printed drama to communicate freely their complex emotions 

and untold struggles over the widespread pursuits of love and freedom, as well as their 

hesitation about over-reliance on Western ideals, which performance groups tended to 

avoid due to ideological differences and technical constraints; they could also target a 

restricted group of readers, and share unconventional dramatic spectacles in private 

settings. This thesis uncovers the flexibility and potential of printed drama in the 

modern Chinese context, and explains the differences between these printed plays 

intended to be read and the genre of closet drama with Western origins.  
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Introduction 

Play-reading is a modern phenomenon, as, traditionally, drama relied on oral 

transmission from master to students to be passed on.1 Following the rapid growth of 

drama publication in early Republican China, play-reading also gradually became a 

popular cultural practice comparable to play-going.2 Numerous modern Chinese plays 

were at the time mainly being read rather than staged, and this is particularly evident 

in the case of many plays by women playwrights, for example, Bai Wei  (1894-

1987) and Yuan Changying  (1894-1973). Soon after the women playwrights’ 

plays were published, readers and critics pointed out that many of them were either 

very difficult or impossible to be staged, and there was debate over the legitimacy of 

this kind of dramatic creation. Research studies in modern Chinese drama tend to 

overlook such controversies underlying the development of the play-reading culture 

during the Republican era, and often assert that all plays are written for performance; 

plays that were difficult to be staged have been considered as immature or failed 

attempts, and hence the majority of plays authored by the modern Chinese women 

authors have not been seen as relevant.  

Among researchers who noticed the group of modern Chinese women 

playwrights, some have adopted content analysis to briefly summarise the common 

themes of their plays, while others have labelled their plays as “antouju  

(desktop drama)” or used similar descriptions which indicate that they were mainly 

being read rather than staged - without detailed analysis of the drama scripts, nor study 

on why they were not suitable for stage performance. Modern dramas that have 

repeatedly been introduced in the written accounts of the history of Chinese literature, 

and which continued to be shown on stage nowadays, are all masterpieces written by 

male playwrights such as Cao Yu  and Lao She . Therefore, plays by modern 

                                                
1 Most of the traditional Chinese drama could not be traced, and only the masterpieces that were later 
being preserved as written texts have survived to date. See Colin Mackerras, Chinese Drama: A 
Historical Survey (Beijing: New World Press, 1990), 6; Bernd Eberstein, "Introduction - Thespis in the 
Peargarden: The Rise of Modern Chinese Drama " in A Selective Guide to Chinese Literature 1900-
1949: The Drama, ed. Bernd Eberstein (Leiden: Brill, 1990), 13. 
2 The “play-reading” practices in Republican China include different approaches to comprehend and 
interpret the drama scripts on a printed medium, including but not limited to reading aloud of a drama 
script or a part of it (without acting) in a group which is more often expressed as “playreading”. 
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Chinese women writers have remained unfamiliar to many researchers, and are much 

less known to general readers when compared to those of their male counterparts. 

Contrary to our perception of very few modern Chinese women writers having 

ever engaged in playwriting, in fact twenty of them have published their drama scripts 

during 1917-1937, and over seventy of their plays can still be traced.3 Many women 

writers seemed to have only published one or two plays,4 but some of them continued 

to develop a playwriting career and became women playwrights. 5 Some other women 

authors started to participate in playwriting only after the outbreak of the Second Sino-

Japanese War in 1937, and over seventy-two plays were created by the women writers 

over the war period till 1945.6 

According to my observation, there are two notable facets of modern Chinese 

women’s playwriting in the Republican era. Firstly, a significant number of plays 

written by the women playwrights received contrasting feedback – despite being 

identified as not suitable for staging, and thus not achieving success in the theatrical 

arena, a significant number of their plays became so popular that they were reprinted 

within a short period of time.7 Secondly, many women authors’ and playwrights’ plays 

                                                
3 For the names of the women authors and publication details of their plays, please refer to the Appendix 
of this thesis: Publication and Reprinting Records of Plays by Modern Chinese Women Writers, 1918-
1937. 
4 Modern Chinese women authors who seemed to have only published one single play include Chen 
Hengzhe , Shi Pingmei , Lu Xiaoman , Chen Xuezhao , Wang Yuanmei 

, and Lin Huiyin ; those who seemed to have published two plays include Lü Yi  
(Su Xuelin ), Huang Luyin , Ling Shuhua , and Ye Yue . There might be 
more plays published by them which are lost and cannot be traced to date, but existing records suggest 
that their dramatic creations were rather limited. Titles and publication records of their plays, as 
mentioned, can be found in the Appendix of this thesis. (Zhao Huishen , Yu Chu  (Li 
Mangui ), An E , and Ding Ling , continued to write and publish plays after 1937. So, 
even though only one or two plays are listed under their name in the Appendix which covers the period 
from 1917 to 1937, they had in fact published more than two plays in their writing career.) Records of 
the plays published after 1937, see Su Qiong , Kuayujing zhong de nüxing xiju 

 (Female drama across different contexts) (Beijing: Xueyuan chubanshe , 2016), 309-
30. 
5 Women authors who developed a playwriting career include Bai Wei, Shunqin  (Pu Shunqing 

), Yuan Changying, Zhao Huishen, Li Mangui, Li Bozhao , Zhao Qingge , Bai Bing 
 (Chen Shuyuan ), An E, and Ding Ling . See, ibid.  

6 Many of the plays written by the women authors during this period were staged without publishing in 
a print medium; for those plays that were published, many of them were also lost during the war. The 
number of women authors who wrote plays during wartime, as well as the number of plays created by 
them, are calculated based on the bibliography of plays by Chinese women authors in the 20th century 
found in Su Qiong’s book. Ibid. 
7 Reprinting records of the women playwrights between 1918 and 1937 are listed in the Appendix of 
this thesis. 
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only reached a restricted readership –  albeit on different scale and through varied 

routes, and further, some of them did not intend to consider staging as an ultimate aim 

of playwriting. These long-lost historical facts imply that the never or seldom staged 

plays by the women playwrights might not be necessarily immature or failed attempts, 

but instead, mainly intended to target a designated group of readers through the 

medium of print. 

The concept of “private” has never been associated with modern Chinese drama, 

as after the May Fourth Movement, drama was widely acknowledged as a crucial 

medium for promoting enlightenment messages to the greater public. However, as 

mentioned, many of the women playwrights’ plays had different scales of restricted 

access. These ranged from keeping unpublished manuscripts piled at home, hiding the 

author’s identity while publishing the plays, having a small group of target readers, 

and being intended for performance in small-scale performing venues. These 

playwriting orientations each highlight one aspect of the dual implication of “private”: 

the word “private” and its equivalent word in Chinese “Si ” can both refer to the 

adjectival form which could be used to indicate private ownership, or the substantive 

privacy which generally denotes “a state or a condition relating to intimate conduct 

and relationships in which the subject controls access and makes autonomous 

decisions.”8  

Rather than only referring to single and solitary experiences, privacy is very often 

a shared experience with a locus specified by the subject.9 In many cases, the locus or 

unit of privacy is being set to form an intimate circle, which only includes the subject’s 

family members or close acquanistances. However, research studies have found that 

privacy could also be experienced in public settings; for example, by retreating into a 

private mental space while in the presence of a crowd.10 In fact, cross-cultural studies 

on instances and mechanisms of privacy suggested that privacy might not be solely a 

matter of seclusion. For instance, Irwin Altman testified that privacy involves a 

dynamic process of pacing and regulating social interaction, of which the desire for 

                                                
8 Bonnie S. McDougall, "Particulars and Universals: Studies on Chinese Privacy," in Chinese Concepts 
of Privacy, ed. Bonnie S. McDougall and Anders Hansson (Boston: Brill, 2002), 5-6. 
9 Ibid., 6. 
10 Ibid.  
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social interaction and withdrawal from it fluctuates over time and varies with 

circumstances.11 Altman argues that the complete spectrum of openness and closeness 

of the individual or group should be included in the conceptualisation of privacy.12 His 

theory has been influential in the field of social psychology as it inspired other 

researchers to move away from the conventional notion of something being either 

public or private, and shift the focus to the practices that are applied to achieve a 

contextually appropriate degree of access to social interaction and personal space.13 

Such a shift of focus could potentially help to fill the void of the existing literature on 

modern Chinese drama, and in particular, on modern Chinese women’s playwriting – 

rather than merely recognising whether the plays had a track history of public staging 

– move on to investigating why and how the restricted access of particular plays had 

been appropriated.   

I have traced that Republican critics had compared some of the modern Chinese 

women writers’ plays to the genres “reading drama” or “closet drama”. Western 

studies on closet drama, a sub-group of drama for reading, pointed out that this specific 

form of drama is inherently dichotomous as it is situated in a cultural field in which 

private and public spheres are not anchored but shifting.14 Those studies have not 

directly quoted or applied Altman’s theory, but they similarly placed a strong emphasis 

on the multiple levels of analysis of privacy - the dialectic interplay of accessibility 

and inaccessibility, as well as the response to changing conditions over time. In 

particular, Marta Stranznicky explicates how the specific genre allowed the women 

playwrights in early modern England to defuse tensions between the risks inherent in 

public exposure and the security of the private realm, enabling them to both engage in 

popular debates with targeted groups of the public and retreat to domestic literary 

                                                
11  Irwin Altman, The Environment and Social Behavior (Monterey, California: Brookes/ Cole 
Publishing Company, 1975); Irwin Altman, "Privacy as an Interpersonal Boundary Process," in Human 
Ethology: Claims and Limits of a New Discipline, ed. Mario von Cranach, et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1979), 95-132. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Stephen T. Margulis, "On the Status and Contribution of Westin’s and Altman’s Theories of Privacy," 
Journal of Social Issues 59 (2003): 418-26. 
14 Closet plays include every element of a drama script, but were not intended to be staged; they could 
be closed off by restricting readership, but they could also be widely dispersed through publication; 
they retain a private realm for creation and reading, but they could also be actively engaged in political 
and social discourses. See, for example, Om Prakash Mathur, The Closet Drama of the Romantic 
Revival (New Delhi: Sarup & Sons, 1995); Marta Straznicky, Privacy, Playreading, and Women's 
Closet Drama, 1550-1700 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004). 
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circles.15 Given that the modern Chinese women playwrights also attempted to restrict 

the readership of their plays, the findings of the studies on closet drama suggest that 

we should delve into how their plays could have exerted a certain degree of social 

impact rather than merely holding personal value.  

A significant proportion of the plays written by the modern Chinese women 

playwrights was published at some point during the Republican era, but the decision 

to circulate their plays in print through certain publishers does not necessarily 

contradict the playwrights’ original intention to convey dedicated messages to a 

restricted readership. While Stranznicky summarises the coverage and nature of the 

“private drama” by the early modern British playwrights, she stressed that the group 

of plays include those “released to the public in print or circulated beyond the author’s 

family in manuscript”, taking Elizabeth Cary’s play for example,16 plays could be 

“designed for a closed interpretive community even though its issue in print means it 

could potentially reach a limitless public readership”. 17  The circumstances in 

Republican China would have been different, and this thesis will address the play-

reading culture at the time, but the western literary examples have evinced the 

possibilities of the co-existence of a wider public readership (which might not be able 

to fully or appropriately comprehend the plays) and a controlled group of target readers.  

Despite the more comprehensive interpretation of privacy as conceptualised by 

social-psychological theories, and the wider coverage of “private drama” as suggested 

by Stranznicky, this thesis does not presumably categorise the plays by modern 

Chinese women playwrights as “private drama”. This is primarily because, some of 

the plays were being adjusted to cater for the general public during a specific period – 

even though the attempts did not seem to be successful. Therefore, rather than only 

identifying how the plays by modern Chinese women playwrights resemble the 

                                                
15 A prime example is that Elizabeth Cary’s The Tragedy of Mariam was printed in two different 
versions in 1613, and each one is “private” in a different sense: one version was targeted at an intimate 
group of close acquaintances, while the other was targeted at an educated public of play-readers who 
were personally unknown to Cary. The first version includes a dedication that reveals close familial 
relations, which allow Cary’s acquaintances to interpret the play with references to her personal life; 
while the second version omits the dedication, and hide the playwright’s identity to the play-readers. 
See Straznicky, Privacy, Playreading, and Women's Closet Drama, 1550-170, 48-66. 
16 Please refer to the explanation in the previous footnote. 
17 Marta Straznicky, "Private Drama," in The Cambridge Companion to Early Modern Women's Writing, 
ed. Laura Lunger Knoppers (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 248, 255. 
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western “private drama”, this thesis investigates the plays’ shifting as well as the lifting 

of privacy configurations over time. In other words, it traces how the playwrights 

chose to target an exclusive group of readers at certain times, and how they may have 

attempted to be receptive to wider audiences in other moments, as well as the external 

factors which altered their endeavours and constituted the indefinite classification of 

the nature of the plays. 

“The Private Stage” is a more accurate description of the characteristics of the 

printed plays by modern Chinese women playwrights, and it highlights the emphases 

as well as the major findings of this thesis. Firstly, the women playwrights made use 

of the platform opened up by the new drama publication mechanism, which was no 

longer inextricably linked to theatrical staging during the Republican era, to express 

their complex emotions and untold struggles over the widespread pursuits of love and 

freedom, as well as their hesitation about over-reliance on Western ideals. Personal 

sentiments and reasoning are often expressed in literary works, but these conservative 

views are relatively rare in modern Chinese drama as the genre was employed as an 

enlightenment tool to spread unified messages on the May Fourth pursuits. Such 

contents were also not expressed in other genres of literary writings by the same 

writers, suggesting that they perceived drama as an unique platform from which to 

share these “voices of the heart”. Secondly, the women playwrights’ choices of content 

and style had been rejected by the majority of the performance groups due to 

ideological differences and technical constraints, and had only occasionally been 

staged by several small performing groups, which led to the establishment of an arena 

distinguished from the public theatres which routinely staged the more popular plays. 

Thirdly, “the private stage” is a metaphor for the imaginery drama spectacles that were 

envisioned by the readers during the solitary play-reading in their own domestic 

settings. The visualisations would have been exclusive not only because they were 

vastly different to the play-going experiences at the time, but also due to the variations 

which emerged under self-directed individual interpretations.   

My research approaches the often-marginalised group of plays authored by 

modern Chinese women playwrights through introducing the play-reading perspective, 

and I intend to remap the literary scenes in which the two playwrights constructed a 

“private stage” for themselves and their selected readers. The three objectives of this 
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study are set accordingly as follows: to present new autobiographical and biographic 

materials on modern Chinese women playwrights, with a focus on their perception of 

drama and self-identity as a playwright; to explain their specific playwriting and play-

reading experiences, as well as the implication of “antouju” and “closet drama” in the 

relevant context; to highlight the specific contribution of their plays with restricted 

access in comparison to the modern Chinese plays already established in the canon 

which had been created for public circulation as well as performances. 

My research focuses on conducting case studies on Bai Wei and Yuan Changying. 

These two playwrights had different motivations for playwriting, sparked heated 

debates following the circulation of their plays in print, and yet attained the highest 

number of drama publication and reprint records among the modern Chinese women 

playwrights. Moreover, the numerous new primary materials on these two playwrights 

which I have been able to trace to date, shed light on how their different upbringings 

had influenced the way that they handled the opportunities and challenges commonly 

faced by the modern Chinese women playwrights during the Republican era. 

With reference to the formation of and divergent views on plays mainly being 

read rather than staged, this study offers in-depth analysis on how the independence of 

the drama publication industry in early Republican China and the prevailing play-

reading culture afforded the modern Chinese women playwrights the creative space to 

express a complexity of concepts and emotions beyond the capacity of performance 

traditions. This study will not only steer into an unmapped terrain of modern Chinese 

women’s playwriting experiences, but also inspire re-examination of the modern 

Chinese drama history from a non-theatrical point of view.  

 
Literature Review 
 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Chinese drama was on the threshold 

of transformation. Western concepts of “drama” passed into China during the late Qing 

and early Republican period, were reconciled with traditional terms “xi ”, “qu ”, 

“xiqu ” as well as “xiqu ” and gradually generated modern interpretations of 
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drama.18 When the outbreak of the  May Fourth Movement in 1919 triggered intensive 

calls for a new Chinese culture based on global standards and western ideals, criticisms 

towards traditional Chinese drama immediately followed.19 A new form of drama – 

“huaju  (spoken drama)” – was developed, and intellectuals advocated that this 

medium was an effective platform through which to spread enlightenment messages 

in relation to social reform. The genre was later employed as a powerful tool for 

political manifestation during the Sino-Japanese wars. Therefore, creations of huaju 

flourished in the revolutionary climate throughout the Republican period, and the 

volume of drama production reached a climax in the history of China.20  

Existing literature on modern Chinese drama is either written in the form of 

literary history, or studies dedicated to investigations on the playwriting careers of 

particular prestigious playwrights like Cao Yu or Tian Han 」. In English, an 

overview of modern Chinese drama is incorporated into two significant versions of the 

history of Chinese drama, which cover drama from the classical period to modern 

times, including: A History of Chinese Drama by Willim Dolby,21 and Chinese Drama: 

A Historical Survey by Colin Mackerras.22 Bernd Eberstein’s introduction written for 

a guide to plays published between 1900-1949 also offers a detailed account of the rise 

of modern Chinese drama and its development in the Republican era.23 In Chinese, 

there are two books dedicated to recording the major thematic and ideological 

developments in modern Chinese drama, including Zhongguo xiandai xiju shigao

 (History of modern Chinese drama) edited by Chen Baichen

 and Dong Jian , and Zhongguo xiandai xiqu sichaoshi  

(History of the ideological trends of modern Chinese drama) authored by Sun 

                                                
18 Xia Xiaohong, "The Construction of the Modern Chinese Concept of Xiju ('drama')," trans. Carlos 
Rojas, in The Oxford Handbook of Modern Chinese Literatures, ed. Carlos Rojas and Andrea Bachner 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 52-72. 
19 William Dolby, A History of Chinese Drama (London: Paul Elek, 1976), 202; Gilbert C. F. Fong, 
"Western Influence and the Rise of the Modern Chinese Drama," in Studies in Chinese-Western 
Comparative Drama, ed. Yun-Tong Luk (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 1990), 1-22. 
20 Chen Baichen  and Dong Jian , eds., Zhongguo xiandai xiju shigao  
(History of modern Chinese drama) (Beijing: Zhongguo xiju chubanshe , 1989), 91-
120. 
21 Dolby, A History of Chinese Drama, 197-215. 
22 Mackerras, Chinese Drama: A Historical Survey, 96-113. 
23 Eberstein, "Introduction - Thespis in the Peargarden: The Rise of Modern Chinese Drama " 1-46. 
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Qingsheng . 24  Focused examinations on key drama concepts and notable 

practices are very limited, and apparently, plays by other less known playwrights have 

also traditionally received little scholarly attention.  

Only a limited number of masterpieces of modern Chinese drama are still 

repeatedly staged and studied to date, which could easily lead readers and researchers 

to inadvertently lose sight of the prosperity of modern drama in the Republican era. 

However, an enormous number of records of modern Chinese plays can actually still 

be found in bibliographies compiled by contemporary researchers. For example, 

Zhongguo xiandai xiju zongmu tiyao  (Synopses of modern 

Chinese drama), the most complete and often used catalogue, lists over 4,400 plays 

written during 1899-1949 in chronological order, provides abstract of the plays, and it 

includes the publication details of the earliest edition that the editors were able to 

trace.25 Zhongguo xiandai wenxue xiju banben wenjianlu

 (Bibliography of drama editions in modern Chinese literature) and its sequel, 

published by Zhang Zexian in recent years, shows the publications details and 

cover of many printed plays’ early editions.26 

Three other bibliographies, compiled by collectors of printed plays from the 

Republican era, are seldom used nowadays. They only cover a certain period of time, 

but offer more details of the modern drama publication industry at the time: lists of 

plays arranged by authors’ name could be found in Zhongwen xiju shumu 

 (Bibliography of Chinese drama) edited by Ying Fei  in 1931; 27 

categorisation of drama publications including drama magazines, drama supplement 

                                                
24 Chen and Dong, Zhongguo xiandai xiju shigao; Sun Qingsheng , Zhongguo xiandai xiqu 
sichaoshi  (History of the ideological trends of modern Chinese drama) (Beijing: 
Beijing daxue chubanshe , 1994). 
25 Dong Jian  et al., eds., Zhongguo xiandai xiju zongmu tiyao  (Synopses 
of modern Chinese drama), 2nd ed. (Beijing: Zhongguo xiju chubanshe , 2012). 
26 Zhang Zexian , Zhongguo xiandai wenxue xiju banben wenjianlu, 1912-1949 

 1912-1949 (Records of the modern Chinese drama editions 1912-1949) (Shanghai: 
Shanghai yuandong chubanshe , 2009); Zhongguo xiandai wenxue xiju banben 
wenjianlu xuji, 1908-1949  1908-1949 (Sequel to records of 
modern Chinese drama editions, 1912-1949) (Shanghai: Shanghai yuandong chubanshe 

, 2010). 
27 Ying Fei , "Zhongwen xiju shumu  (Bibliography of Chinese drama)," Xiju  
(Drama) 2, no. 6 (1931): 135-55. 
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of newspapers, special issues on drama from journals, compiled collections of plays, 

and books of drama reviews can be found in Xiandai xiju tushu mulu

 (Bibliography of books related to modern drama) edited by Shu Chang  in 

1938;28 names and numbers of publishers who published drama scripts, as well as the 

publishing volume of each, are presented in Zhongguo huaju juben chuban niaokan

 (A general survey of the publication of Chinese drama) edited 

by Lu Juewu  in 1944.29 These three sources also record the publication of 

foreign plays from eighteen countries mostly from the West,30  which reflects the 

breadth of western modern drama to which the Republican writers and readers had 

been exposed. 

The narrative in different versions of the history of Chinese drama published after 

1949 has been highly stylised to stress the importance of drama in the different phases 

of the revolutionary history of modern China.31 The drama development has been 

described as follows: in response to the call for transformation in the Chinese society 

following the May Fourth Movement sparked off in 1919, “wenti ju  (problem 

drama)” arose to reflect social problems; throughout the 1930s, “left-wing drama” 

dominated the field to advocate the prevailing class struggle; from the mid-1930s to 

1945, the theme of drama creations centred on the war of resistance against Japan.32 

Until recent years, critical reviews recognised the political agenda behind the narrative, 

and started to question the validity of considering “problem drama” and “left-wing 

drama” as the mainstream form of plays in the 1920s and the 1930s respectively.33  

                                                
28 Shu Chang , ed. Xiandai xiju tushu mulu  (Catalogue of books of modern 
drama) (Hankou: Xiandai xiju tushuguan , 1938). 
29 Lu Juewu , "Zhongguo huaju juben chuban niaokan  (A general 
survey on the publication of Chinese spoken drama scripts)," Chuban Jie (Chongqing)  
(The publishing industry - Chongqing) 1, no. 2 (1944): 7. 
30 Ying Fei, "Zhongwen xiju shumu," 156-202; Shu, Xiandai xiju tushu mulu, 15-171; Lu, "Zhongguo 
huaju juben chuban niaokan," 5-6. 
31 Zhao Jianxin , Zhongguo xiandai fei zhuliu xiju yanjiu  (Study on 
the non-mainstream modern Chinese drama) (Beijing: Zhongguo xiju chubanshe  
(Chinese Theatre Press), 2012), 4, 65.  
32 Ibid.  
33 For example, Zhao, Zhongguo xiandai fei zhuliu xiju yanjiu, 1-5; Lu Wei , "Zuoyi ziju shi sanshi 
niandai xiju de zhuliu ma? (Is the left-wing drama the 
mainstream of drama in the 1930s?)," Nanda xiju luncong  (The Nanjing University 
journal of drama studies), no. 2 (2014): 1-12. 
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Plays written with Realism were considered as the dominant trend as they could 

better facilitate the enlightenment and revolutionary agendas, and those plays have 

been firmly established in the canon of modern Chinese drama.34 There was a spread 

of Romanticism in the 1920s, but not comparable to the dominant trend of Realism.35 

The introduction of Western “modernist drama” in the early 20th century, which was 

called the “Neo-Romanticism/ Neo-Romantic drama” during the Republican era, and 

the modern Chinese playwrights’ creations imitating that form of expression,36 have 

long been considered reactionary and harmful to the development of realistic modern 

Chinese drama; 37  even when the influence of this type of drama was being 

reinterpreted since the 1980s, it was believed that “modernist drama” had never formed 

a trend in China.38 However, later research suggests that Realism, Romanticism, and 

Neo-Romanticism were three main branches of drama from the early 1920s to the early 

1930s.39 On the other hand, plays written by liberal intellectuals, who refused to view 

drama as a tool for manifestations of political agenda, were recognised as another 

significant group of plays other than the “left-wing drama” during the 1930s.40   

There was no clear definition or indication of what was the “mainstream” form 

of drama back in the Republican era, but the Neo-Romanticism plays and plays written 

by the liberal writers are sometimes described as “non-mainstream” by both the 

Republican critics and contemporary researchers, mainly due to the inclination 

towards devaluation of these plays in drama reviews and the exclusion from major 

                                                
34 Sun, Zhongguo xiandai xiqu sichaoshi, 199-202; Chengzhou He, Henrik Ibsen and Modern Chinese 
Drama (Oslo, Norway: Unipub, 2004), 24-26.  
35 Sun, Zhongguo xiandai xiqu sichaoshi, 21-36. 
36 Western “modernist drama” refers to the new forms of drama created and became popular in Europe 
and the United States since the end of the 19th century, which includes the drama genres such as 
Symbolism, Impressionism, Futurism, Expressionism, and Surrealism. See Tian Benxiang , 
"Shilun xifang xiandaipai xiju dui Zhongguo xiandai huaju zhi yingxiang 

 (A preliminary study of the influence of Western modernist drama on the 
development of modern Chinese spoken drama)," Nankai xuebao  (Nankai university journal) 
no. 2 (1983): 23; Eberstein, A Selective Guide to Chinese Literature 1900-1949: The Drama, 18-19; 
Zhao, Zhongguo xiandai fei zhuliu xiju yanjiu, 14. 
37 Tian, "Shilun xifang xiandaipai xiju dui Zhongguo xiandai huaju zhi yingxiang," 23-34; Kwok-kan 
Tam, Ibsen in China, 1908-1997: A Critical-annotated Bibliography of Criticism, Translation and 
Performance (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2001), 93-94; Zhao, Zhongguo xiandai fei 
zhuliu xiju yanjiu, 62.  
38 Tian, "Shilun xifang xiandaipai xiju dui Zhongguo xiandai huaju zhi yingxiang," 30. 
39 Sun, Zhongguo xiandai xiqu sichaoshi, ; 6-14; Zhao, Zhongguo xiandai fei zhuliu xiju yanjiu, 14-16. 
40 Zhao, Zhongguo xiandai fei zhuliu xiju yanjiu, 65-69.  
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historical records as well as the printed compilation of selected plays.41 Researcher 

Zhao Jianxin , who attempted to resurvey these two genres of plays, indicates 

that those plays held different values and had different impact, but according to his 

observation, these groups of previously marginalised “non-mainstream drama” had 

very limited influence on the core development of modern Chinese drama.42 Zhao’s 

statement is still debatable as only a limited number of the alleged “non-mainstream 

plays” are being re-examined in his book, and the nature of the numerous long-lost 

plays included in the seldom-used bibliographies listed above still require further 

research to identify. Only when more of the diversified playwriting attempts have been 

recognised, would there be a clearer picture of the drama creation trends developed 

over the Republican period.     

Most researchers of modern Chinese drama have either focused on content and 

artistic skills analysis, or immediately turned to investigate their performance histories 

and the impact of the shows. Also, they very often cited the plays from the reprinted 

or contemporary compiled collections. When and where the plays were first printed, 

circulated and being read in Republican China was occasionally mentioned, but rarely 

at the core of the  research. Even for books which aim to depict an overview of the 

conventions or significant phenomena in modern Chinese drama, such as Ershi shiji 

Zhongguo xiju zhengtiguan  (An integrated review of 

twentieth century modern Chinese drama), 43  and Zhongguo xiandai xiju zhongda 

xianxiang yanjiu  (Significant phenomena in modern 

Chinese drama), did not address any issue concerning the drama printing industry, 

drama production mechanisms, differences between the staged plays and printed plays, 

nor the play-reading culture.44   

                                                
41 Three of Bai Wei’s early plays and Yuan Changying’s masterpiece Kongqüe dongnanfei 

 (Southeast flies the peacock) are being classified as “non-mainstream plays” in Zhao, Zhongguo 
xiandai fei zhuliu xiju yanjiu, 17-27. More relevant descriptions by the Republican critics will be quotes 
and discussed in later parts of this thesis. 
42 Zhao, Zhongguo xiandai fei zhuliu xiju yanjiu, 223-229.  
43 Shi Xusheng — , ed. Zhongguo xiandai xiju zhongda xianxiang yanjiu 

 (Significant phenomena in modern Chinese drama) (Beijing: Beijing guangbo xueyuan chubanshe 
, 2003). 

44 Ding Luonan , Ershi shiji Zhongguo xiju zhengtiguan  (An 
integrated review of twentieth century modern Chinese drama) (Shanghai: Shanghai baijia chubanshe 

, 2009). 



 13  

The only dedicated study on printed drama in modern Chinese literature is the 

journal article Lun kangzhan shiqi huaju tushu chubanchao

 (Discussion on the prospering drama publication during wartime) written by 

Ding Fangfang .45 It was later developed into a chapter of her book Kanzhan 

shiqi xiju yanjiu  (A study on wartime drama) published in 2014.46 

The study conducted by Ding, which is supported by rigorous documentation, makes 

a significant contribution to remapping the conventions of drama printing during 

wartime. However, Ding has mainly focused on describing the drama printing 

phenomena developed between 1937 and 1945, and on tracing the causes for those 

trends. The play-reading experiences triggered by the bloom of drama printing since 

the early 1920s, the cultural practices which emerged and, most importantly, how it 

was different from the impact of theatrical performances, are not addressed in the study. 

Other than Ding’s attempt, the printing and reading history of modern Chinese drama 

have remained almost entirely unstudied to date.  

Women playwrights is another aspect that has often been overlooked in the 

history of modern Chinese drama. Even researchers who specialise in modern Chinese 

drama and performance culture showed inaccurate perceptions of the number of 

women playwrights in modern China. For instance, according to Haiping Yan, Chen 

Baichen (who edited a major version of the history of modern Chinese drama) told her 

that “there were only two and [a] half women playwrights in modern Chinese history”, 

referring to Bai Wei, Yuan Changying and Yang Jiang  (as “a half” as she had 

only produced a few plays).47 Katherine Hui-Ling Chou, who studies how women 

gained their new positions in the performance industry in Republican China, 

mistakenly identified Bai Wei and Pu Shunqing  as “probably the only two 

women playwrights” of the May Fourth era.48   

                                                
45 Ding Fangfang , "Lun kangzhanshiqi huaju tushu chubanchao  
(On the bloom of drama publishing during wartime)," Shoudu zhifan daxue xuebao 

 (Journal of Capital Normal University), no. 6 (2009): 80-87. 
46 Kanzhan shiqi xiju yanjiu  (A study on wartime drama) (Beijing: Qinghua daxue 
chubanshe , 2014), 15-30. 
47 Haiping Yan, "Turning Points: Women Playwrights in Contemporary China," Theatre Journal 62, 
no. 4 (2010): 519. 
48  This assumption is found in three of the writings by Hui-Ling Chou: Chou Hui-Ling , 
"Nüyangyuan, xieshi zhuyi, 'xin nüxing' lunshu—wanqing dao wusi shiqi Zhongguo xiandai juchang 
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Darlene Genevieve Sourile suggests that the absence of women playwrights and 

their plays from representation within the canon of great western drama is not due to 

the poor quality of writing, but has been led by sustained negative reception coupled 

with anthological exclusion - despite those plays having met publication standards and 

having achieved public success. 49  The case for the modern Chinese women 

playwrights is similar. As mentioned, their plays have been seen as irrelevant as many 

of them were never or seldom staged. For the sources listed below which introduced a 

few of the women playwrights, many have labelled them as “antouju” or plays not 

being staged with a negative connotation. Why they were not suitable for staging, and 

how were their reception in print have not been specified.50  

Despite the fact that many plays authored by women playwrights were circulated 

in print and some of them were popular during the Republican period, not many 

versions of literary history or the history of drama mentioned the existence of the 

women playwrights and their dramatic creations. For literature in English, some of the 

relevant records are found in the history of drama: the guide to modern Chinese drama 

edited by Bernd Eberstein briefly introduced two masterpieces Dachu youlingta 

 (Breaking out of the ghost tower) and Kongqüe dongnanfei  

(Southeast flies the peacock) by Bai Wei and Yuan Changying respectively, as well as 

Fengxu  (Windswept blossoms) by Yang Jiang;51 the section on drama between 

1900-1937 in the book The Literature of China in the Twentieth Century included short 

summaries of two of Bai Wei’s plays, and a summary of Yuan Changying’s 

                                                
zhong de xingbie biaoyan 「

「 (Female actresses, Realism and the 'new women' discourse: Gender performances in 
modern Chinese theatre from late Ching to the May Fourth period)," Jindai Zhongguo funüshi yanjiu 

 (Research on Women in Modern Chinese History), no. 4 (1996): 87; Katherine 
Hui-Ling Chou, "Staging Revolution: Actresses, Realism and the New Woman Movement in Chinese 
Spoken Drama and Film, 1919-1949" (PhD diss., New York University, 1997), 100; Chou Hui-Ling 

, Biaoyan Zhongguo: Nümingxing, biaoyan wenhua, shijue zhengzhi, 1910-1945 「

「 1910-1945 (Performing China: Actresses, performance culture, visual 
politics, 1910-1945) (Taibei: Maitian chuban , 2004), 287-88. 
49 Darlene Genevieve Sourile, "Plays by Women, Subjects for Nonproduction: The Erasure of Women 
Playwrights" (PhD diss., University of Queensland, 1994), iv-x. 
50 The relevant references are quoted and discussed in the introduction of Chapter 2 of this thesis. 
51 Eberstein, A Selective Guide to Chinese Literature 1900-1949: The Drama, 156-58, 320-22, 299. 
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masterpiece along with a paragraph introducing Yuan’s education background and her 

profession in drama.52 

Modern Chinese women playwrights are much less known in the western 

literature that does not lie under the specialisation of Chinese studies. For instance, in 

the international anthology on modern drama by women written between the 1880s 

and the 1930s edited by Katherine E. Kelly, English translations of plays by women 

from ten countries including one in Asia (Japan) are included, but none of the selected 

plays are from China.53 In She Also Wrote Plays: International Guide to Women 

Playwrights from the 10th to the 21st Century edited by Susan Croft, over 400 entries 

of women playwrights from around the world are listed and their major work outlined. 

However, again, none of the entries mentions a Chinese playwright from any period.54 

Brief accounts of modern Chinese women playwrights and their dramatic 

creations are mainly found in various Chinese versions of literary history on women’s 

writing. Similarly to the two sources in English, most of these books provide a brief 

introduction to the selected playwright and outlines of a few of their major plays. Some 

of them identify the playwrights’ writing style, but critical reviews on them are rarely 

found. Presumably due to the difficulties in tracing the scattered plays previously 

having been regarded as irrelevant, authors tended to identify different women 

playwrights as the most prominent ones: Shiwei nü zuojia  (Ten women 

writers) (1986) by Bai Shurong  included biographies of three playwrights Bai 

Wei, Yan Yiyan  and Li Bozhao ;55 Zhongguo xiandai xiju shigao (1989) 

mentioned Shi Pingmui and Yang Jiang, and it includes a dedicated section to 

introducing the plays of Bai Wei, Yuan Changying and Pu Shunqing;56 Zhongguo 

xiandai xiqu sichao shi (1994) discussed Bai Wei’s plays under the spread of 

                                                
52 Bonnie S. McDougall and Kam Louie, The Literature of China in the Twentieth Century (New York: 
University Presses of California, Columbia and Princeton, 1999), 172, 74-75. 
53 Katherine E. Kelly, Modern Drama by Women, 1880s-1930s: An International Anthology (London; 
New York: Routledge, 1996). 
54 Susan Croft, She also Wrote Plays: An International Guide to Women Playwrights from the 10th to 
the 21st Century (London: Faber and Faber, 2001). 
55  Bai Shurong , Shiwei nüzuojia  (Ten women writers) (Beijing: Qunzhong 
chubanshe , 1986), 27-54, 85-110, 37-84.  
56 Chen and Dong, Zhongguo xiandai xiju shigao, 113, 99-214, 588-92. 
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Romanticism and Su Xuelin  under Aestheticism creations;57 in Ershi shuji 

zhongguo nüxing wenxueshi  (The literary history of 

modern Chinese women writers of the twentieth century)(1995), eleven women 

authors’ dramatic creations are introduced, including a detailed account of Chen 

Shuyuan’s  and Yuen Jing’s  playwriting career which can only be  found 

in this book.58 

 More biographical materials of particular playwrights are presented in a few 

books dedicated to introducing them. These books tend to project an all-round image 

of the women figures, therefore include many aspects of their life experiences as 

authors, teachers and even scholars and editors; however, their identities as well as 

experiences as women playwrights are not discussed in detail. These books include 

Bai Wei pingzhuan  (A critical biography of Bai Wei), which incorporated 

many autobiographical sources as well as the general reviews on her works to remap 

Bai Wei’s writing career;59 Feihui di konque: Yuan Changying ——

 (The return of a peacock: Yuan Changying), which is a collection of memorial 

essays and letters written by Yuan Changying’s relatives, friends and students;60 as 

well as Jinxin xiunü Zhao Qingge  (Beautiful lady with a delicate 

heart: Zhao Qingge), which is a comprehensive biography of Zhao Qingge that 

depicts her interactions with other playwrights but rather neglects her playwriting 

experiences.61  

Since the 1980s, scholars have endeavoured to re-examine how the May Fourth 

Movement brought forth unprecedented opportunities in improving the status of 

women, redefining their social roles, and enhancing their rights and abilities to 

                                                
57 Sun, Zhongguo xiandai xiqu sichaoshi, 51-55, 81-82.  
58 The eleven authors are Bai Wei, Pu Shunqing, Yuan Changying, Zhao Qingge, Li Bozhao, Yan Yiyan, 
Chen Shuyuan, Yuen Jing, Shi Pingmei, Su Xuelin and Yang Jiang. All of them apart from the last four 
are regarded as playwrights. See Sheng Ying , ed. Ershishuji Zhongguo nüxing wenxueshi 

 (The literary history of modern Chinese women writers of the twentieth century) 
(Tianjin: Tianjin renmin chubanshe , 1995), 119-27,47-70,304-13, 94-401, 55-85. 
59 Bai Shurong  and He You , Bai Wei pingzhuan  (A critical biography of Bai 
Wei) (Changsha: Hunan renmin chubanshe , 1983). 
60 Yang Jingyuan , ed. Feihui de konque: Yuan Changying  (The return 
of a peacock: Yuan Changying) (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe , 2002). 
61 Zhang Yanlin , Jinxin xiunü Zhao Qingge  (Beautiful lady with a delicate 
heart: Zhao Qingge) (Henan: Henan renmin chubanshe , 2005). 
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recognizably participate in literary writing. Dedicated studies were also formed to re-

examine May Fourth women's contributions to literature. These investigations, 

however, were mainly focused on their novels and short stories. For instance, Wendy 

Larson’s Women and Writing in Modern China (1998) investigates how the modern 

concepts of “new women” and “new writing” joined in protracted cultural debate over 

what and how women should and could write, but as she stated, the book was only 

developed on the basis of reading selected May Fourth women’s novels and short 

stories.62 The scholarly monograph by Liu Naici  is also focused on writing 

about the modernity reflected in fiction and short stories by the modern Chinese 

women writers during the May Fourth period.63 The recent book Chinese Women 

Writers and Modern Print Culture (2018) by Megan M. Ferry analyses how the 

printing industry framed the sociocultural conditions for women’s authorial 

recognition, but there is no specific discussion centered on the women playwrights nor 

on any women writer’s printed drama.64 

Some of the studies discuss the content of particular plays by the women 

playwrights, but have not indicated how the messages being conveyed through the 

plays are similar or different from what they wrote in their novels or short stories. One 

of the earliest re-examinations of modern Chinese women literature - Fuchu lishi 

dibiao: Zhonggui xiandai funü wenxue yanjiu  

(Emerging from the horizon of history: A study on modern Chinese women’s literature) 

(1989), written by Meng Yue and Dai Jinhua , includes a chapter 

dedicated to discussing Bai Wei.65 There is a thorough discussion on how Bai Wei’s 

play Dachu youlingta represented the rebellious women in “an age of patricide”, but 

the dramatic form of the play was not addressed. A similar situation goes with Haiping 

Yan’s Chinese Women Writers and the Feminist Imagination, 1905-1948 (2006). The 

                                                
62 Wendy Larson, Women and Writing in Modern China (Stanford, California: Stanford University 
Press, 1998), 209. 
63 Liu Naici , Di er/ xiandaixing: Wusi nüxing xiaoshuo yanjiu /

 (The second sex/ modernity: A study on May Fourth novels and short stories by women writers) 
(Taibei: Taiwan xuesheng shuju , 2004). 
64 Megan M. Ferry, Chinese Women Writers and Modern Print Culture (Amherst, New York: Cambria 
Press, 2018). 
65 Meng Yue  and Dai Jinhua , Fuchu lishi dibiao: Xiandai funü wenxue yanjiu ▲

 (Emerging from the horizon of history: A study on modern Chinese 
women's literature) (Zhengzhou: Henan renmin chubanshe , 1989), 159-73. 
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fourth chapter “Other Life” is devoted to showing how Bai Wei and Yuan Changying’s 

plays depict volatile conditions and drastically shifting configurations of women’s 

lives in the social transformations, but the study is mainly based on the content of the 

plays and little attention has been paid to the dramatic form.66 Yan discussed the 

significance of the staging of their plays in the Republican era, without providing 

evidence that the plays were actually staged – she only mentioned that the theatrical 

staging of one of Bai Wei’s plays faced resistance, but did not go further to discuss the 

actual state of theatrical reception for the other plays written by the two playwrights.67  

Amy Dooling’s Women’s Literary Feminism in Twentieth-Century China (2005) 

is the only scholarly monograph which has addressed the specialty of the genre of 

drama. Apart from analysing how the female protagonist in Yang Jiang’s plays 

displayed a remarkable difference from the Nora figures in the works of other modern 

Chinese writers, who replicated the figure from Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, whose 

expressive gesture of slamming the door signifies rebellion and individualism, 

Dooling also illustrates how Yang Jiang made use of the comic vision and narrative 

strategies to outwit patriarchy. 68  Her finding is inspiring in the sense that she 

highlighted how the same motif is being portrayed differently in Yang’s comedies as 

compared to typical novels from the same era. 

While the modern Chinese women playwrights had only been sporadically 

mentioned in the existing versions of history of literature and drama, and many of them 

have not been studied in the majority of the research studies on modern Chinese 

literature nor in the re-examinations on modern Chinese women’s writing,  a small 

number of researchers have in fact started to examine the women playwrights as a 

special group of writers, and some have attempted to explore the topic of women’s 

playwriting in modern China. Before I summarise and evaluate their findings, I will 

first outline the development of the research in this particular field. 

The initial integrated study on modern Chinese women playwrights is Tian Qin’s

 book chapter on Zhongguo nü juzuojia lun  (A study of Chinese 

                                                
66 Haiping Yan, Chinese Women Writers and the Feminist Imagination, 1905-1948 (London: Routledge, 
2006), 100-34. 
67 Ibid. 
68 Amy D. Dooling, Women's Literary Feminism in Twentieth-Century China (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2005), 144-55. 
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women playwrights) written in 1944. This study has the monumental value of 

sketching the basic outlook of women playwriting in the May Fourth era, as it 

introduces a total of fifteen women playwrights, as well as outlining when the group 

appeared and how their playwriting activities changed after the start of the war. As 

Tian found many of the plays inaccessible during the war, the list of plays included is 

far from complete.69 For nearly five decades after Tian had established this foundation 

of the research area, no further integrated study of modern Chinese female playwriting 

was conducted. The second study is a journal article titled Zhongguo zaoqi nüzuojia 

xiju chuangzuo lun  (A study on early Chinese women 

writers’ playwriting) written by Chen Fang  in 1993. The brief introduction on 

significant women playwrights did not add additional data to existing literature, but 

this study stands out as Chen tried to outline the common features borne by the women 

writers’ dramatic creations in terms of content and style.70  

After stepping into the new millennium, two theses focused on this topic were 

written, including Su Qiong’s  PhD thesis titled “Taren” changjing: Xiandai 

nüxing xiju lun  (Scenes of “the female other”: A 

study of modern female drama) (2001) and Wei Yanhong’s MA thesis titled 

Wusi dao 1940 niandai nüxing xiqu chuangzuo lun 1940

 (Female playwriting from May Fourth to 1940s) (2010). Both authors regarded 

plays written by modern Chinese female playwrights as feminist drama, and stressed 

that their research is innovative and significant in employing feminist criticism to 

study the relevant plays.71 Su’s thesis was later turned into chapters in her book titled 

                                                
69  Tian recorded forty-two play titles written by fifteen female authors, including some female 
playwrights who are disregarded by all other researchers of a later stage such as Xu Xuan and Mei 
Ying . See Tian Qin , "Zhongguo nüjuzuojia lun  (A study of Chinese women 
playwrights)," in Zhongguo xiju yundong  (The drama movement in China) (Shanghai: 
Shuangwuyin shuguan , 1946), 61-84. 
70 Chen Fang , "Zhongguo zaoqi nüzuojia xiju chuangzuo lun  (A 
study on the early Chinese women writers' playwriting)," Xiju yishu  (Theatre Arts), no. 4 
(1993): 62-71. 
71 Su Qiong , " 'Taren' changjing: xiandai nüxing xiju lun  
(Scenes of 'the Female Other': A Study of Modern Female Drama)" (PhD  diss., Nanjing University, 
2001), 1, 7-8. Wei Yanhong , "Wusi dao 1940 niandai nüxing xiqu chuangzuo lun 1940

 (Female playwriting from May Fourth to 1940s)" (MA diss., Hebei University, 
2010), 1-4. 
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Kuayujing zhong de nüxing xiju  (Female drama across different 

contexts) (2016), in which she extends the scope to cover plays from 1949 to 2000. 

The appendix of this book is a list of plays, which Su was able to trace, written by 

women authors throughout the twentieth century. It is the most comprehensive list to 

date, but it still needs to be enriched by future researchers as some data is inaccurate 

and records of some plays as well as their relevant publication details are missing.72  

There are still further journal articles, which attempted to explore the topic of 

modern Chinese women playwriting. Apart from acknowledging women authors’ 

efforts in playwriting and summarizing the major themes of the plays, these articles 

seldom show new insight into the interpretation of the plays due to their brevity.73 

Some dedicated studies have been written on individual playwrights who are relatively 

                                                
72 The list needs to be enriched due to the following reasons: the edition of the publication records listed 
is not specified – some of them are from the first edition, and some of them are from the second or later 
editions. For some of the plays, titles are listed without the publication details despite the fact that they 
were published. The page numbers of the plays, and pen names, which the women playwrights used 
when publishing some of their plays, are not listed. Inaccurate data that I have spotted include: the title 
of the play Nüxing zhi qun  (The group of women) by Chen Baibing  is wrongly listed 
as Shenghuo xianshang de yiqun  (A group living on the lifeline) written by another 
author published on the same journal as Chen’s; the play Huanghun ‧ (Dusk) by Wang Yuanmei 

 was published on Wenxue nianbao  (The Chinese Literature Annual) rather than Yanda 
xuebao  (Journal of the Yenching University). For plays by women authors published between 
1918-1937, I have identified fifteen more plays than those listed in the appendix to Su’s book. See Su, 
Kuayujing zhong de nüxing, 309-30. (The fifteen additional plays are highlighted in the appendix to this 
thesis.) 
73 The three journal articles are: Zhou Bin  and Yang Xinyu , "Jiayuen de xiangwang yu 
shiluo lun 'wusi' nü juzuojia de chuangzuo qingxiang  

 (Desire for and the loss of the homeland: A study on the writing trend of 'May Fourth' 
women playwrights)," Xiju yishu  (Theatre Arts), no. 1 (2000): 27-34. Song Baozhen , 
"Zai ai yu si de jianzhuo zhong bentu wusi shiqi de nüxing xiju 

 (Breaking through the anxieties of love and death: Women's drama of the May Fourth 
period)," Xiju wenxue  (Drama Literature), no. 7 (2004): 8-12. Xie Jian , "Ziwo de 
youli Wusi nüjuzuojia zhong 'you' de beijuyishi 

 (The extrication of self: The tragic view of 'you' among May Fourth women playwrights)," ibid., no. 
1 (2009): 94-97. There are three other journal articles written by Su Qiong. They are later on revised 
and became part of her Phd thesis: Su Qiong , "Jia: nüxing de beiju—xiandai nüxing xiju zhi 
beiguan lun  (Family: women in tragedies— The 
pessimism of modern women's drama)," Guangxi shifan daxue xuebao  (Journal of 
Guangxi Normal University), no. 2 (2003): 71-77. "Bairemeng yu zhihui  (Daydream 
and wisdom)," Shanghai xiju xueyuan xuebao  (Journal of the Shanghai Theatre 
Academy), no. 1 (2002): 43-53.  
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more well-known, but those journal articles and theses tended to focus on content and 

artistic skills analysis, and took no interest in interpretation of the dramatic forms.74 

The discussion and findings of existing studies on modern Chinese women 

playwrights and their plays mostly focus on two aspects: 1) the emergence of the group 

of women playwrights and their playwriting experiences, and  2) evaluation of the 

plays’ content and style. Some of the studies also touched on a third aspect, which is 

the reception of the plays. For the evaluation of the content, two major themes could 

be identified: a) to what degree the plays are autobiographical, and b) whether the 

messages coveyed through the plays are progressive or regressive in terms of the 

emancipation of women. For each of the aspects and themes, I will summarize the 

points of discussion, and highlight the contrasting views between different studies as 

well as the unresolved problems.  

Concerning the emergence of the group of modern Chinese women playwrights, 

nearly every researcher who worked on the topic emphasises how the May Fourth 

Movement opened up unprecedented opportunities for women to participate in 

playwriting. For instance, Tian Qin indicated that no women playwright could be 

found in China before the May Fourth period,75 which is not accurate according to 

more recent studies,76 but it is undeniable that the late Qing women playwrights were 

infrequent and only a few appeared sporadically in the long history of classical Chinese 

literature. Tian believed that the dearth of women playwrights in the past is not because 

women do not possess an inborn dramaturgic gift, but because the confined living 

environment hampered their life experiences and the observation of society which are 

both much needed for playwriting. 77  Therefore, modern Chinese women in the 

Republican era were able to master playwriting after their social lives and experiences 

became less restrained. Su Qiong and Wei Yanhong both quoted Tian’s point, and 

                                                
74 More specific reviews on the articles and theses on Bai Wei and Yuan Changying will be included in 
the introduction of Chapter 3 and 4. 
75 Tian, "Zhongguo nüjuzuojia lun," 61-62. 
76  Recent studies have revealed female playwrights did exist in Ming and Qing Dynasties. A 
representative study is: Hua Wei , Ming Qing funü zhi xiqu chuangzuo yu piping 

 (The Writing and Criticism of Drama by Women in Ming Qing Dynasties) (Taibei: 
Zhongyang yanjiuyuan Zhongguo wenzhe yanjiusuo ü, 2003). 
77 Tian, "Zhongguo nüjuzuojia lun," 61-62. 
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showed agreement.78 Other researchers have made similar statements on the May 

Fourth Movement empowering women to reclaim their ability in playwriting, but they 

simplified the situation through this attribution as none of them have actually discussed 

what specific transformations had made playwriting more accessible.  

The rise of the group of modern Chinese women playwrights and their capability 

in mastering playwriting, as the researchers suggested, would be a particular case 

given that the dearth of female playwrights happened across the classical and modern 

literature of numerous countries. There have been different interpretations of the 

causes of the dearth of women playwrights: some have ascribed it to the confined 

lifestyle as Tian did: for instance, Virgina Woolf invented a fictional character, Judith 

Shakespeare, a sister of William Shakespeare who was equally talented as her brother, 

and showed how she would have been debarred from playwriting as those 

opportunities were closed to women.79 On the other hand, some claimed that women 

have an inborn deficiency in handling playwriting. Matthews Brander explored why 

women failed to manage playwriting and came to the conclusion that they had “only a 

definitely limited knowledge of life” and tended “to be more or less deficient in the 

faculty of construction”.80 Gayle Austin stressed that “the writing of plays requires 

mastering to some degree a male-dominated, public production machinery” which 

relatively few women have been able to cope with.81 This issue of why women seldom 

became playwrights remained controversial, and in fact, it changes over time and very 

much depends on the cultural background.  

In contrast to mastery of playwriting as projected by the existing literature, 

primary materials which I have identified reflect that the modern Chinese women 

playwrights had also struggled to master the skills for playwriting. Some had expressed 

that they found themselves particularly unfamiliar with the practice of playwriting. For 

instance, in 1936, Su Xuelin shared that she only resorted to writing in the form of a 

drama script after several failed attempts in drafting a story in the form of a short story. 

                                                
78 Su Qiong , "Bairemeng yu zhihui  (Daydream and wisdom)," 2; Wei, "Wusi dao 
1940 niandai nüxing xiqu chuangzuo lun," 6. 
79 Virginia Woolf, A Room of One's Own (San Diego: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1989), 46-50. 
80 Matthews Brander, "Women Dramatists," in A Book About the Theatre (New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1916), 126. 
81 Gayle Austin, Feminist Theories for Dramatic Criticism (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1990), 2. 
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She added that she did not have much knowledge about drama, but she did not want 

to let her inspiration for a good topic to slip away, so she hesitantly tried playwriting 

which she described as “embarking on an adventure of the soul” to highlight the 

difficulty and uncertainty involved.82  

Moreover, the allegedly widely expanded opportunities for the women 

playwrights did not seem to have happened without resistance. According to another 

source that I have found, Zhao Qingge recalled how she was traumatized by her first 

and immature attempt in playwriting in 1932. She wrote a play based on her cousin’s 

experience to condemn the androcentric figures from the feudal society, but she was 

not aware that she should not replicate the story using the real names. After the play 

was published in a newspaper, Zhao was harshly blamed by her relatives for disgracing 

the related families, and forced to plead guilty. She was disappointed that she “failed 

to be anti-feudal, and instead, [was] brutally beaten by the feudal forces,” and she 

refrained from playwriting for four years despite her fondness for drama.83 These 

examples show that the challenges posed to the modern Chinese women playwrights, 

both from their unfamiliarity with a previously seldom used genre of writing and from 

other external factors, are yet to be explored. 

The second major aspect of present studies on modern Chinese women 

playwriting is the evaluation of the plays’ content and style, and one of the most 

common discussions is to what degree the women’s plays are autobiographical. Chen 

Fang points out that themes of the plays are mainly centred on the fate of women, 

because the women playwrights had a better understanding of women’s vision and 

mentality and they often projected their personal experiences into the plays.84 Su 

Qiong stated that the characters in plays are the women playwrights’ incarnations, 

whose voices directly represent those playwrights’ thoughts, self-images, and 

personalities. 85  It is also very common for other researchers to use the women 

playwrights’ personal experiences to explain the plots in their plays. For instance, 

                                                
82 Su Xuelin , "Wo zeyang xie 'Jiunaluo di yanjing' (How I wrote 
"Kunala's eyes")," Dagong Bao (Tianjin) (Impartial daily - Tianjin), 6 May 1936. 
83 Zhao Qingge , "Wo zenyang cong xie xiaoshuo dao xie dianying juben 

(How did I turn from writing novels to writing film scripts?)," Haiyang wenyi  
(Marine literature and art) 6, no. 4 (1979): 24-25. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Su, Kuayujing zhong de nüxing xiju, 15. 
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David Der-wei Wang indicated that the two main female characters in Bai Wei’s Linli 

 (Miss Linli) may either be a projection of Bai Wei and her lover’s new admirer 

or a projection of Bai Wei and her divided-self,86 while Chen Dahong  further 

considered this play as “Huo qingshu  (living love-letters)” of Bai Wei and her 

lover.87 Su Qiong argued that the content of the plays is not simply a replication of the 

women writers’ lives, as they used playwriting to deny their real-life experiences and 

to beatify them, which then brought self-satisfaction.88 The examples she cited mainly 

concern love relationships, in which she suggests the playwrights gain satisfaction 

from gaining full control over their male figures by arranging their roles and reactions 

in the plays, as well as plotting better endings.89  While this might be the case for some 

of the plays, researchers could also examine whether they had reimagined their own 

approach or attitude towards the love relationships, observe any differences in their 

self-portrayals in other areas of womanhood, and any other incentives involved in 

trying to reframe their own lives. 

Another major discussion is whether the messages coveyed through the plays are 

progressive or regressive. Both Su Qiong and Wei Yanhong employed feminist 

criticism to study the plays, and denoted that women’s struggle for autonomy  was not 

thorough in many of the plays. 90 Other researchers made similar observations, and 

Chen Fang suggested the female characters’ hesitation in casting off the shackles from 

traditional practices shows that the feudal culture is ingrained in their minds – meaning 

that they were still unable to fully realise the destruction that it would cause.91 Su 

argued that the female characters, as a reflection of the women playwrights, were 

trapped between many conflicting options - between family and society, marriage and 

career, as well as ideals and realities, which became complicated when they juggled 

                                                
86 Wang De-wei 6, Lishi yu guaishou: Lishi, baoli, xushi   : . .  (The 
Monster that is History: History, Violence, Narrative) (Taibei: Maitian chuban , 2004), 64. 
87 Chen Dahong , "Lun Bai Wei 'Linli' he Yang Sao 'Xinqu' de wenben duihua ji qi biaoxian 
zhuyi secai  (Intertextuality of Bai 
Wei's 'Linli' and Yang Sao's 'Inner Voices' and the play's expressionistic style)," Zhongguo xiandai 
wenxue yanjiu congkan  (Modern Chinese Literature Studies), no. 2 (2013): 
137-46. 
88 Su, Kuayujing zhong de nüxing xiju, 67-98. 
89 Ibid., 79. 
90 Su, " 'Taren' changjing: xiandai nüxing xiju lun," 9, 20-27; Wei, "Wusi dao 1940 niandai nüxing xiqu 
chuangzuo lun," 1, 13-18. 
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 25  

their identities as daughters, wives, and mothers.92 This perspective encourages further 

examination of the modern women’s straddled position between traditional values and 

the new culture, but Su might have come to a conclusion too soon when she simply 

refers the female characters’ refusal to take a step forward as an act of cowardice. It is 

not true that those who fought for independence could only pass away in the fight or 

run away from home,93 as other ways to reach compromise and reconciliation between 

the interests of different parties are also shown in some of the plays. How the women 

playwrights offered different insights into resolving the prevailing problems, and how 

the plays were perceived other than being criticised as “not entirely progressive”, are 

two aspects that remain unexplored. 

Regarding the styles, the women playwrights have been found to have a stronger 

tendency towards Romanticism, while plays written with Realism were far more in 

demand as they could better facilitate the enlightenment and revolutionary agendas. 

Chen Fang believes that the women playwrights were more interested in Romanticism, 

as well as Symbolism and the weave of fantasies from Neo-Romanticism, as these 

styles match with the characteristics of women’s writing - the rich, sensitive, and 

delicate sentiments; pursuits of poetic language and artistic conceptions; shaping 

characters with ideal models. 94 He criticised the women playwrights for their blind 

pursuit of artistic skills as well as beauty of form, and their advocacy of the idea of 

“Art for Art’s sake”.95 Why the beauty of language and the forms could only serve 

decorative purposes, and why they were regarded as incompatible with the practical 

needs of the time have not been explained.  

Lastly, there are different opinions on the kind of reception the plays had. Su 

Qiong stresses that the significance for women to engage in playwriting during the 

Republican era was having the opportunities to stage their plays in front of audiences, 

which was hardly possible for plays written by women back in the Ming and Qing 

dynasties.96 In the introduction of her book, Su claimed that “the staging of the plays 

by women authors granted women a venue in which to speak, and a stage on which to 

                                                
92 Su, Kuayujing zhong de nüxing xiju, 11. 
93 Ibid., 11, 64. 
94 Chen, "Zhongguo zaoqi nüzuojia xiju chuangzuo lun," 68-69. 
95 Ibid., 69-70. 
96 Su, Kuayujing zhong de nüxing xiju, 13. 
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perform. Not only can they use words and written language, they can also use the 

voices and spoken language to express themselves, which realised women’s desire to 

be heard and be concerned.”97 However, she overlooked the fact that most of the plays 

were not staged at all. Chen Fang, on the other hand, recognised that plays by the 

modern Chinese women playwrights were seldom seen on stage. He suggests that their 

plays have excessive literary elements and contain low theatricality, and therefore, 

they had appeared as literary pieces rather than as theatrical productions. 98  His 

statement needs to be further evidenced by supporting examples; also, the criteria for 

determining “excessive literary elements” and “low theatricality”, as well as the 

correlation between these factors and the slim chances for staging are yet to be 

specified. Moreover, similarly to Chen, other researchers who studied the plays by the 

modern Chinese women playwrights have not further examined the reception in the 

printed form nor the impact they have made through the printed medium.  

 

Scope  
 

Plays written by modern Chinese women playwrights in Republican China were 

mainly being read rather than staged, and were therefore, inextricably linked to the 

drama printing conventions and play-reading culture of that era. However, as stated in 

the literature review, why there was a demand for reading these printed plays and the 

particularities of the textual reception remain entirely unexplored. Research on these 

playwrights and their plays with a focus on the play-reading aspect will not only enrich 

the rather limited literature on this particular group of plays, but also initiate 

examination on the printed medium which has scarcely been addressed in studies of 

modern Chinese drama. More than 140 plays by these modern Chinese women writers 

with a variety of themes were printed over three decades, so they can hardly be covered 

in one single study. To engage with the topic at a greater depth, this study focuses on 

printed drama by Bai Wei and Yuan Changying from 1922 to 1936. In this section, I 

will explain why these two women playwrights and the specific timeframe have been 

chosen for this research, as well as why I refer to the plays as “printed drama” rather 

than “antouju” or “closet drama”. 

                                                
97 Ibid., 14. 
98 Chen, "Zhongguo zaoqi nüzuojia xiju chuangzuo lun," 71. 
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 As mentioned, this research will focus on conducting case studies on Bai Wei 

and Yuan Changying primarily due to their significance – they had both displayed 

unconventional pursuits in their playwriting, heated debates were sparked following 

the circulation of their plays in print, and their plays attained the highest number of 

drama publication and reprint records among the modern Chinese women playwrights. 

Secondly, the variations in the two cases, from their upbringings, ways of development 

of interest and knowledge in drama, their motivation for playwriting, their affiliation 

to literary societies and political parties, to the groups of target readers and choices of 

publication venues, had led to very different playwriting careers, and thus allow us to 

have a better understanding of the extent of authorial choices the women playwrights 

were entitled to, as well as the range of impacts that they were able to create. Thirdly, 

the substantial amount of newly-found primary materials on these two playwrights’ 

playwriting careers have made the case studies feasible and more comprehensive. 

Materials on the other women playwrights are relatively limited, so they are hardly 

sufficient for in-depth case studies.  

Moreover, Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s distinct attempts to only allow a restricted 

readership were not exceptional cases, as similar cases could be found among the other 

women playwrights. For instance, the case study on Bai Wei will show that during an 

early period of her career, she wrote plays for herself and her dedicated readers, so she 

did not care if her plays were incomprehensible to the general reader, and she was 

conservative about submission for publication. Lü Yi  had shown similar 

tendencies: When she first published her play Meigui yu chun  (Roses and 

spring), she pretended that she had accidentally found the manuscript with a note 

presumably left by the unknown writer which says “I dedicate this text [the drama 

script] to my own heart…”.99 She added that the play was hardly comprehensible to 

people other than the author, but there are not many errors in the language, so she still 

submitted it for publication.100 Years later she admitted that she had written the play 

                                                
99 Lü Yi (pen name of Su Xuelin) claimed that she found the manuscript attached to an old book, which 
she bought at a second-hand book store. No author’s name nor a date of writing was stated on the 
manuscript. At the end of the play, there is a note presumably left by the writer. However, apart from 
the line quoted above, none of the other lines were readable as the paper was in a poor state. See Lü Yi 
nüshi , "Meigui yu chun  (Roses and spring)," Beixin  (Beixin weekly), no. 
49/50 (1927): 353. 
100 Ibid. 
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based on her conflicting emotions during some disputes with her husband, but 

preferred not to use her own name to publish nor to include it in her own collection of 

works.101 She insisted on not disclosing details of the disputes to help readers to 

understand the play, and indicated that “if readers feel that it is unappealing, then I can 

only ask for forgiveness”.102 As for Yuan, she would appear to have dedicated her 

plays to elite readers, and she was not keen on pursuing stage performances. A similar 

stance was shown by Shi Pingmei , who indicated that she made revisions to 

her play Zhe shi shui de zui? ? (Whose sin is this?) before it was published 

in a newspaper, but she insisted that she “does not recommend staging it on a typical 

stage”.103 The reason that she gave was that she had presented a negative example of 

murdering the bride to avoid an arranged marriage, and she was afraid that the general 

audiences would consider it as a model to be followed.104 No extra information nor 

any drama review for Lü Yi’s play and Shi’s play have been found, and the feedback 

could not be traced. However, the case studies on Bai Wei and Yuan would allow us 

to further interpret the opportunities and motivations for women playwrights pursuing 

unconventional pursuits in playwriting, as well as establishing an estimation on how 

the readers in the Republican era responded to plays that did not resemble the typical 

staged plays.  

 For the timeframe in this research, it is set between 1922 and 1936. It mainly 

covers the first two of the “three decades of modern Chinese literature”. It is well 

established that works created between 1917 and 1949 are counted as modern Chinese 

                                                
101 The play was later included in a reprinted edition of a compiled collection of Su’s works. Su revealed 
that she had refused to include the play in the earlier version as she wrote it based on her conflicts with 
her husband, and she wished to keep it secret in the hope of saving their marriage and avoiding 
dissatisfaction from her husband’s family.See "Meigui yu chun (xuyuan)  (Roses 
and spring - the ending)," Taling  (The tower bell), no. 5-6 (1931): 20; Su Xuelin , Su Xuelin 
zizhuan  (The autobiography of Su Xuelin) (Jiangsu: Jiangsu wenyi chubanshe 

, 1996), 67-68; " 'Lütian' zixu  (Preface to 'The Green Sky')," in Su Xuelin wenji 
 (The Su Xuelin Collection), ed. Chen Hui  (Hefei: Anhui wenyi chuban 

, 1996), 218-19.   
102 When a new version of the play was reprinted four years later, Su admitted that she wrote the play 
herself, and she had alluded to certain conflicts that she was involved in. Lü Yi nüshi, "Meigui yu chun 
(xuyuan)," 20. 
103 Shi Pingmei , "Yu Zhishui xiansheng lun zhuozuo 'Zhe shi shui de zui' de juben - jiyi da 
Deng Zhuoyuan xiansheng  
(Discussing my work 'Whose sin is this' with Mr. Zhishui - to answer Mr. Deng Zhuoyuan) " Chenbao 
fukan  (Morning Post Supplement), 17 April 1922. 
104 Ibid. 
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literature, and the thirty-two years of creation are divided into three phases based on 

significant literary and historical events as well as the associated themes of creation.105 

The first decade from 1917 to 1927 started with the literary revolution which sought 

to overthrow feudal culture and traditional ways of writing, 106  and the theme of 

creation evolved around the May Fourth and New Culture Movement agenda.107 The 

second decade from 1928 to June 1937 is marked by the rise of the left-wing literary 

trend, and the tightening connection between literature and politics.108 The peak of Bai 

Wei’s playwriting career was in the first decade, during which she engaged with the 

common themes of writing including love, independence, and revolution in families 

and society, with a heavy focus on the pursuit of freedom of love. Yuan’s playwriting 

mainly lay in the second decade, but she continued to write plays with the common 

themes from the previous decade. This research aims to investigate how different the 

women playwrights’ approaches were from the general May Fourth pursuits, and how 

their responses changed over the two decades. Bai Wei first published a play in 1922, 

and 1936 is the year when Yuan started to retreat from playwriting for a prolonged 

period until she published one last play. Therefore, the timeframe has been set 

accordingly to 1922-1936. 

This study does not cover the third decade from July 1937 to 1949, for the 

following reasons: firstly, the outbreak of the second Sino-Japanese War in 1937 had 

a profound impact on Chinese drama production, especially in the reduction of 

available resources for drama printing and staging, as well as the types of theatrical 

stage available in the war zone and the other areas. The themes of playwriting also 

                                                
105 Qian Liqun , Wen Ruemin , and Wu Fuhui , eds., Zhongguo xiandai wenxue 
sanshinan  (Three decades of modern Chinese literature) (Shanghai: Shanghai 
wenyi chubanshe , 1987). 
106 Hong Shen , "Daoyan  (Introduction)," in Zhongguo xinwenxue daxi 
(Compendium of modern Chinese literature), ed. Zhao Jiabi  and Hong Shen  (Shanghai: 
Liangyou tushu gongsi , 1935), 1-99; Qian, Wen, and Wu, eds., Zhongguo xiandai 
wenxue sanshinan,183-200.  
107 Under a narrow definition, “May Fourth Movement” refers to the patriotic political protest which 
happened on 4th May 1919, and which was directed against the Chinese government’s foreign policies 
– in particular, the disappointing response to the Treaty of Versailles. In its broad sense, “May Fourth 
Movement” also refers to a series of revolutions called out in the field of traditional ethics, political and 
social institutions, ideological trends, as well as literature and the arts, signifying “an attempt to redefine 
China’s culture as a valid part of the modern world”. The term in the broader sense often refers to the 
period from 1915 to 1921, which is also referred as the “New Culture Movement”. See Jonathan D. 
Spence, The Search for Modern China, Third ed. (New York: W.W.Norton & Company, 1991), 312. 
108 Qian, Wen, and Wu, eds., Zhongguo xiandai wenxue sanshinan, 201-41, 412-30.  
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drastically changed to those of national salvation. So, this period is deserving of being 

addressed in separate research. Secondly, many plays by the women playwrights and 

their associated reviews were lost in the war, thus it is difficult to conduct critical 

studies on them. Lastly, the drama printing phenomena developed between 1937 and 

1945, as well as the causes for those trends, have already been studied by Ding 

Fangfang.109 Therefore, the present study concentrates on studying the printed plays 

from the pre-war period.  

“Printed drama” is the term being used to address the plays by Bai Wei and 

Yuan, mainly because “antouju” and “closet drama” are not generic terms that can be 

clearly defined, and whether their plays should be categorised as part of these genres 

will have to be further discussed in this study. “Printed Drama”, on the other hand, is 

an objective description of the physical form of the plays. It also highlights that their 

plays were cultural products that had been circulated in a printed medium, which 

echoes with the focus of this research. Further, it stands in contrast to “staged plays”, 

which normally refers to plays that were found suitable for staging and were more 

frequently staged. In spite of the contrast, the categorisation of “printed drama” does 

not preclude stage performances, as I will further explain in Chapter 1 – the majority 

of the plays in Republican China first appeared in print, and they were the foundation 

to both play-reading and stage performances. In this study, I will both examine the 

particularities of the plays’ textual reception, and discuss questions related to their 

theatrical reception. 

 
Research Questions 

Limitations of the preceding studies on modern Chinese women playwrights 

and their plays, as shown in the literature review, mainly emerged as their playwriting 

experiences and the textual reception of plays through the printed medium during the 

Republican era have neither been well-presented nor critically discussed. The analyses 

of drama often concentrate on a few masterpieces and summarise a few common 

themes, with no clear explanation on how such content and style in women playwrights’ 

plays were distinctive – as compared to the women writers’ writing in other genres, 

                                                
109 Ding, "Lun kangzhan shiqi huaju tushu chubanchao," 80-87; Ding, Kanzhan shiqi xiju yanjiu, 15-30. 
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and to the plays already established in the canon which had more frequently been 

staged. To fill the void, this research strives to re-examine the topic by addressing the 

research questions listed below. There are four main research questions, and the 

associated sub-questions for each of them are as follows:  

Firstly, what was the Chinese perception of the different types of “drama for 

reading” during the Republican era? Assumptions about the plays being inferior or 

irrelevant have been made, based on the classification as “antouju” or similar 

indications that they were seldom or had never been staged. However, those terms are 

ambiguously defined, and have been misinterpreted as an equivalent to closet drama. 

So, before reconsidering whether the classification is suitable and what it implies, 

clarification of terminology is needed: what are the differences between printed drama, 

“antouju”, and closet drama? Why was there a significant number of plays mainly 

being read rather than staged? How did the matrix of drama production give rise to 

those printed plays? What were the reasons why those plays were not staged? What 

were the playwrights’, readers’, and critics’ views on the plays that were only being 

read? These questions aim at elaborating why “antouju” (and its varied terms) has not 

been a defined genre, and at depicting the complex controversies centred on this 

dramatic form.  

Secondly, how did the two women playwrights’ playwriting connect to the 

wider literary scene in Republican China? Rather than analysing the content and style 

of the plays out of context, this research aims to approach them in relation to the 

author’s background and their dynamic interaction with their peers in the field as well 

as with the target readers and/or audiences. Therefore, the following questions need to 

be tackled. Who were these two writers? How did they master the skills required for 

playwriting? What was their understanding of drama and their motivation for 

playwriting? Who were their target readers and/or audiences? To what extent did their 

playwriting respond to the prevailing social and cultural discourses? What is the 

relationship between their real-life experiences and their self-portrayal in the plays? 

Following the May Fourth Movement and the New Cultural Movement, women 

writers were given the opportunity to stage their plays in public theatres, then why did 

they not intend to consider staging as an ultimate aim of playwriting? Why and how 

did they only allow limited access to their plays? What challenges had they embraced? 
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These questions aim at identifying the two playwrights’ distinct authorship, and to 

delve into exploring the possibilities and limitations for women authors engaging in 

playwriting during the Republican era. 

Thirdly, why was there contrasting feedback from the textual and theatrical 

reception? Rather than settling for the simple statement that the women playwrights’ 

plays were mainly being read rather than staged, this study seeks to trace more details 

of their reception. What kind of publications were the plays published in? Where, and 

how many times, were they reprinted? In what context were these plays being read? 

How many plays were being staged? What was the frequency of staging? Staged by 

which performing groups and where were the staging venues? What was the public 

reaction? What comments, observations, and criticisms were reflected in the drama 

reviews? These questions would help to trace why the plays were in considerable 

demand for reading but were found to be undesirable in the theatrical arena.  

Lastly, what are the particular features that made the plays authored by the two 

playwrights stand out from other established plays from the same era? What unique 

experiences could have been generated for the readers? How did these printed plays 

comply with and/or transcend the performance traditions and constraints? These 

questions require an overall evaluation of the answers to the questions stated above. 

The answers will provide indicators by which to reconsider the categorisation of these 

plays as “antouju” or closet drama, and offer a more comprehensive evaluation of the 

impact and significance of these plays. 

Through searching for the answers among an extensive range of previously 

unstudied and newly-found primary materials, this study set out to uncover the 

significance of the printed plays by Bai Wei and Yuan Changying, and suggests why 

the plays by modern Chinese women playwrights should not be continued to be 

marginalised in the history of literature and drama. The methods and focuses of 

analysing the different sources of materials are explained in the following section. 

 
 
Methodology  
 

Historical analysis is the major research approach adopted in this study. In 

Touches of History: An Entry into 'May Fourth' China, Chen Pingyuan has discussed 
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and demonstrated the importance of utilising the unknown as well as marginal 

materials to reconstruct more facets of the actual historical scenery, which reveal the 

great variety of ideas being explored during the May Fourth period.110 To reconstruct 

the marginalised non-theatrical aspects of drama development, many scattered 

materials and previously unknown materials are included in this thesis. Historical 

analysis will be conducted in three strands of research listed below:  

Firstly, on the interpretation of the concepts of printed drama, “antouju”, and 

closet drama, this study applies historical analysis in two ways: on one hand, it traces 

the Republican intellectuals’ different degrees of understanding of the origins of these 

drama forms in classical Chinese or Western drama; on the other hand, it analyses how 

they used varied expressions for each of the concepts to refer to certain groups of plays 

created in Republican China. Rigorous examinations will be carried out on the nuanced 

terms which appeared in different sources from that time including drama reviews, 

theoretical essays, written polemics, advertisements of printed plays, catalogues, as 

well as bibliographies. The focus of analysis will be placed on the common patterns 

of categorisation, the implications of each concept, as well as the controversies on the 

value of these genres. The analysis will show how the three concepts were evolving 

over time, thus shedding light on the confusion of such concepts which remains to date. 

It also helps to establish a framework for identifying the characteristics of the plays 

discussed in this study, which will be further enriched by the investigations on their 

textual contents and on the frequency with which they were being read or staged.  

Secondly, on the reviews on drama printing conventions and play-reading 

culture, which will serve as a foundation to the study, as well as the playwriting careers 

of the two women playwrights. Through examination of the newspapers and journal 

                                                
110 Chen Pingyuan proposes “touching” history through “reconstructing actual scenes through details, 
digging up ideologies from texts, and demonstrating developments through case studies”. He states that 
his approach was inspired by Lu Xun  and three Chinese scholars: Lu Xun’s studies on classical 
literature demonstrate how to select a number of key links to project cultural phenomena; Qian 
Zhongshu’s  works show “the discursive strategy of refusing to be overly systematic and 
emphasizing sincere vivid responses”; Jin Kemu  advocated not to only write about “the centre” 
and to write more about “the margins”; Chen Yinke  called for sympathy and consideration of 
people from the past, which would help to understand the reason why they formulated their arguments 
in the way they did. These inclinations suggest the ways to connect the “fragments of culture” to 
reconstruct history, rather than making grand but empty statements. See Chen Pingyuan, "Introduction: 
Seeing History in Texts, Showing Essences Through Details," in Touches of History: An Entry into 
'May Fourth' China, trans. Michel Hockx (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 1-10. 
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articles which involved discussion of drama printing and play-reading practices, 

information about the variety of options to access printed plays, and drama publication 

records, the matrix and mechanisms of the printed drama production in Republican 

China will be uncovered. These discoveries will then help to reconstruct the historical 

scenes of how the plays by the two playwrights were written, submitted to publishers, 

underwent editorial screening and editing, published and marketed, then circulated in 

print to reach the target readers and/or the audiences. Also, discussion of the two 

playwrights’ similar but yet different approaches to playwriting and publication will 

be opened by the examination of biographical materials, their writings which reflect 

their perception of drama, as well as records of their interactions with the peers who 

worked with them. The historical analyses will rectify many misconceptions about 

drama production in Republican China, and enhance our understanding of how the 

women playwrights navigated through the options and difficulties which emerged in 

their playwriting career. 

Lastly, the evaluation of the drama scripts will be done through historical 

analysis on the two playwrights’ playwriting experiences as well as the reception of 

those plays, on top of close reading of the drama scripts. I will do close reading of 

selected plays that were repeatedly reprinted, and compare them against the other plays 

with the same topics from the same decade, to show what new content the two 

playwrights brought into modern drama and women’s writing, as well as choices of 

stagecraft that were not common in the plays written for performance. Analysis on the 

reception of the plays in both the printed medium and in the theatrical arena will be 

done through examination of reviews of the plays, staging records, and records of 

public reaction. Close reading requires careful attention to a literary text, and analyses 

all the details such as choice of words, rhetorical features, and structural elements. It 

was intended to complement historical knowledge relevant to the text, and later 

became a major technique in the New Criticism to suggest the self-contained meaning 

of a literary work.111 In general practice, explication of the text draws on all kinds of 

                                                
111 The practice of close reading emerged in the 1920s, mainly used by British critics, in an attempt to 
replace the impressionistic literary studies of the time. Examples and discussion on the technique could 
be seen in the work of I. A. Richards, William Empson, and T.S. Eliot. It was developed most 
influentially in the United States as a distinctive procedure for New Criticism- a movement which 
concentrated on the verbal complexities and ambiguities of short poems considered as self-sufficient 
objects without attention to their origins or effects. See Michael Wood, "William Empson," in The 
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information, including internal and external factors, to facilitate and develop full 

understanding of the work.112 While the authorial choices for playwriting, particularly 

on the matter of whether the plays were intended for staging or not, had usually 

remained implicit, they often found expression in the plays; so, the focus of the 

evaluation will be primarily on the extent to which the authorial choices had altered 

the plays’ opportunities to be staged and the readers’ reading experiences. Other 

external factors will also be identified from the reviews, as this will help to offer a 

better depiction of what “could not be staged/ was not suitable for staging” implies. 

Throughout the three strands of research listed above, the significance of the 

printed drama by the women playwrights will be traced through a reconsideration of 

the nature and potential of the play-reading culture in Republican China. Researchers 

of modern Chinese drama have taken no interest in how printed plays acted as reading 

materials - other than in preparation for theatrical production, and this tendency had 

also occurred in the studies of early modern English drama, but recent research in the 

latter area has new discoveries: Marta Straznicky reviewed the new findings, and 

highlights that play-reading in the early British context “could function to form 

socially and politically distinct communities, to circulate news and opinion in the guise 

of ‘popular’ or ‘elite’ culture, to legitimise pleasure, to invest writing with authority”; 

she also added that in some of these functions, “it [play-reading] reproduced the 

energetics of theater; in others, it reinvented them”.113 She concluded by emphasising 

that we can no longer assume that play-going was simply a straightforward replication 

of play-reading.114  This insight has inspired this study to remap how the textual 

reception of drama only partially intersected with the culture of play-going in 

Republican China. The attention to this perspective will help to explain how the 

women playwrights’ authorial choices in only allowing a restricted readership could 

have generated alternative drama experiences across the public and private spheres. 

Further, a comparative analysis will uncover how the drama production in Republican 

                                                
Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, ed. A Walton Litz, Louis Menand, and Lawrence Rainey 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 7: 219-34; Wallace Martin, "Criticism and the 
Academy," ibid., 295-96; Morris Dickstein, "The Critic and Society, 1900-1950," ibid., 322-76. 
112 M. H. Abrams and Geoffrey Galt Harpham, A Glossary of Literary Terms, International ed. (Belmont, 
Calif.: Wadsworth Cengage Learning, 2012), 242-43. 
113 Marta Straznicky, ed. The Book of the Play: Playwrights, Stationers and Readers in Early Modern 
England (Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2006), 1-16. 
114 Ibid., 16. 
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China had established a new sequence of drama printing and consumption distinct 

from that of the western model, thus giving rise to a distinctively high volume of drama 

printing with no pre-requisite of theatrical popularity. 

 

Overview of Chapters 1-5  

 
Chapter 1 Drama in Print: An Overview of Drama Publication 
and Play-reading Culture in Republican China 

The first chapter remaps the development of drama publication in Republican 

China, and offers an overview of how the new drama printing industry changed the 

dynamics of the creation, marketing, circulation and consumption of drama. The 

chapter starts with remapping the process of how printed drama gradually became 

popular, and the causes of the rise and fall of the volume of drama publications 

throughout the era. I suggest that the most significant change in the production of 

drama was that it transformed from performance-led to publication-led - unlike the 

traditional practice of only publishing plays that have previously attained success in 

the theatre in order to preserve them, most drama scripts published in print were 

destined for public circulation immediately after completion of writing. Then I discuss 

how this new sequence allowed drama printing to move beyond the constraints 

required for performances, and repositioned drama from a theatrical genre to a literary 

genre. The last section depicts the emergence of a play-reading culture, by outlining 

the types of play-readers, as well as why and how they started to read printed plays. 

The findings in this chapter offer explanations to the unresolved paradox of the 

extended “shortage of plays” despite the surge in drama publication, and justify that 

the medium of print took a prominent role in the blossoming of modern Chinese drama. 

 

Chapter 2 Drama for Reading? Conceptual Discussion on 
Printed Drama, “Antouju”, and Closet Drama in Republican China 

 
The second chapter traces the Chinese understanding and perception of drama 

for reading during the Republican era. In the first section, I categorise the varied terms 

and phrases used to represent three types of drama for reading, then identify the 

differences: “Printed drama” consists of drama scripts reproduced through a printing 



 37  

process; “antouju” had varied implications, but mostly refers to plays mainly being 

read rather than staged; “closet drama” has often been seen as equivalent to “antouju”, 

but I argue that it is meant to address plays read in private or intended for readership. 

I suggest that the critics assumed all plays should be intended for staging, so they had 

difficulties in comprehending the contested arguments for the western concept of 

“closet drama”, and overlooked the fact that plays could be intentionally created only 

for reading. In the second section, I analyse the Republican critics’ divergent views on 

plays only being read, and uncover two main controversies: whether drama scripts 

should both be read and staged, or whether they are complete without any performance; 

also, whether playwrights should comply with the staging constraints, or focus on 

refining their plays to attain personal expression in their writing and to promote a 

higher level of dramaturgy. This chapter clarifies the ambiguity of the terminologies, 

and establishes a theoretical framework for critical evaluations of the never or seldom 

staged plays by modern Chinese playwrights. 

 

Chapter 3 Bai Wei’s “Private Scripts” with Restricted Public 
Circulation, 1922-1928 

 
 The third chapter is a case study on Bai Wei’s playwriting career from 1922 to 

1928, with a focus on investigating how her plays written under her private orientation 

were received by publishers and readers. I offer new interpretations of her ambiguous 

authorial choices: her approach to playwriting was private in two ways, not only to 

overcome her personal crisis, but also in that she knew her plays could only be 

comprehended by a private readership; later she wished to revise her encrypted plays 

to be more socially engaged, and to publish for money, but the bizarre style of the 

plays was too complicated to be changed. I also discuss the hidden dilemmas in the 

winding pathway to publication: her renditions of the Nora-themed plays offer new 

insights to the ethical restraints experienced by women, but the irregularities of her 

plays led to rejections from publishers; the perplexity she experienced while trudging 

between literary societies and the poor treatment she received from editors also caused 

her to be conservative in submitting manuscripts. Eventually only a small proportion 

of her plays was printed, and even though readers found them incomprehensible, the 

complex emotions and the novelty of style were appreciated by many. This case study 
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explains the inconsistencies in Bai Wei’s motives in playwriting, as well as the 

contrasting feedback her plays received; further, it probes into the possibilities and 

limitations of private orientated playwriting in early Republican China.  

 

Chapter 4 Yuan Changying’s “Scholarly Plays” for an Elite 
Readership, 1928-1936  

The fourth chapter is a case study on Yuan Changying’s playwriting career 

from 1928 to 1936, with a focus on how her plays written with an elitist approach 

targeted at and received by a group of elite readers. I point out the discrepancies 

between her motives for writing and the outcomes, and trace the causes: while she 

disapproved of the Left-wing for dominating the field by promoting Proletarian 

literature with a political agenda, she did not proactively plan for a narrow readership, 

but her inspirations for playwriting were confined to her observations within an elite 

community, so she wrote plays to convince the intellectuals to improve social welfare. 

Her pursuits in testifying dramatic theories, and her eagerness to make references to 

the multi-disciplined advanced knowledge which she had acquired overseas, 

heightened the difficulty for general readers to comprehend. I also discuss how the 

reception of her plays was rather different from her expectations: she reached out to 

elite readers interested in independent views through selecting corresponding choices 

of publication venues. However, her plays were still attacked merely due to her 

affiliations to non-leftist parties; her appeals to strike a balance between learning from 

the west and preserving Chinese culture was also mistaken as an overly conservative 

view. Her printed plays were reprinted mainly for students of drama studies to learn 

from her professional dramaturgy. This case study demonstrates a protest against the 

limited ideological independence in playwriting under the prevailing Proletarian 

literature in the 1930s.  

 
Chapter 5 The Intention, Possibility and Suitability for Staging 
of the Plays of Bai Wei and Yuan Changying 

 
 The final chapter evaluates and compares the reception of plays by Bai Wei 

and Yuan in the theatrical field during the Republican era, and it provides illustrative 

examples to add to the conceptual discussion on drama for reading. There are three 
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major focuses for the discussion: on intention (the intention of authors not to stage), 

on possibility (the composition of the drama scripts making them not stageable), and 

on suitability (impacts from external factors). The analyses reflect that the decision-

making process of determining to stage or not to stage was highly complex, as it had 

been complicated by the varied preferences of different parties involved in drama 

production; but despite the lack of authority to make the decision, the two playwrights’ 

authorial choices were the most influential factor underlying the staging opportunities. 

Their approaches had slight variations, but they both intended to focus on creating 

plays primarily for reading. Based on the drama reviews, I argue that they had drawn 

on inspiration from overseas exposure, without being held back by the current trend 

and constraints back in China: their plays were not too inferior to be staged, but rather 

too advanced to be staged. This chapter connects the findings in previous chapters, and 

elaborates the potential of printed drama to engage readers in negotiation with the 

prevailing discourse in the society by allowing them to witness an unconventional 

dramatic spectacle without the provision of visual elements, as well as the flexibility 

of the genre to transcend practical constraints and bring forth diversified attempts to 

stimulate drama development in China.
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Chapter 1   Drama in Print: An Overview of Drama Publication  
 and Play-reading Culture in Republican China 

 
1.1    Introduction 

Year after year, the drama field is plagued by the shortage of 
drama scripts – it has not only been like this since the war of 
resistance [against the Japanese], but it had also been the 
same before the war. 
Is there a “shortage” of drama scripts? Go and ask every 
theatrical troupe, and they will answer, “We have collected 
a lot of scripts, but, there is a shortage!” Go and ask editors 
of each of the drama publications, they will answer, “We 
have received many scripts, but, there is a shortage!” Flip 
open an issue of a drama magazine or supplement, the 
contents in there are hysterically yelling, “Shortage of drama 
scripts!” Shouting, worrying, and writing. The “famine” in 
the drama field has already been striking for many years 
since the bloom of the drama movement. 

                                                           - Zi Qiao , 1942115 

Why is there a “shortage of plays”? What are the causes of 
the “shortage of plays”? […] 
No market for the printed plays? Friends in the publishing 
industry told us, printed plays have been selling much better 
than novels, poems, proses, and literary criticism. […] 
No bookstores disposed to publish drama scripts? 
Businesses operate to gain profit. If the market for printed 
plays is not weak, why would they reject these profitable 
transactions? 
No authors willing to engage in playwriting? There are a lot 
of young people have a passion for drama […]. 
No materials suitable for playwriting? […] Materials 
suitable for staging are available everywhere. 

- Ding Ming , 1940116 
 

                                                
115 Zhi Qiao , "Juben 'huang' zai nali? (Where is the 'shortage' of drama?)," 
Xiju chunqiu  (Annals of drama) 1, no. 6 (1942): 16. 
116 Ding Ming , " 'Juben huang' de yuanyin  (Causes of 'the shortage in plays')," 
Wenyi qingnian  (Artistic youth) 2, no. 1 (1940): 2. 
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  The rise of modern Chinese drama had primarily relied on the medium of print. 

As recorded in the first quotation, drama scripts were not only eagerly sought by 

theatrical troupes, but were also widely anticipated by editors of drama magazines and 

supplements. The printed version of drama scripts served as a basis for both 

performances and reading material, which was a new phenomenon in modern China. 

Traditionally, drama relied on oral transmission from master to students, and from one 

generation of actors to the next to pass on.117 Most of the plays could not be traced. 

Only the masterpieces that were preserved as written texts have survived to date.118 

Also, for centuries, drama in China had been a musical art form that emphasised 

performance and entertainment, which was watched and listened to by the audience, 

but not typically regarded highly as a genre of literature one would wish to read.119 

These conventions were only changed during the drama reform in early Republican 

China. 

  Preceding scholars have recognised that drama became respected as a branch 

of literature during the Republican era, as many authors with literary background 

dedicated themselves to meeting the expectations of a new kind of drama, to achieve 

higher literary standards, and to pursue a clear division from traditional theatres.120 

Many contemporary studies acknowledge that the magazine Xin Qingnian  

(The New Youth) played an essential role in introducing a new form of drama that is 

critical and relevant to contemporary concerns.121 Bernd Eberstein used the phrase 

“battles on paper” to describe how young intellectuals were dedicated to introducing 

                                                
117 Eberstein, "Introduction - Thespis in the Peargarden: The Rise of Modern Chinese Drama," 13. 
118 Mackerras, Chinese Drama: A Historical Survey, 6. 
119 Eberstein, "Introduction - The Rise of Modern Chinese Drama," 13; Mackerras, Chinese Drama: A 
Historical Survey, 105, 13. 
120 Eberstein, "Introduction - The Rise of Modern Chinese Drama," 13. 
121 Studies with a review on how Xin Qingnian influenced the introduction of spoken plays are listed as 
follows: McDougall and Louie, The Literature of China in the Twentieth Century, 156; Xia, "The 
Construction of the Modern Chinese Concept of Xiju ('drama')," 62; Hiroshi Seto , Zhongguo 
huaju chengli shi yanjiu  (A study on the formation of Chinese spoken drama), 
trans. Chen Linghong  (Shamen: Shamen daxue chubanshe , 2015), 171-85; 
Cao Shujun , " 'Xin Qingnian' yu Xiong Fuxi dui Zhongguo xiandai huaju dansheng de 
kaichuangxing gongxian  ('The New Youth' 
and Xiong Fuxi's pinonering contribution to the establishment of modern Chinese drama)," in Jinian 
'Xin Qingnian' chuangkan 100 zhounian xueshu yantaohui lunwenji 100

 (Proceedings of the symposium commemorating the 100th anniversary of the 
founding of 'The New Youth'), ed. Shanghai Lu Xun jinianguan  (Shanghai: Shanghai 
shehui kexueyuan chubanshe , 2016), 316-25. 
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Western drama models, and to criticising the traditional musical drama. 122  Colin 

Mackerras mentioned that following the reform, people could read the drama scripts 

in literary journals and other publications.123 However, both of these versions of drama 

history, as well as most of the research and discussion moved the focus on to the 

specific content and style of the new plays, as well as the impact made by their staging. 

The production mechanism of the new drama publishing industry, and people’s 

adaptation to the practice of play-reading, have rarely been studied. 

  Dang Fangfang’s study was dedicated to remapping the prospering drama 

publication between 1937 and 1945, 124  and this is the only detailed study on the 

modern drama publication in Republican China to date.  On the other hand, the 

problem of “juben huang  (shortage of drama scripts)” during wartime has been 

recorded in some studies and various versions of literary history.125 The reasons why 

Zi Qiao reckoned that a “famine” had struck down the bloom of drama development 

(1917-1926), and the reasons why the number of printed plays continued to be found 

insufficient despite the huge supply, are still found wanting. Ding Ming’s questions 

and answers in the second quote give us a general idea of how drama publication was 

developing well in that era, making the “shortage” seem even more puzzling. 

  In this chapter, I will trace the development of drama publication and play-

reading culture in Republican China. By doing so, I will seek to resolve the paradox 

of the extended “shortage of plays”, and highlight the distinctive characteristics of 

drama production of this period. Shu Chang’s and Lu Juewu’s catalogue of printed 

plays in China, which were compiled in 1938 and 1944 respectively, had both included 

a short description on the emerging drama publishing industry.126 In the first section, 

I take reference from Shu’s and Lu’s observations, as well as other scattered materials, 
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to tell how printed drama was considered odd in late Qing, but gradually became a 

highly sought after product. Statistics on the volume of drama publications, and the 

causes of the rise and fall of the figures in different periods will also be presented. 

  In the second section, I will move on to illustrate the notable aspects of the 

production mechanism of modern Chinese drama. I will discuss how the drama 

production transformed from performance-led to publication-led, and how it changed 

the dynamics of the creation, marketing, circulation and consumption of drama. The 

following section depicts the widespread play-reading culture, by reviewing the types 

of play-readers, as well as why and how they started to read printed plays. Through 

the reviews on these previously marginalised aspects, this chapter remaps the process 

by which modern Chinese drama took shape under the growing drama publishing 

industry, and more specifically, how the latter developed into an independent business 

that sustained drama as a form of print material that no longer tied in with the theatrical 

performances’ conventions and restrictions. 

 

1.2 The Development of Modern Drama Publication  

In this section, I will outline the development of modern drama publication in 

China from 1908 to 1945. This thesis mainly focuses on analysing Bai Wei’s 

playwriting career during 1922-1926, and Yuan Changying’s during 1928-1936. 

Reviews on the restricted development of drama publication from 1908 to 1916, and 

the rapid growth between 1917 and 1926, draw out the differences between the two 

periods, and highlight the new publication options that opened up for Bai Wei in the 

1920s. The third part discusses the relationship between the political intervention and 

the downfall of drama publication during 1927-1936, and it depicts the general 

difficulties that Yuan Changying and her peers had faced. The last part studies how 

publication of printed drama continued to grow into the most popular stream of 

publication, and reached the peak of drama publication during the Second Sino-

Japanese War from 1937 to 1945. This part provides background information for a 

later discussion on why Bai Wei and Yuan Changying both had a significantly reduced 

number of published plays, and faded out from playwriting amidst the greatest surge 

of drama publication in China. Not many materials are available to allow the 

development in the post-war period between 1945 and 1949 to be traced. Also, 
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considering that it is not essential background information for this current research, a 

review on this last period will not be included.  

 
1.2.1    1908-1916: Sporadic Printing of Modern Drama 

 Spoken drama, characterised by spoken dialogue and a lack of song and music, 

was introduced to China in the late Qing.127 This type of drama was very different 

from the traditional Chinese opera xiqu  (literally “theatre of song”),128 which was 

primarily a musical art-form.129 Unlike the West and Japan, China lacked the tradition 

of spoken drama built up over several centuries, but the Chinese intellectuals were 

very concerned about the state of their country, and they believed drama was a 

significant way to influence people’s attitudes.130 Early in 1904, the call for a drama 

and theatre reform was initiated in China.131 While the traditional drama had started to 

reform to show relevance to contemporary life, the western art form of spoken drama 

was introduced to further the cause - the foreignness and novelty were being viewed 

as the best and only way to defend and renovate China.132  

Western spoken plays were initially performed in the British concession in 

Shanghai from the mid-nineteenth century, but they were staged by western 

performers.133 Drama-historians generally agree that the beginning of Chinese spoken 

drama was marked by the performance of the play Heinu yutian lu  (Black 

slave’s cry to heaven), an adaptation of the American novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin, 

written and performed by a group of Chinese students called the Spring Willow 

Society (Chunliu she ) in Tokyo on the first two days of June 1907.134 A poster 

used to promote this performance included an excerpt from Lin Shu’s  preface to 

his translation of this American novel, which compared the fate of Chinese labourers 
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in the United States to that of the black slaves’.135 The stage painting techniques used 

in western theatres were employed in this performance; the stage set pieces, costumes, 

make-up, and speech were also adopted in a Western realistic style.136 The audience 

reacted enthusiastically to the play, and the critical response to this production was 

overwhelmingly positive.137 A year later, the first public performance of this spoken 

play was organised and performed by Chinese people back in China.138  

When the printed scripts of spoken drama were first published in China, and 

how were they perceived by Chinese readers have seldom been discussed. These 

details could be traced from the records filed by Shu Chang and Lu Juewu, and they 

showed that this new form of publication was not well received by Chinese readers. In 

1908, four years before the founding of the Republic of China, Li Shiceng  

translated the Polish writer Leopold Kampf’s famous play Am Vorabend into Chinese, 

and published it with the title Ye Weiyang  (On the eve). It was reportedly the 

“very first modern drama printed in China”.139 Readers at that time considered it to be 

“a weird book” which was “similar to a novel but not a novel”, and “does not read 

better than a novel”.140 In the same year, Wu Zhihui  also translated Molière’s 

Le Misanthrope, and published it with the title Ming buping  (Cry out against 

injustice).141  

Zheng Zhenduo  recorded that there were no translated spoken plays 

printed in China for a long period after the publication of Ye Weiyang and Ming 

buping.142 He supposed one of the reasons was that “foreign plays have plenty of 

dialogue with little action, as well as intricate and tortuous structures, which many 

people found monotonous”.143 On the other hand, all the spoken plays that were first 
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staged and printed were translations or adaptations of western works, so the unfamiliar 

western historical and social background could be another reason why the Chinese did 

not find them as appealing as traditional Chinese drama.  

According to Shu Chang, after the undesirable reception of the printed scripts 

in 1908, spoken drama only began to spread widely after the May Fourth movement.144 

Lu Juewu offered a similar review. He added that the early forms of Chinese spoken 

drama, including xinju  (new drama) and wenmingxi  (civilised drama) 

created before the May Fourth Movement,145 were of low quality and unsuccessful.146 

This judgement was shared by most Republican intellectuals, as they emphasised that 

a majority of those spoken plays lost social relevance, and were converted into 

commercialised productions in the early years of the Republic. Contemporary studies 

discovered that this negative rhetoric about xinju and wemingxi were adopted by the 

May Fourth writers to disparage these early spoken plays, with the aim to inaugurate 

modern Chinese drama with plays written by them after the New Culture 

Movement.147  The civilized drama was vulnerable to attack as it was “a hybrid, 

experimental, politically engaged form of drama and a blend of traditional and modern 

elements”.148 Scholars had also primarily ignored this genre because they do not fit 

into the binary traditional/modern model, and these plays have only been re-examined 

since the 1990s.149 

Drama specialists from the May Fourth era specified that xinju and wenming 

xi did not have formal scripts for the performers’ reference. Therefore, according to 

their speculation, there were also no scripts available for publication. Hong Shen  

stated that there has never been a complete script written for these early spoken 
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plays.150  Lu Juewu explained that performers of these plays were only given an 

abstract of the story and simple instructions before performances, and then they were 

expected to improvise the actions and dialogues on the stage.151 The usage of these 

“mubiao  (scenario - outline of the acts)” has been seen as a signifier of why there 

were no formulated drama texts during that era.152  

However, Dietrich Tschanz’s study revealed  that six drama journals were 

published in Shanghai between 1904 and 1915, and within these performance texts of 

spoken drama are listed among the contents.153 One of the examples he cited is the 

script of Lu Jingruo’s  Shehui zhong  (Society’s bell) published in the 

first issue of the journal Gechang xinyue  (Crescent moon of the stage) in 

1913.154 Tschanz also cited examples from the pre-May Fourth period to show intense 

experimentation and discussion on the modernisation of Chinese drama, and he argues 

that the plays of this period are of crucial importance. Nevertheless, his study shows 

that most of the drama journals of this particular period were short-lived,155 and printed 

script of spoken drama constituted a small portion of the articles in those journals.156 

Siyuan Liu’s research reveals that there was a prolonged debate on scenario-

based versus script-based performances.157 The first performance of Heinu yutian lu 

in 1907 had, in fact, been produced with a written script.158 The script has not survived 

to date,159 which might be the reason why it has been overlooked. According to Liu, 

initially, the Spring Willow Society continued to use scripts in its most famous 

productions, as the members made reference to a similar debate which had taken place 
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earlier on in Japan, and the society advocated that “a play must be based on a script” 

because the scripts were scrupulously written to make them more advanced in dramatic 

evolution than the scenarios.160 Opposing groups believed that scenarios could be 

composed more quickly, and were relatively easier for actors with low literacy to 

master, while the improvisation could allow the troupes to modify the repertoire daily 

to accommodate audiences who watched the plays repeatedly.161 The Spring Willow 

Society eventually reverted to the use of scenarios for daily changing programmes. 

Only the most popular scenarios composed by this society evolved into quality scripts, 

which other performing groups used as a guide for recurring performances. 162 

Therefore, the number of full-length drama scripts from this period remained 

extremely low. 

 

1.2.2    1917-1926: Rapid Growth of Printed Modern Drama  

 The first boom in modern drama publication took place between 1917 and the 

1920s. Shu Chang attributed the wider acceptance of spoken drama, as well as the 

more frequent publication of those scripts, to the efforts made by a group of May 

Fourth intellectuals: 

Since the May Fourth Movement, drama spread widely 
following the trend of the new culture. Pioneers in [the new 
form of] drama, for example Song Chunfang , 
Ouyang Yuqian , Xiong Fuxi , Chen Dabei 

, Tian Han, Yu Shangyuan , etc., devoted 
considerable effort in writing to rally against the general 
public’s contempt and apprehension about [spoken] drama, 
and prompted [spoken] drama to be a part of “Literature”, 
“the Arts” and “Education”. After that, the [spoken] drama 
movement became more prominent, and gradually more 
people became willing to print and read the plays, as well as 
turning them into performances.163 
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Shu Chang called them “pioneers” due to the May Fourth intellectuals’ disapproval of 

the earlier forms of spoken drama, which have many legacies from traditional Chinese 

drama and have limited social values.164 A consensus emerged that the spoken plays 

should be written in a realistic style and reflect contemporary society, no matter 

whether set in the past or present.165 Popular themes of this period’s plays are identical 

to the concerns raised during the May Fourth movement, including the evils of the 

traditional Chinese family system and the oppression of women.166 The new form of 

drama that used spoken dialogue as the main mode of expression had varied names in 

China. In 1929, Hong Shen proposed to use the term huaju  (spoken drama) to 

replace the older terms, as this new term better identifies the new form that is 

characterised by spoken dialogue. 167  Other new drama advocates Tian Han and 

Ouyang Yuqian agreed, and huaju became the genreally used name for this 

increasingly popular genre.168  

Lu Juewu indicated that the printed scripts of huaju in the early years of the 

May Fourth period were mostly one-act plays published in magazines, and not many 

of them were published as monographs.169 According to the Zhongwen xiju shumu, 

which listed the name and publication particulars of huaju printed between 1917 and 

1930, there were 220 plays by Chinese writers and 338 translated plays from 19 

countries.170 Ying included plays that were printed in collections in the form of a book, 

as well as those published in magazines. However, the list only covered works by 

playwrights who had written two short plays or more than one extended play, so works 

by playwrights who only published one one-act play were not included.171 Also, the 
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numbers quoted above do not include reprinted editions of plays. Therefore, the actual 

number of huaju published in this period was even higher than stated above.  

 

1.2.3    1927-1936: Slight Decline in Drama Publication 

 Modern drama publication in China from the late 1920s to 1936 had reportedly 

experienced a reduction. Shu Chang indicated that “drama often stirred in political 

turbulence, so ended up being banned and burnt, or even propelled crises which made 

no one dare to print, sell, perform and keep the plays.”172 Shu did not elaborate on 

details of the political intervention, but what he referred to would most likely be the 

crises provoked by the conflicts between Kuomingtang (KMT)  (Nationalist 

Party of China) and Zhongguo Gongchandang  (Communist Party of 

China) (CPC) heightened since the Shanghai massacre in 1927. 173  In 1930, the 

Nationalist Government operated by KMT issued a series of censorship laws directed 

at the left wing, and started to arrest members of the Left League (League of Left-wing 

writers - Zhongguo zuoyi zuojia lianmeng ) which was founded as 

a part of the Communist Party’s cultural policy.174 Members of the Left League also 

fiercely attacked non-leftist writings.175  

In the early 1930s, many people started to realise that there was a shortage of 

drama scripts.176 Yuan Muzhi  believed that the unmotivated playwrights and 

drama production workers should be held responsible. Despite the recession in the 

publishing industry having emerged, he witnessed new bookstores and new magazines 

subsequently coming out in the years leading up to 1933. Printed drama is the only 

genre that was more difficult to find as time went by.177 He recorded that many drama 
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magazines previously published in Shanghai, Beijing, and Guangzhou were 

discontinued in the years leading up to 1933; while he wrote the review in September 

1933, he could not find one single drama magazine, and printed plays on other literary 

or scholarly journals were also infrequent.178  

 The still rather limited market in printed drama was considered as another 

reason for publishers’ cutbacks in printing plays, as seen in Liu Nianqu’s  

review on the progress of the drama movement in 1934: 

The foundation of the drama movement is constructed 
between a small number of intellectuals and a small portion 
of ordinary people who are more progressive, and among 
these people, not many of them are dedicated to drama 
studies nor are they fond of drama publications. Publishers 
will make astute calculations first [before printing], so they 
carefully consider. As a result of their considerations, they 
have not been printing many monographs, or any drama 
magazines [lately].179 

Liu stressed that the drama publication industry was “fragile”, as it was only 

maintained by the publication of “a few monographs, several flimsy and small-scale 

magazines, and a few kinds of drama supplements attached to newspapers.” 180 He 

listed the details of fourteen different drama supplements that were operating in five 

cities, and he admitted that there are more supplements in other areas that he was not 

familiar with.181  He indicated that the sustained drama printing in this form was 

gratifying.182 By “only a few” supplements, he meant the number was small compared 

to the earlier period. Yu Ling , who also reviewed the drama publication in 1934, 

showed that he only found twenty-six plays in twelve literary magazines.183  
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The reduced sales of printed drama did not last long. Lin Hanliu  

considered that the “shortage of plays” had mostly been solved by 1935.184 Zhang 

Geng  also recorded that many more plays were printed in 1935 than the previous 

year, and some literary magazines which used to accept minimal plays started to 

include a large number of plays.185 The revival of drama publication at this point would 

have been related to two factors that broadened the market: the promotion of 

proletarian literature and drama by the leftists, who prompted authors to write about 

and write for the lower class;186 also, the fierce invasion from the Japanese, which 

motivated many playwrights to start creating plays with an anti-Japanese theme.187  

  

1.2.4    1937-1945: The Peak of Modern Drama Publication 

A significant increase in drama printing emerged after the outbreak of the Second 

Sino-Japanese war in 1937, and the sales continued to grow as the war extended until 

1945.188 However, the concern around the  “shortage of drama scripts” was once again 

widely raised.189 It remained a constant worry for many performing groups throughout 

the war,190 and was still being reported in 1946.191 Some intellectuals of that period 
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argued that the “shortage of scripts” was a false impression, and tried to identify the 

actual problem. For instance, Shu Chang indicated that plays printed in the earlier 

period could still be traced and used for performances. In the catalogue that he 

compiled in 1938, he recorded that around 600 monographs and collections of plays,192 

and 109 different drama magazines had been issued in the past twenty years.193 He 

suggested that the performing groups might just have had difficulties in figuring out 

how many printed plays were available, or locating certain plays of a specific type and 

by particular authors.194 So, he wished that the catalogue that he published would help 

to alleviate these problems.195 On the other hand, Duan Gongshuang  argued 

that the performing groups could gain access to a large number of plays, but they were 

either too selective, or did not have sufficient ability and resources to stage the plays 

that they were able to find.196  

The surge in sales volume of printed plays could also evince that the supply 

was bountiful. Lu Juewu’s survey shows that from 1938 to 1944, there were around 

two thousand different plays published. An average of two thousand copies of each of 

those plays were printed, which makes a total of four million copies printed in six 

years.197 Zhao Youpei  indicated that some plays were out of print, some were 

still in the printing process, and some were finished but yet to be published. Also, some 

plays were only published in periodicals without being printed as a monograph, and 

the dated issues were difficult to find. So, the actual number of printed scripts must be 

more extensive than those he and his peers could identify.198 

By 1944, printed drama had become the most popular stream of books sold in 

bookstores, and its production volume surpassed the sales of all kinds of books except 

for textbooks. This was recorded in the prologue of Lu Juewu’s survey published in 

that year: 
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Lately, I overheard a conversation between the shop 
assistant and a customer in a medium-sized bookstore, and it 
prompted me to work on this article. That customer asked, 
“Which kind of books is on the top of the selling list 
recently?” The shop assistant answered like this – “Huaju 
shu  (printed spoken drama) as usual.” From a 
general view, the sales of printed drama surpassing all other 
books is a strange phenomenon. For those rather 
conservative intellectuals, in particular, it was unbelievable. 
However, from the actual production volume point of view, 
apart from the textbooks for primary and secondary schools, 
printed drama surpassed other kinds of publication in today’s 
publishing industry in the Dahoufang  (rear area 
during wartime). Even for the general books like those on 
social studies, economy, history, geography, and other 
genres of literary writings, they were not as popular as 
printed drama. 199 

Lu indicated that literature and arts have always been popular reading materials, and 

the rising demand for plays to serve anti-Japanese propaganda purposes during 

wartime stimulated drama printing. He claimed that at least twenty copies were needed 

for the preparation of each performance, and it was possible to arouse one or two 

thousand theatrical groups’ interest - if the script was well written, and the conditions 

for staging were not too demanding. So, printed drama sold out more completely and 

much faster than other types of publications which sell copy by copy.200 

The publishing industry was facing challenges due to the upsurge of production 

costs, as well as the buyers’ weak purchasing power during wartime. The popularity 

of printed drama prompted more publishers to engage in drama printing. 201  Lu 

recorded that many bookstore owners hesitated to accept manuscripts for printing, but 

they treated drama scripts differently – they were willing to sign contracts to offer a 

high percentage of royalties, and instantly pay a large sum as deposit. Also, in 

Chongqing , nearly all bookstores published drama printed by their own printing 

houses. 202  Some of the publishers, which did not have their own bookstores, 

specialised in printing drama scripts and sent them to different distributors for sale. 

Some small publishers found printing shops to print drama scripts for them, then sell 
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them to bookstores, or peddle them at the theatres during stage performances.203 The 

publishers’ inclination to print drama scripts suggests that drama publication had 

become a profitable business, and the publishing industry had considerable effort to 

keep up with the growing demand for printed drama.  

 

1.3 The Emergence of the Publication-led Drama Production 

A notable aspect of the modern drama production in Republican China is that 

most drama scripts were published in print for public circulation immediately after 

completion of writing. This is different from the traditional drama practices, which 

usually only publish plays that have previously attained success in theatres to enable 

further study and for future performances. The drama production in Republican China 

had started out as performance-led, but transformed into publication-led within a short 

period. This transformation completely changed the dynamics of the modern Chinese 

drama development. However, except for a few brief discussions which took place in 

the 1930s, the significant changes have largely been overlooked to date.  

In the following section, I will review the preceding discussion, and suggest why 

diverted projections of the drama field existed. I will also cite additional historical 

sources and examples of drama publication to trace the time and triggers of the 

transformation. Lastly, I will identify the changes which emerged, which later 

developed into distinct characteristics of the publication-led drama production in 

Republican China, including the platforms from which playwrights could seek to 

publicise their work, the mode of business operation for the drama printing industry, 

the ways in which performance groups search for performance materials, and the 

general public’s experience in appreciating drama. 

 
1.3.1    The Short-lived Performance-led Production 

  In an essay published in 1931 by Yin Zuozhen , he recognised that the 

printing of drama scripts was a modern phenomenon, but he stressed that the printed 

versions came after performances, so the mode of drama production in China remained 

as performance-led as it was in the pre-modern period:  

                                                
203 Ibid. 
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In the past, drama was only created for performances on 
stage. They were definitely not printed for sale, and for 
people to read. In recent times, printed drama scripts could 
be purchased, but they were only printed and released after 
the plays’ success in stage performances. In the beginning, 
playwrights had never thought of letting people read their 
drama scripts. As a matter of fact, the great playwright 
Shakespeare had never had such an idea – “my drama scripts 
are to be sold to owners of bookshops for publication”. His 
plays were compiled for publication only after his scripts 
attained great success on stage.204  

Yin attempted to use Shakespeare as an example to convince readers that playwrights 

would only focus on writing for the stage, and that publishing for reading was not part 

of their initial plan. Recent studies have shown that whether Shakespeare had plans for 

publication remained a debatable issue, 205  so Yin’s supporting evidence for his 

argument might not be valid, but his reference has shown that he assumed that modern 

Chinese playwrights should have followed their western precedents’ practices. The 

creation of Western drama was revered as the paragon of producing new drama in 

China,206 and this was why Yin had made that assumption. 

Su Xuelin shared a similar argument in 1935, when a debate sparked off 

between her and Xiang Peiliang . Xiang claimed that the publication of modern 

drama had become an independent business – plays could be sustained solely through 

a printed medium, and no longer need to face any restriction from the theatrical field. 

He also indicated that some of the recent plays were written exclusively for reading, 

and not dedicated to searching for staging opportunities.207 Su sought to refute Xiang’s 
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claim by arguing that, to the best of her knowledge, drama scripts are written for 

performance purposes, or otherwise playwrights would have no reason to destine their 

writing in the form of drama.208 She further elaborated on her view by citing the mode 

of reception for drama in France:  

When a playwright had finished writing a script, he would 
type dozens of copies and send them to the national and 
private theatres to seek for opportunities to be staged. If the 
script is being selected by a particular theatre, then it is 
owned by that theatre. After it has been staged for a certain 
period and the demand for this performance declines, the 
playwright reclaims the ownership and approaches 
bookstores to get it published. If a script is being rejected by 
all theatres, then the playwright would admit this is a failure 
and tear it into pieces. For some pompous playwrights, who 
are not satisfied with the fact that their plays are being turned 
down, they get them published and request fair judgment 
from the public. If its value is being revealed, then theatres 
that rejected it before might invite it for performance. 
Playwrights with reluctance to restrictions of major theatres 
would turn to “small-scale theatres” hosted by their peers.209 

The detailed description of how French plays normally entered theatres prior to the 

printing industry, was again regarded as an exemplar which people involved in the 

drama field in China should persist in following and imitating. She used this reference 

to argue that drama scripts and the stage are always inseparable. Except for a small 

number of plays, which were explicitly intended to be read rather than staged, all other 

plays should always target obtaining staging opportunities. She regarded any 

deviations from this norm as abnormal.210 Both Yin and Su suggested that modern 

Chinese playwrights should not only follow the western models to create works in this 

new art form, but also adapt their mode of production.  

In the early stages, the modern Chinese spoken plays were either created in 

response to requests from performing groups, or intended to be staged on a specific 

occasion. They were usually staged within a short period upon completion of writing, 

and only appeared in print afterwards. For instance, as mentioned, the very first 
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Chinese spoken play Heinu yutian lu was staged in Tokyo in 1907, before it was 

published in China in 1908.211 Hu Shi’s  Zhongshen dashi  (The 

greatest event in life) written in 1918, which was considered one of the earliest spoken 

dramas written in vernacular Chinese,212 was also written for performance. Some 

friends of Hu invited him to provide a play for staging at a banquet hosted by the 

Chinese members of an American universities’ student association in Beijing. 213 After 

Hu completed the play in English as requested, his friends failed to find someone to 

play the female protagonist’s role, so, the play was not staged at the banquet as 

planned.214 Hu Shi indicated that initially he did not intend to publish this play, and he 

only agreed to do so following his friend’s request.215 Later on, Hu translated the play 

into Chinese as a few female students wanted to put it on stage, but in the end, none 

of the female students was willing to act as the rebellious female protagonist, who 

decided to run away with a young man to seek for freedom of marriage. The women 

school’s authorities also considered the play as immoral, thus not suitable to be staged 

at their campus. The drama script was again returned to Hu.216 Considering that no one 

would dare to stage it, he passed it on to his friend for filling up remaining space in 

the March issue of the magazine Xin qiannian in 1919.217  

According to Katherine Chou’s research, when Zhongshen dashi was 

premiered by the theatrical group of Nankai University at a later date in 1919, the two 

female roles were performed by male actors.218 Chou continued to discuss how the old 

practice of female impersonation used in traditional Chinese drama had carried on into 

modern drama in early Republican China, as most people still believed that decent 
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women should not paotou loumian  (expose her face to the public).219 In 

1921, women students still refused to participate when a women’s high school in 

Shanghai proposed to stage Zhongshen dashi. A mixed cast was only adopted when 

Hong Shen attempted to put an end to cross-dressed casting, and the stage performance 

of Zhongshen dashi in September 1923 directed by him was the first gender-

appropriate casted modern play in China.220  

The staging process of spoken plays in China had been complicated by 

challenges in relation to traditional values and local cultural practices. Difficulties 

involved in obtaining staging opportunities had altered authors’ plans to write for the 

stage, and this could be one of the reasons why the mode of drama production started 

to deviate from the Western performance-led models. On the other hand, the early 

publication records of Zhongshen dashi demonstrate that, as early as 1919, editors 

already accepted drama scripts of plays that had not been previously staged to be 

printed in their publications. These records of deviations from the performance-led 

production model suggest that the drama production process had begun to change 

before the 1920s.  

 

1.3.2    The Transformation to Publication-led Production 

One of Jing Shi’s  articles published in 1936 clearly shows that drama 

production in China had transformed from performance-led to publication-led, as he 

recorded the change in the sequence of when stage performances and printed drama 

scripts were released: 

After the plays achieved notable success on the stage, people 
wanted to read the drama scripts, and the playwrights were 
also willing to share their scripts with others for reading. 
Later on, many playwrights first published their finished 
drama scripts, as authors would do for their novels. Stage 
performances come afterwards.221 
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He also indicated that this change was introduced to facilitate better understanding of 

the plots before an audience’s attendance at stage performances; also, as they had read 

the script in the first place, they could be more critical in evaluating how the stage 

performances could be improved.222  

Details of when the transformation took place are not specified in the above 

source, but articles by Ban Mei  and Wang Zhongxian  published in 1921 

could serve as evidence to confirm that such a transformation had to a large extent 

been completed by 1921. Ban Mei urged writers to remember that plays should not 

only stay on the printed page, which was manifested by the fact that plays generally 

appeared in print first: 

For people who write drama scripts, […], whenever they 
start writing, the first thing to remember is that the drama 
scripts should not be considered as being completed after 
publishing on paper, as they will have to be staged by some 
people in the future. As they will be staged, writers should 
give thought to [these questions] – Could the chosen style of 
playwriting be implemented on stage? Would these plays be 
several times livelier, or have a poorer outcome, in stage 
performances as compared to the pre-existing published 
version?223 

This quotation also reflects that, in 1921, stage performances might or might not be 

put on after the publication of the drama scripts. Bai Mei considered this as a worrying 

trend, and Wang Zhongxian shared a similar view in his article. Wang realised that 

most people focused on the content analysis of the printed plays, but seldom discuss 

how to stage them. He suggested advocating theatrical knowledge, so that people 

would become more interested in stage performances; otherwise, he believed that 

China will only have “drama on the page” in the future, and never have drama on 

stage.224  

 The publication-led mode of drama production had gradually become the new 

norm throughout the 1920s, and continued into the 1940s. This new norm is reflected 
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in playwrights’ preferences, as well as in the publication and staging records of the 

plays. For instance, in 1922, Shi Pingmei wrote the play Zhe shi shui de zui? because 

of an urgent need to stage a play during a carnival at the Beijing Women’s Normal 

University.225 Shi’s play was staged in haste after completion of the writing, and the 

script was published on a later date.226 Weeks later, when Shi was responding to some 

criticisms directed at her play, she explained that the content of a significant letter was 

not suitable to be read out during a stage performance, and that missed piece of 

information had made it difficult for the audience to understand the protagonist’s 

dilemma.227 She wished that she had chosen to publish the complete version of the 

script including the letter in the first place, so people could read it before watching the 

performance, and thus have a better understanding of the plot.228 This particular case 

shows that publishing the script prior to performances was a known option to 

playwrights. More and more plays were released following the new pattern, which 

reinforced the publication-led production model. The prominent and very well-known 

modern Chinese spoken plays, Leiyu  (Thunderstorm)(1934) and Richu  

(Sunrise) (1936), were also published in a literary magazine in the first place, then they 

were staged by various groups at a later stage.229  

According to Wen Yiduo , by 1926, people in China welcomed the 

publication-led drama production, and they generally regarded the significant 

transformation as an “evolution of drama” - drama scripts were no longer only records 

of performances, but also started to become a part of Literature.230 On the one hand, 

Wen agreed that the transformation was a positive change as drama scripts started to 
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serve more functions; on the other hand, he questioned if the tendency to grow towards 

Literature would signify a “degeneration of drama”. He was concerned that while 

people were paying more attention to the content of drama, less had been paid to the 

form of drama.231 In the next section, we will see that Wen’s doubt is notable as many 

controversies had arisen amidst the establishment of new conventions on drama 

production and consumption.  

 
1.3.3    Characteristics of the Publication-led Production  

Printing of drama scripts prior to performance had at one time taken place in 

the late Ming dynasty, but this was a non-mainstream practice which served a limited 

readership. 232  When the publication-led drama production became a widespread 

phenomenon between the 1920s and the 1940s, it exerted different impacts on the 

dynamics of drama development. As most publishers and the editorial boards of 

magazines started to welcome submission of drama scripts that were yet to be staged, 

those plays were able to reach a much broader range and number of readers. The ways 

in which the plays were written, published, and experienced by the readers and 

audience had also been transformed. In this section, I will highlight the new 

conventions which emerged, and which later developed into distinct characteristics of 

the drama production of this period.  

 To cater for the needs of the readers, playwrights started not only to write plays 

for the stage, but also took the reading aspect into consideration. This tendency had 

given rise to many printed plays that were both easily stageable and readily readable. 

In Hong Shen’s review of the drama development between 1927 and 1937, he recorded 

that people generally found play-reading more difficult than reading fiction - during 

play-reading, readers need to imagine that they are playing the different roles, and rely 

on their own imagination to interpret the atmosphere which is usually conveyed 

through the backdrops, costumes, lighting, as well as actors’ movements and the tone 
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2006), 274-75. 
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of voices in stage performances.233 In view of this, playwrights wanted to ease the 

difficulty experienced by readers, so they wrote more stage directions, and added fuller 

details to the ones that they would have written for stage performances.234 Those 

should have been particularly helpful for readers who read before watching 

performances, or those who only read the printed scripts.  

 Also, playwrights started to create plays for specific groups of readers. At times, 

they were still invited by a performance group to write a script for a specific function; 

but mostly, they autonomously created drama scripts and could then choose which 

publisher to submit to. During late Ming, plays printed prior to performances were 

private editions for family, friends, and students;235 playwrights in the Republican era 

had the choice of printing private editions, or publishing for a wider array of readers. 

When editors reviewed the manuscripts, their focus was not on whether the drama 

scripts were suitable for staging, but on whether their content and style were in line 

with their publications’ aspirations, and whether they were appropriate for their target 

readers. To increase the rate of acceptance, playwrights had to consider these factors 

during the writing process.236  

Unlike the late Ming playwrights, who retained greater control over the 

appearance of their plays on stage by printing prior to performance,237 playwrights 

from the 1920s to 1940s had less autonomy over when and where their plays would be 

staged. There were numerous drama scripts published in magazines, newspapers, or as 

monographs, and performance groups tended to search among the publications for 

plays that they found suitable for staging. They were supposed to pay a small amount 

of “performance tax” to the playwright to encourage playwriting, if they decide to 
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stage one of his or her plays.238 However, only a few larger-scale performance groups 

abided by this regulation of paying “performance tax”.239 These offences made it very 

difficult for the playwrights to sustain their playwriting, as the royalties that they 

received from the publishers were not high either. The fact that performance groups 

could freely gain access to the printed drama scripts had made it difficult for 

playwrights to trace performances and chase after the tax payments. So, a playwrights’ 

association resorted to urging the National Government to establish stricter laws in 

this aspect.240 Some playwrights added a notice on the first page of their printed plays, 

which stated that “Any performance of this play must be approved by the author.” 

Contact addresses were also included.241  Regarding the adjustments made on the 

drama scripts for performance purposes, some playwrights included in the preface that 

they respected the performance groups’ right to do so,242 while some others objected 

and stressed that approval should be obtained.243 The developments discussed above 

reflect that communication between the playwrights and performance groups had 

become indirect, and more difficult to maintain. 

  The insufficient communication and lack of mutual understanding between 

the playwrights and performance groups could also be seen as part of the reason why 

many printed plays were considered not suitable for staging. There were many relevant 

records, for example, in 1933, Tong Huaiqiu , who was an actor from the 

performing group Southern Drama Society (Nanguo she ),  pointed out that 

very few of the existing drama scripts presented ideologies that were suitable for the 
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modern era, nor did they conform with the performance restrictions subject to the stage 

conditions and performing groups’ constraints of the time. 244  Two editors, Hu 

Nanxiang  and Dai Fangzhong , who compiled a selection of plays in 

1934, reported that there were nearly one hundred modern drama collections published 

and circulated in public from the late 1910s to 1934, and over half of them did not 

process any “stage value” which means they were not suitable to be turned into stage 

performances.245 The high proportion of printed plays being considered not suitable 

for staging, and remaining not staged in the end, is a significant characteristic of the 

publication-led drama production – in the performance-led mode, usually only those 

which had gained success on stage would be printed for studies and future 

performances.  

 While a many were of the opinion that having a high proportion of plays not 

suitable for staging was a worrying trend, 246  some critics identified its positive 

influences. When Hong Shen reviewed the drama development from 1917 to 1927, he 

pointed out that in general people in China had not regarded drama as a branch of 

Literature at an earlier stage, and drama only established its standing in Literature after 

writers like Guo Moruo  and Tian Han wrote plays filled with poetic and 

beautiful rhetoric. This conversion happened because even if those plays were not 

performed on stage, they could also be read in people’s studies as if they were novels 

and poetry.247 Also, as discussed, Xiang Peiliang recognised that by 1935, the writing 

and printing of drama scripts had already become an independent business in China, 

so plays could sustain themselves on their own through the printed medium without 

any stage performance. Under this new mechanism, some of the drama scripts were 

exclusively intended for printing as reading materials. 248  These show that the 
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playwrights were granted the freedom to create plays that transcended the staging 

restrictions. Readers were offered opportunities to choose from a wider array of printed 

plays, and gradually adapted to regard play-reading as a new form of leisure that might 

or might not be followed up by watching the stage performances.  

The review and analysis carried out in this section has shown that following the 

transition to a publication-led production, a heavier emphasis was placed on the 

reading aspect of drama – playwrights worked more closely with the publishers to 

facilitate play-reading, and published a substantial volume of plays that were intended 

for reading prior to attendance at stage performances, or as an independent leisure 

activity. The transformations in the ways that plays were written, published, and 

experienced, had primarily repositioned drama from a theatrical genre to a literary 

genre, and contributed to the emergence of a play-reading culture which I will outline 

in the upcoming section. In Chapter 2, I will further explain the differences between 

the various types of non-staged plays, and review the Republican writers’ and critics’ 

conceptual discussion on the value of these plays which had only remained in print.  

 
 
1.4   The Widespread Play-reading Culture 

 In the Chinese context, drama is usually associated with stage performances, 

rather than play-reading. As discussed, drama traditionally relied on oral transmission 

from masters to students to pass on, so play-reading is a modern phenomenon. 

However, it has not been a common practice in most of the periods in the modern and 

the contemporary era. In late Qing, from the 1950s to the 1990s, and in the 21st century, 

printed copies of drama scripts have generally been kept in private collections or 

libraries. Some of the famous drama scripts could also be found in bookstores, but in 

general readers would not read them unless they had a particular interest in drama. 

Play-reading has mostly been an exclusive practice conducted by researchers, teachers, 

and students of drama studies.  

 The Republican period, exceptionally, sustained play-reading as a prevalent 

cultural practice. This widespread practice is partly evident in the enormous number 

of drama scripts published in newspapers and magazines as mentioned in the earlier 

sections. There were also a lot of dedicated publications on drama. According to Su’s 
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catalogue which reviewed drama publication in China between 1918 and 1938, there 

were sixty-eight weekly, five fortnightly, and twenty-eight monthly drama magazines 

which regularly published their issues.249 This record shows that there was a good 

supply of printed plays to meet with the popular demand, but it does not directly tell 

what type of people read them – performing groups’ members, intellectuals, or general 

readers. In the following section, I will cite primary sources to outline the different 

groups of readers, why they were interested in play-reading, how they carried out this 

practice, and where they gained access to the printed plays. These will further remap 

the widespread play-reading culture that existed during this period, and depict the 

important features of this cultural practice.   

 
1.4.1    Motivations for Play-reading 

  As in other periods, people in Republican China who worked in the field of 

drama read the printed plays to try to improve their work. Before the directors of 

performing groups decided which play they would perform, they read through the 

printed scripts in different publications to identify which of those plays it was possible 

to stage, and tried to envision which of them would be able to achieve success on 

stage.250 Actors were usually given their individual copy to get to know their roles, 

and to get better prepared for their acting.251 The Republican drama theorist Chen 

Shouzhu  recalled that when he first started teaching at the National Drama 

School (Guoli xiju xuexiao ) in 1940, he realised that the school had the 

tradition of requiring all students to take the “Selected Readings of Drama Scripts” as 

a compulsory course for all students - regardless of their specialisation in acting, 

directing, stage design, playwriting or drama theory.252 Playwrights and those who 

aspired to become a playwright were also reminded that close reading of masterpieces 

is a crucial part of attaining mastery, as they could learn from the skills that had made 

                                                
249 Shu, Xiandai xiju tushu mulu, 138-81. 
250 Yin, "Zenyang duju," 90. 
251 Lu, "Zhongguo huaju juben chuban niaokan," 4. 
252 Chen Shouzhu , "Duju yide  (An insight from reading plays)," in Xiju lilun lunwenji 

 (A collection of essays on drama theories), ed. Chen Shouzhu  (Beijing: 
Xhongguo xiju chubanshe , 1988), 307. 
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their predecessors successful.253 The renowned playwright Cao Yu once shared with 

some budding playwrights that he started to read drama masterpieces from a young 

age, and had benefited a lot from repeatedly reading those printed plays.254 

 On the other hand, play-goers were also strongly advised to read through the 

printed plays in detail, before they went to watch the stage performances. As early as 

1921, the modern drama advocates were already being requested to take the lead in 

promoting a play-reading culture.255 Specialists in drama persisted in explaining why 

it was necessary to read the printed version of the play before play-going. For example, 

Yin Zuozhen stressed that “drama scripts are must-reads”. He advised play-goers to 

closely read the drama script at least once in advance,  so that they could have a better 

understanding of the stage performance.256 At a time near to the plays’ scheduled 

performance date, the publishers who had previously printed the drama scripts used to 

place an advertisement in newspapers to remind play-goers to read the drama script 

first, so that they could understand the plot during the stage performances.257 The issue 

number and the name of the magazine in which the play was printed were also listed 

for readers to trace.258 When the Guanghua Theatre (Guanghua juyuan ) 

advertised the stage performance of the play Shengguan tu  (Promoting 

officials), it also reiterated that “the orderly arrangement should be reading the script 

before watching the play”.259 This new sequence of drama appreciation was gradually 

being followed, as reflected in people’s sharing of their experience, 260  and the 

                                                
253 Yuan Changying , "Juzuozhe de xiuyang  (The mastery of playwrights)," 
Wenyi yuekan  (The Literary Monthly) 10, no. 4-5 (1937): 14-15. 
254 The talk was held in 1962, and Cao Yu shared his experience of how he started play-reading when 
he was fifteen years old in 1925.  Cao Yu , "Duju yi de - he qingnian juzzuozhe de yici tanhua 

 (An insight from reading plays: a conversation with the young 
playwrights)," in Lun juzuo  (On the plays), ed. Yu Cao (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe 

, 1979), 114-31. 
255 "Yao kaitong du jiaoben fengqi  (The need to start promoting a play-reading 
culture)," Shen Bao , 30 April 1921. 
256 Yin, "Zenyang duju," 90. 
257 An example could be seen in the advertisement placed by the publisher which printed the play Nannü 
zhijian  (In between men and women). "Sanmu xiju Nannü zhijian  (The 
three-act play 'In between men and women')," Shen Bao, 19 November 1942. 
258 Ibid. 
259 "Shengguan tu  (Promoting officials)," Shen Bao, 29 April 1946. 
260 For example, Chu Yang  clearly stated that in order to get prepared to watch Xiang Yan’s  
Sai Jinhua  (Prettier than golden flowers), he read the printed script of this play. He shared his 
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playwrights’ choice to determine which essential details were to be revealed was only 

in the printed versions.261  

As people became used to the play-reading practice, they gradually learnt that 

it did not necessarily have to be a preparatory process that would enhance their play-

going experience, but it could also be an independent form of entertainment. Some of 

the readers were surprised that, after watching a play, they found the play-reading 

experience that they had earlier was even better. For example, one clearly stated that 

the play-reading part gave him a better impression of the play, 262 and another shared 

that he often found the play-reading part more enjoyable and satisfying.263 Some of 

the readers had taken a further step and treated play-reading as a substitute for play-

going, when there were no stage performances available,264 or when they could not be 

free to attend any of them.265 Some readers preferred only to read the printed plays, 

but eventually the reading process kindled their interest in watching  the stage 

performances. 266  These different approaches show how the play-reading practice 

become more flexible, and was adjusted by people to suit their own needs and 

preferences. 

The low pricing of printed plays, and the option to re-read the plays once a 

person had his own copy, had been another incentive for people to start or persist in 

play-reading. This incentive is reflected in an advertisement placed by the World 

Bookstore (Shijie shuju ), which published a collection of modern Chinese 

plays, and was planning to print the second collection. In the advertisement (Figure 

1.1), the term “antouju ” was printed in large sized letters. In this particular 

                                                
experience of reading this play in Chu Yang , "Du 'Sai Jinhua' juben  (Reading 
the drama script 'Prettier than golden flowers')," ibid., 20 November 1936. 
261 As discussed in section 1.3.2, Shi Pingmei wished to publish her play first, and let the audience read 
it first, so they could get to know an important piece of information which could not be openly expressed 
during the stage performance. This plan shows that reading the script before play-going was developed 
into a common practice for most of the audience, or else Shi would not have proposed this. Shi’s 
proposal can be found in Shi, "Yu Zhishui xiansheng lun zhuozuo 'Zhe shi shui de zui' de juben," 18. 
262 Li Yi , "'Richu' guanhougan  (Review on the play 'Sunrise')," Shen Bao, 4 
February 1937. 
263 Leng Mo , "Xiangqi xiju  (Thinking of drama)," ibid., 29 January 1937. 
264 Tang Shaohua , "Xiandai huaju juben duhou suibi  (Jottings on the 
reading of modern drama scripts)," Chuban jie (Chongqing) (The publishing industry 
- Chongqing) 1, no. 2 (1944): 20-23. 
265 Leng Mo, "Xiangqi xiju," 18. 
266 Ibid. 
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context, the term refers to the literal meaning which meant the plays that are being 

read on the antou  (desktop); it highlights that the nature of the plays is to be read, 

which is what the publisher wanted to make a pitch on. 

 
                                     Figure 1.1  Advertisement on antouju267 

On the left side of this advertisement, authors, titles, and the price of each of the printed 

plays in the two collections are listed. On the right side, besides the three large words 

“antouju”, four reasons why one should buy these printed plays are listed: 

 
Antouju 

Extremely cheap: The price of a copy of antouju is equal 
to the cost of a theatre ticket. 

The most economical [option]: A staged play can only be 
watched in three hours, but one antouju can be read many 
times. 

The most cost-effective [option]: If you treat someone to 
watching a staged play, nothing is left once the performance 
ends; if you buy an antouju as a gift, it can be kept as a 
treasure forever. 

The best bargain: If you buy this complete collection of 
ten volumes, you can get ten per cent off; if you keep the 
receipt, you can get fifteen per cent off when you buy 
collection two.268  

 

                                                
267 "Antouju  (Printed plays for reading)," Shen Bao, 17 February 1944. 
268 Ibid. 
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Although these reasons were written from the publisher’s point of view to boost their 

sales, it does reflect some of the advantages that readers would find attractive. The fact 

that the advertisement was placed in a major newspaper, and the suggestion of sending 

the printed plays to friends as a gift, suggest that it was not only targeted at drama 

specialists, but to a wider range of readers. The plan to publish a second collection also 

suggests that there was a potential market for these printed plays, and the publisher 

had foreseen a continued demand for them. 

 
1.4.2    Methods of Play-reading 

 Hong Shen, who reviewed the difficulties that his peers found while reading 

drama scripts, specified that it was inevitable for most people to find reading drama 

scripts more difficult than reading novels.269 He also stressed that “reading drama 

scripts requires training, and it is a difficult task”,270 which was a consensus shared by 

many specialists in drama of that era. To help people in tackling this task, articles 

dedicated to discussing how to read drama scripts were published in magazines. The 

major advice that was included in most of these articles is “to have a rich imagination”. 

Readers were reminded that even though they were sitting in their own studies while 

reading the printed plays, they should “try to imagine there is a stage in front of the 

eyes, but not a drama script”.271 Dong Meikan  added that readers should also 

have “the frame of mind as if they were watching a play in a theatre”.272 

 All of the articles provided a step-by-step guide for readers to follow. The ways 

that they present and explain the guide are different, but the items that they suggested 

readers to pay attention to are similar. They all suggested readers should first focus on 

imagining the atmosphere of the play by interpreting the dialogue and stage directions, 

before moving on to analysing the play’s theme, ideologies and the overall quality of 

the script. For the first part, Yin Zuozhen compiled a long list of questions for readers 

                                                
269 Hong Shen, "Shinian lai de Zhongguo xiju," 744. 
270 Ibid. 
271 Yin, "Zenyang duju," 93-94; Jing Shi, "Zenyang qu du juben," 7; He Bingquan , "Zenyang 
qu du juben  (How to read drama scripts)," Xinren zhoukan  (The newcomer 
weekly) 3, no. 22 (1937): 12. 
272 Dong Meikan , "Zenyang duju  (How to read a play)," Xiandai funü  
(Modern Women) 12, no. 5 (1948): 8. 
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to think about and answer at different stages of their play-reading.273 The first two 

stages read as follows: 

After reading the playwrights’ narration on the stage settings, 
try to visualise the stage by thinking - where are the opened 
doors and windows situated on the stage? In what ways are 
the tables and chairs arranged? How do the other props 
coordinate? Is such a background setting suitable for the plot? 
When the first scene starts, pay attention to [the following 
aspects], is there any action that can draw the audience’s 
attention? Is the dialogue of the secondary characters 
unfolding the plot? How do they introduce the main 
characters [on to the stage]?274 

Questions for the remaining stages mainly focus on how the plots developed,275 which 

is similar to what one would be curious about while watching the stage performances. 

They could have nevertheless helped readers to undergo a more structured play-

reading experience. Yin cited many examples from western drama scripts to explain 

why those questions were necessary. Jing Shi’s and He Bingquan’s articles provided 

nearly identical guidance to that of Yin.276 Dong Meikan’s guide included practical 

suggestions such as identifying the type of stage the plays were designed for, the tone 

of the characters’ lines, and the hidden indicators of characters’ emotions projected 

through the stage directions. Paying attention to these details could help readers to 

have a better visualisation and perception of the scenes. 

 There were different approaches to play-reading in the Republican era. The 

most common approach was the one projected by the articles discussed above – an 

individual silently read the printed plays in a private setting, normally in his or her 

study room.277 According to people’s shared views and memoirs, other approaches 

included: reading along while listening to the audio performances of the play on a 

                                                
273 Yin, "Zenyang duju," 93-94. 
274 Ibid. 
275 Ibid., 94. 
276 The only difference is that they listed the guided steps in points form, and explained in a more concise 
manner. Jing Shi, "Zenyang qu du juben." 
277 Dong, "Zenyang duju," 8. 
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radio broadcast;278 and the reading aloud of the drama scripts within a small group, 279 

which is also called “duju  (reading a play)” in Chinese,280 but more often being 

refered as the activity of “playreading” in the English context.281  

 

1.4.3    Accessibility of Printed Plays 

  Printed plays were easily accessible to most people during the Republican era, 

especially when the plays were newly published. As most plays were printed in 

magazines and newspapers, they could be easily found on newsstands. Many 

magazines were operated by bookstores, so they were also on sale there. People could 

also choose to get them by mail by signing up to a subscription. For plays that were 

printed as monographs, or as compiled collections, they were mainly sold in 

bookstores. These printed books of plays stocked by bookstores were either published 

by their own printing houses, or bought from other publishers. During the peak period 

of drama production, nearly all bookstores in Chongqing had their own printing houses 

which published printed plays.282 So, readers were offered a wide selection of printed 

plays if they could afford to buy these drama publications.  

 As mentioned, when the time was close to a particular play’s scheduled stage 

performance, publishers used to place advertisements to promote the relevant drama 

scripts that they had published earlier on. The advertisements included details of where 

customers would be able to find the back issues. Some offered to let customers order 

                                                
278 Zhenzhi , "Bianzhe tanhua  (Editor’s talk)," Guangbo zhoubao  (Broadcast 
Weekly), no. 1 (1934): 43; "Tingzhong yijian  (Opinion from the audience)," ibid., no. 106 
(1936): 68. 
279 "Guanyu xuexiao jushe de hua –  (About the school's drama club)," Shen Bao, 8 
June 1929. 
280 The Chinese expression of “duju” does not specify whether the drama script is being read by an 
individual in silence, or being read aloud in a group. The particular approach is either being described 
with additional words, or has to be interpreted according to the context in which the expression is being 
used.  
281 The term “playreading (without the hyphen between the word ‘play’ and ‘reading’)”, refers to a 
specific activity that has a long history in Britain, which could be dated back to the early 19th century. 
It was more than a pastime, as rehearsal periods in the professional theatre used to begin with the cast 
reading the play aloud, in order to discover weaknesses and strengths and to estimate its length. See 
Jacqueline Mulhallen, "Shelley’s Theatregoing, Playreading and Criticism," in The Theatre of Shelley 
(Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 2010), 80. In the source quoted in the footnote no. 279, the group 
of students who gathered together to read plays aloud were members of the drama club in a school 
(rather than a play-reading club), so presumably they read the plays as a process of selecting suitable 
plays for performance and/or as a part of the rehearsal for stage performances. 
282 Lu, "Zhongguo huaju juben chuban niaokan," 4. 
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by phone, and they would deliver the product to the preferred address. 283  An 

alternative way was to buy them at the theatres. During the performance period, some 

of the publishers reprinted the plays, then peddled them at the theatres, 284 or offered 

them to theatres to sell on commission.285 

 For more backdated issues of the magazines, or the monographs and play 

collections that were published in earlier years, people could search at bookstalls that 

sold old books. Shu Chang, who dedicated himself to collecting all versions of printed 

plays ever published in Republican China, once lost over two hundred copies of his 

collection during a public display as people borrowed and never returned them. He 

was able to repurchase most of the lost copies by searching at various bookstores and 

bookstalls.286 

Borrowing the printed plays from libraries was another option. Many of the 

public libraries had printed plays in their collection. In some of the book reviews, the 

readers indicated that they borrowed the printed play from a library.287 Some of the 

school libraries also had printed plays in their collection. For example, the Affiliated 

High School of the Guanghua University (Guanghua fuzhong ) had twenty-

eight drama monographs, and periodicals that included 197 plays. A list of the titles 

and the sources were listed to help their students to search for the plays that they 

wanted to read.288 To meet the popular demand arising from stage performances, and 

to accommodate the prevailing play-reading practices, there were also special libraries 

that specialised in providing a collection of printed plays and drama related books. 

Details of eight of these drama libraries can still be traced, and as shown below, they 

were located in different cities, and many had an extensive collection: 

                                                
283 An example of this could be seen in "Sanmu xiju Nannü zhijian," Shen Bao, 19 November 1942. 
284 Lu, "Zhongguo huaju juben chuban niaokan," 4. 
285 An example of this could be seen in "Shengguan tu," Shen Bao, 29 April 1946. 
286 Su Xuelin , "Shu Weiqing ji qi xiju shukan  (Shu Weiqing and his 
drama publications)," Qingnianjie  (The world of young people) 6, no. 1 (1948): 3. 
287 For example, a secondary school student Xindi  indicated that he borrowed a copy of Yuan 
Changying’s drama collection Kongqüe dongnanfei  (Southeast flies the peacock) from the 
Gugongyuan xianli tushuguan  (The Gugongyuan county library). Xindi , 
"Duguo 'Kongqüe dongnanfei' yihou  (After reading 'Southeast flies the 
peacock')," Jizhong xuesheng  (The Jizong students), no. 6 (1937): 39. 
288 Chen Dazhi , "Benxiao tushuguan guanyu xiju zhi shuji yu wenzi –

 (Drama books and texts in our school library)," Guanghua fuzhong banyuekan 
 (The affiliated high school of the Guanghua university fortnightly) 2, no. 3 (1933): 73-78. 
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Year Location Name of Library Nature Drama Collection 
1931- 
1937 
 

Qingdao 
  

 

Cormora Drama 
Library* (Hemulu xiju 
tushuguan

) 
*The name “Cormora” is 
formed by the first 
syllable of three 
renowned western 
playwrights Corneille, 
Moilere and Racine. 

Private library 
(Owner: Song 
Chunfang 

) 

- More than 6,000 
printed drama scripts 
and drama related 
books from the West 
and from China. 
(1936)289 
- Around 7000-8000 
items by 1937290 

1932 - 
[Year of 
closure 
unknown] 

Hankou 」
, Wuhan 
」 

(Moved to 
Yichang 

 in 
1938.) 

Hankou Modern Drama 
Library (Hankou xiandai 
xiju tushuguan 」

) 

Open to Public 
(Organised by 
Shu Weiqing 

. Funded 
by Bank of 
Hubei Province 

) 

- Most editions of 
modern drama printed 
in China between 1908 
and 1939291 
- More than 600 printed 
drama collections or 
monographs, as well as 
thousands of magazines 
and newspapers with 
printed drama script in 
Chinese. Thousands of 
translated plays printed 
in China.292 

1935- 
[Year of 
closure 
unknown] 

Shanghai  
 

Velvet Ants Drama 
Library (Yifeng xiju 
tushuguan 

) 

Open to Public 
(Borrowing 
operated 
through postal 
services. 
Available to 
readers outside 
Shanghai.) 

- Printed drama scripts 
by modern Chinese 
authors and translated 
western plays.293 

1935-1949 Nanjing 
 ( Later 

moved to 
Changsha 

, 
Chongqing, 
and 

Library at the National 
Drama School (Guoli 
xiju xuexiao tushuguan 

) 

School library - 3,845 printed drama 
scripts and drama 
related books in 
Chinese, 155 in western 
languages, and more 

                                                
289 "Songshi Hemulu de xiqu shuku  (Drama collection at Song's Cormora)," 
Huanian  (Huanian weekly) 1, no. 2 (1932): 2; Song Chunfang , "Hemulu zang xiqu 
shuxiemu zixu  (Preface to catalogue of the drama collection at Cormora)," 
Renjian shi  (The human world), no. 16 (1934): 7; "Hemulu xiju tuan guanzhi kuochong 

 (Expansion of the Cormora drama library site)," Zhonghua tushuguan xiehui 
huibao  (The Chinese Library Association Newsletter) 12, no. 1 (1936): 25. 
290 Chen Zishan , Shiyi xiaojian  (Collection of the scattered notes) (Beijing: Haitun 
chubanshe , 2014), 47. 
291 "Bentuan wei 'Xiandai xiju tushuguan' zhengqiu xiju shiliao qishi 

 (Notice about our group’s offer to help the 'Modern drama library' to seek for drama 
related historical materials)," Kangdi xiju  (Plays against the enemies), no. 7/8 (1938): 187. 
292 Su, "Shu Weiqing ji qi xiju shukan," 1-2. 
293 "Yifeng xiju tushuguan  (Velvet ants drama library)," Yifeng  (Art trends) 3, 
no. 4 (1935): 114. 
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Jiangan in 
Sichun 

) 

than twenty types of 
magazines. (1939)294 

Opened 
before 
1936 
[Year of 
closure 
unknown] 

Changsha  
 

 

Dengxingjing shi Cry-
out Drama Society 
Drama Collection 
(Dengxingjing shi nahan 
jushe cangshuguan 

) 

295 

[unknown] [unknown] 

Opened 
before 
1936 
[Year of 
closure 
unknown] 

Hankou  
」 , 
Wuhan 
 

Juyuan Drama Library 
(Juyuan xiju tushuguan 
。 )296 

[unknown] [unknown] 

1940 -  
[Year of 
closure 
unknown] 

Kunming  
 

Yishi Service Group 
Drama Reading Room 
(Yishi fuwutuan xiju 
tushushi 

) 

Open to Public 
(Operated by 
the service 
group) 

- A few hundred items 
when it first opened and 
called for more. 
(1940)297 

1940 – 
[Year of 
closure 
unknown] 

Shanghai  
 

Shanghai Theatre Arts 
Association Drama 
Library (Shanghai 
juyishe xiju yushuguan 

) 

Open to 
Members 
(Operated by 
the association) 

- More than 2,000 items 
when it first opened, 
and planned to buy a 
substantial volume of 
books. (1940)298 

 
These libraries had different regulations on the permitted access, but many of 

them had worked towards serving more readers. The two libraries operated by the 

National Drama School and the Shanghai Theatre Arts Association were reference 

libraries reserved for their own students and members respectively, and they were the 

only two that kept restrictions on access.299  

The Cormora Drama Library was originally a private library, but after the 

owner Song Chunfang fell sick, he decided to donate his collection to a public library. 

At the same time, based on the value of the books donated by Song, that particular 

                                                
294 "Guoli xiju xuexiao tushuguan jinkuang  (Recent development of the 
National Drama School Library)," Zhonghua tushuguan xiehui huibao  (The 
Chinese Library Association Newsletter) 14, no. 2-3 (1939): 16-17. 
295 Su, "Shu Weiqing ji qi xiju shukan," 1-2. 
296 Ibid. 
297 "Kunming Yishi fuwutuan chengli xiju tushushi  (Kunming Yishi 
service group established a drama reading room)," Zhonghua tushuguan xiehui huibao 

 (The Chinese Library Association Newsletter) 15, no. 1-2 (1940): 14. 
298 "Shanghai jinyou de xiju tushuguan  (The only drama library in Shanghai)," 
Juchang xinwen  (News from the theatres), no. 5 (1940): 7. 
299 "Guoli xiju xuexiao tushuguan jinkuang,"  16-17; "Shanghai jinyou de xiju tushuguan,"  7.  
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library devoted the same amount of investment to buy another batch of drama related 

books.300 The Hankou Modern Drama Library’s collection was previously owned by 

Shu Chang, and he decided to share them with the public after he obtained sponsorship 

from the Bank of Hubei Province. When it first started, the bank also offered a room 

in one of its branches for Shu to store and display his collection to the public.301 After 

Shu relocated the library to Yichang by moving the boxes on his own in an attempt to 

evade the war, he immediately attempted to hold a public display in Chongqing.302 

Both of these endeavours show his devotion to sharing his collection with more readers.  

Moreover, when the Velvet Ants Drama Library in Shanghai first opened and 

was still in its trial period, the borrowers were already extremely enthusiastic. Play-

readers living in other provinces were also highly interested. To accommodate their 

urgent requests, the library swiftly agreed to open up a postal lending service for them. 

Anyone interested in drama was welcomed. They were asked to pay a small sum for 

the copying and delivery fee, in exchange for a catalogue sent to their home. This 

allowed them to know what printed plays were available, and then they could order 

their preferred titles.303  These arrangements were of great help to readers who were 

not able to borrow from their local area, and this service clearly demonstrates that the 

readers had a wide-range of options to satisfy their play-reading needs. 

 
1.5   Conclusion  

By reviewing the development of the modern drama publishing industry, the 

publication-led drama production mechanism, and the growing demand for printed 

plays in Republican China, this chapter has shown how play-reading became an 

integral part of Chinese people’s experiences of drama. The demand for printed plays 

had continued to grow as they had started to serve as a basis for both performances 

and reading materials. After the May Fourth intellectuals’ continued effort in 

promoting spoken drama, as well as the benefits of play-reading, Chinese people no 

longer regarded printed spoken plays as “weird” books, and started to habitually read 

                                                
300 Da , "Siren suo zang xiju tushu jiang juanzeng tushuguan ü  (The 
privately-owned drama books will be donated to a library)," Xiju yu wenyi  (Drama and 
arts) 1, no. 7 (1929): 110. 
301 Su, "Shu Weiqing ji qi xiju shukan," 2. 
302 "Benyuan wei Xiandai xiju tushuguan zhengqiu xiju shiliao qishi,"  187. 
303 "Yifeng xiju tushuguan,"  114. 
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the printed plays in the first place which allowed them to be better prepared for 

attendance at stage performances. Later on, some play-readers treated play-reading as 

a substitute for play-going when they could not attend a performance, while some 

preferred only to read the printed plays as they found it more enjoyable and satisfying. 

Apart from the huge demand from performing groups for rehearsals, the prevalence of 

play-reading practices was also a great incentive for publishers to start engaging in or 

increasing their investment in drama publication. As most publishers mainly published 

plays prior to stage performances to accommodate play-reading habits, performing 

groups also turned to search for suitable plays from the wide array of drama 

publications, and became less dependent on sending direct invitations to playwrights 

about play-writing. As we can see, the medium of print took a prominent role in the 

blossoming of modern Chinese drama.  

Also, reviews in this chapter have provided insights from which to derive the 

implications of the paradoxical “shortage of drama scripts” despite the surge in drama 

publication. Given the increasing demand for printed plays, the “shortage” has seemed 

to suggest that the demand was stepped up to the extent that it continually exceeded 

the supply of printed plays. However, except for the slight decline in drama publication 

from 1927 to 1934 due to political interventions, the quoted statistics have shown that 

the supply of printed plays had been sustained at a very high level. This evaluation 

means that there should be other reasons for the reported “shortage of drama scripts”, 

and the investigations conducted above have traced three of the reasons: firstly, a 

substantial portion of the printed plays was published in newspapers and magazines, 

which made it difficult for performing groups to trace and locate the dated issues. 

Compilation of catalogues and the establishment of drama libraries had helped to 

alleviate this problem. Secondly, many printed plays were being identified as not 

suitable for staging. The apparent causes of this phenomenon were the insufficient 

skills and resources owned by the performing groups of the era, as well as the indirect 

communication between playwrights and performing groups under the new 

publication-led drama production. Thirdly, as success in theatrical performance was 

no longer a pre-requisite of drama publication, at times playwrights did not treat 

searching for staging opportunities as the priority, and some even wrote plays 

exclusively for reading.  
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A high proportion of modern Chinese plays not only appeared in print with 

more detailed stage directions destined to assist readership, but remained solely as 

printed reading materials without turning into stage performances which was an 

exceptional phenomenon. The investigations conducted above have shown that 

playwrights had less autonomy over their plays’ stage appearances, but many 

Republican critics believed that playwrights should bear the responsibility as they did 

not take the performance groups’ capacity into consideration. In the following chapters, 

I will explore more underlying causes for plays being regarded as not suitable for 

staging, and I will further elaborate on how particular playwrights had made use of the 

freedom in publication to transcend theatrical performances’ conventions and 

restrictions. As mentioned, the act of creating plays exclusively for reading has been 

controversial. In the next chapter, I will review the conceptual discussion on plays for 

reading during the Republican era, and highlight the major criticism which I endeavour 

to negotiate in the rest of the thesis.  
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Chapter 2   Drama for Reading? Conceptual Discussion on  
 Printed Drama, “Antouju”, and Closet Drama in  
 Republican China 

 
2.1 Introduction 

 
It [the play Linli by Bai Wei] can only be regarded as a 
“Reading drama”. It cannot be staged unless there is an 
adaptation. 

- He Yubo , 1932304 

Bai Wei’s Linli and Xiang Peiliang’s Annen  (Mr 
Annen) are both works filled with passion, and carry a little 
bit of “hysteria” – this kind of play is definitely not possible 
to be staged, unless there are extremely capable actors – 
Annen is relatively more convincing [author: meaning that it 
would have a slim chance to be staged]. 

- Hong Shen, 1935305 

The literary value of the play Kongqüe dongnanfei is not 
intended to be discussed in this essay; but [what I want to 
emphasise is that] plays like this, as a matter of fact, are not 
suitable for staging. 
[……] There are no good methods to contain Kongqüe 
dongnanfei [in a stage performance]. 

- Xiang Peiliang, 1935306 

These plays [which I wrote during 1936-1949] were all 
published, but not many of them were staged. Some people 
said the spoken plays that I wrote were too gentle, with 
heavy literariness, [which made them] suitable for reading, 
and not suitable for performances. If this is the case, how 
could these be regarded as drama scripts?  

- Zhao Qingge, 1979307 
 

                                                
304 He Yubo , Zhongguo xiandai nu ̈zuojia  (Modern Chinese women writers) 
(Shanghai: Fuxing shuju , 1932), 222. 
305 Hong Shen, "Daoyan," 70. 
306  Xiang Peiliang , "Guanyu yanju bing zhi Xuelin xiansheng –「  
(Regarding theatrical performances and to Ms Xuelin) " in Qingniao ji, 40, 43. 
307 Zhao, "Wo zenyang cong xie xiaoshuo dao xie dianying juben," 25. 
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 Many modern Chinese plays created during the Republican era were 

considered as not possible or not suitable to be staged, and this phenomenon seemed 

to be particularly common among the plays created by women playwrights. This 

tendency has been reflected by the multiple sources which stated that specific plays, 

or the majority of the dramatic creations by different women playwrights were not 

possible or suitable for staging. The quotations listed above are examples of relevant 

sources directed at various women playwrights’ dramatic creations during the 1930s, 

and these commentaries show that this issue was one of the growing concern expressed 

by the drama critics from the Republican era. 

Scholars and historians of the subsequent periods shared similar views, and 

more plays by modern Chinese women playwrights were categorised as only suitable 

for reading. For instance, in 1981, Li Yang  remarked that plays by Yuan 

Changying can only be found in libraries.308 Bernd Eberstein indicated that Yang 

Jiang’s Fengxu has never been produced on stage.309 Ershi shiji Zhongguo nüxing 

wenxueshi recorded that most of Zhao Qingge’s plays were only printed without being 

performed on stage.310 Dong Jian and Ma Junshan , specialists in modern 

Chinese drama studies, have declared that many plays written after the May Fourth 

Movement are “antouju  (desktop drama)”, and the only examples that they 

quoted were works by three women playwrights including Bai Wei, Yuan Changying 

and Pu Shunqing.311  

Most of the sources listed above either carry a negative connotation, which 

shows disapproval or criticism towards those plays that could not be staged; or only 

include a description of its nature and do not give further comments. Why those plays 

were not possible to stage, or were not suitable for staging, and how those plays 

differed from other plays that were in fact staged, has not been discussed in detail in 

                                                
308 Li Yang , "Zuojia, xuexhe Yuan Changying  (Yuan Changying - the author 
and the scholar)," Xin wenxue shiliao  (Historical Materials of New Literature), no. 4 (1981): 
191. 
309 Eberstein, "Introduction - Thespis in the Peargarden: The Rise of Modern Chinese Drama, " 16. 
310 Sheng, ed. Ershishuji zhongguo nüxing wenxueshi), 399. 
311 Dong Jian  and Ma Junshan , Xiju yishu shiwujiang  (Fifteen lectures 
on the art of drama) (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshe , 2003), 263.  
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most cases.312 Zhao’s sharing of people’s comments on her plays being “too gentle” 

and “with heavy literariness” as reasons for not being suitable for staging touched on 

the topic, but what is the correlation between those factors and the result? Xiang’s 

declaration suggested the literary value of the play and its mode of reception as two 

separate issue. In other words, “unable to be staged” does not necessarily imply the 

play is inferior or worthless. This seems to be contradictory with the assumption posed 

by Zhao who doubted how non-stageable plays could be regarded as (proper) drama 

scripts, and the suggestion also seems to conflict with the negative connotation in other 

commentaries. So, did Xiang’s peers agree with his interpretations, or did they have 

divergent views? These questions highlight the ambiguity in merely labelling plays as 

not being possible to stage or not suitable for staging, and I intend to resolve the hidden 

controversies through an in-depth study on the nature of these non-staged plays.  

Another point to note from the quotations listed above is that the naming of 

this group of plays varies. Some used the term “reading drama”, some used “antouju”, 

and others used different descriptive phrases. Whether they refer to the same type of 

plays, and if they do not, what are the differences, are questions that have not been 

clearly indicated by critics from the Republican era nor by contemporary researchers. 

In this chapter, I will trace the different usage of the relevant terms in the Republican 

era by investigating the context in which the terms were used, interpreting other 

intellectuals’ comments on the plays mainly being read rather than staged, and by 

analysing various essays on the comparison of drama for staging and reading. Those 

essays were published in the 1920s and the 1930s, and have not been studied in 

preceding studies nor included in existing versions of the history of modern Chinese 

drama. Some examples of the essays are Ming Hui’s  Yan de juben yu kan de 

juban 「  (Drama scripts for performances and drama scripts for 

reading)(1921),313 Ban Mei’s Taishangju yu zhishangju  (Drama on 

stage and drama on page)(1921),314 Hua’s  Du de juben yu yan de juben 

                                                
312 The only exception is that Xiang’s judgement of Kongqüe dongnanfei being not suitable for staging 
sparked a long debate on whether the play could be staged. How this debate was triggered, and what 
arguments were involved will be discussed later in this section 5.4.2. 
313  Ming Hui , "Yan de juben yu kan de juban 「  (Drama scripts for 
performances and drama script for reading)," Xiju  (Drama) 1, no. 6 (1921): 4. 
314 Ban Mei, "Taishangju yu zhishangju," ibid.: 6. 
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「  (Drama scripts for reading and drama scripts for performances)(1933),315 

and Tang Huaiqiu’s Xiju de eryuanxing  (The duality of 

drama)(1933).316 

“Antouju” is the term most commonly used by contemporary researchers and 

literary historians to address the modern Chinese plays mainly being read rather than 

staged. There are brief descriptions of the genre, but no dedicated study to date. 

Contemporary researcher Zhang Zexian indicated that there were two major groups of 

modern Chinese drama, namely “antouju” and “wutaiju  (plays performed on 

stage)”. He also declared that “the latter’s functions are way more powerful than the 

former’s”,317 which seemed to be a common belief as plays performed on stage could 

create visual impact through intuitive images and so reach out to wider audiences in 

public theatres. However, this assumption might not be accurate. Dong Jian and Ma 

Junshan advocated that the two groups of plays have “different applicability”, and 

therefore it is difficult to determine which is better. They suggested that “it is ideal if 

a play could serve both functions [to be staged and to be read], but it is hard to attain 

in reality”.318 However, Dong and Ma did not specify the “different applicability”, and 

have not discussed how the two different aspects could be evaluated according to their 

respective functions. In fact, the non-staged plays’ achievements through reception of 

their  reading have seldom been evaluated. One of the rare examples would be Wang 

Yao’s  note on Bai Wei’s Linli being perceived as very appealing by readers in 

the Republican era despite the fact that it was not suitable for staging.319 These show 

that the characteristics and functions of drama for reading should be traced and 

identified, in order to carry out a more comprehensive re-evaluation of the non-staged 

plays.  

“Closet drama” and “antouju” have been widely accepted as equivalent terms. 

As I will show in this chapter, this phenomenon is evident from the records showing 

                                                
315 Hua , "Du de juben yu yan de juben 「  (Drama scripts for reading and drama 
scripts for performances)," Xi  (Drama), no. 1 (1933): 30. 
316 Tang, "Xiju de eryuanxing," 91-93. 
317 Zhang, Zhongguo xiandai wenxue xiju banben wenjianlu, 1912-1949, 3-4. 
318 Dong and Ma, Xiju yishu shiwujiang, 263.  
319 Wang Yao , Zhongguo xinwenxue shigao  (The History of Modern Chinese 
Literature), vol. 1 (Shanghai: Xinwenyi chubanshe , 1954), 110.  
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that “antouju” was listed as an official translation of “closet drama” in various Chinese 

glossaries of western literary terms and English-Chinese dictionaries. I found out that 

some intellectuals from the Republican era also stated that part of the plays from their 

epoch resemble closet drama, or could be seen as examples of that genre. However, a 

majority of those critics were not aware of all the facets of the long-standing contested 

arguments about what could be classified as closet drama - I spotted that they had 

predominantly neglected the privacy and intentionality aspects of the closet drama 

discourse. The reasons why they interpreted the western concept of closet drama in 

such a way, how the “closet drama” was, in their minds, different from the “closet 

drama” in western history, and the significance of these differences are all yet to be 

explored.  

This chapter focuses on tracing and remapping the Chinese understanding and 

perception of drama for reading during the Republican era. In the first section, I will 

discuss how to distinguish three types of drama for reading that circulated in modern 

China, namely “printed drama”, “antouju”, and “closet drama”. Apart from 

categorising the varied terms and phrases used in the Republican era, and showing 

which one of the three types they represented, I also track the origins of the terms 

“antouju” and “closet drama”, then compare them against the modern Chinese 

playwrights’ and critics’ interpretations of these two terms, to recognise the 

transformations of these two genres in Republican China. With the support of 

historical evidence, and taking references to contemporary studies on closet drama in 

the western context, I will clarify the misinterpretations that have developed, such as 

incorrectly equating “antouju” and “closet drama” and assuming the non-staged plays 

to be definitely non-theatrical.  

In the second section, I will outline the divergent views on the values of non-

staged plays conveyed by critics from the Republican era, including those who 

criticised, supported, and remained neutral about the emergence of those plays. This 

review will help to resolve the ambiguity embedded in the “not possible/ not suitable 

for staging” labelling, and provoke discussion on why plays only for reading raised a 

storm of controversy despite the independence of drama publication and the 

widespread play-reading culture. By uncovering these previously marginalised aspects 

in the conventional studies, this chapter enhances our understanding of modern 
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Chinese drama history from a non-theatrical point of view, and establishes a solid 

foundation from which to explore the impact of drama for reading, and more precisely, 

to identify the theoretical perspectives that could be adapted to conduct critical 

evaluations of the never or seldom staged plays by modern Chinese playwrights.  

 

2.2   Distinction Between Three Types of “Drama for Reading” 

“Printed drama”, “antouju”, and “closet drama” each have their own 

characteristics, but they share certain similarities, and different definitions have 

emerged for the latter two types, thus making them difficult to distinguish. As seen 

from the primary materials, classification of these types of drama in Republican China 

was still at a formative stage. As each individual’s choice of expression was different, 

some of the terms were being applied to address two different types which made the 

classification even more confusing. In this section, I will trace the sources to show 

how the terms were used in different contexts, then specify how the terms should be 

categorised into the three types of drama for reading. These clarifications will facilitate 

the distinction process, and help us to understand the quotes cited from Republican 

sources. 

According to contemporary studies, there are three contested arguments for the 

rationale behind closet drama: the intention of authors not to stage, the composition of 

the drama scripts making them not stageable, and impacts from external factors. 

Different aspects are highlighted in studies on closet drama from different periods in 

the western context. Some discussion of the closet plays covers all three aspects, and 

some only cover one of the individual aspects. Similar assumptions have been made 

for “antouju”. Even though there are some differences in its application in the Chinese 

context, confusion about what the term implies is similar. Both concepts have been 

applied to plays retrospectively. Therefore, they are not very useful as generic terms 

that can be clearly defined, but I will outline the controversial aspects related to them 

to aid comprehension of the perception of these plays in Republican China.  

 
2.2.1   Printed Drama: Plays in Print 

 “Printed drama” refers to drama scripts that were being reproduced through a 

printing process, after the playwrights had finished writing their manuscripts. They 
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could be printed in a small or large quantity, reserved for certain performing groups 

for rehearsal purposes, dedicated to an exclusive group of readers, or published for a 

wider range of readers. In Republican China, plays being printed may or may not have 

had any performance record, and they were not necessarily intended for staging. This 

is because, as discussed in Chapter 1, the publishing industry in Republican China had 

become publication-led, so success in performances was no longer a prerequisite for 

the publication of drama, and there were demands for play-reading. 320  The 

classification of “printed drama” emphasises the existence of a play in the medium of 

print, and it could be used in contrast to “staged drama” to indicate that the two forms 

of drama – one to be read, and one to be watched – are associated with two different 

drama experiences, namely play-reading and play-going. Nevertheless, depending on 

each play’s circumstances at the time of publication, it could exist in both forms, or in 

either one of them.  

As reviewed in Chapter 1, printed drama was a kind of cultural product that 

had only gradually become popular in China between 1917 and the 1940s.321 The 

naming of this product evolved over time, and there were variations in the terms used. 

According to Shu Chang, when the first printed form of a modern play was published 

in China in 1908, Chinese people described it as “a weird book” which was “similar 

to a novel but not a novel”, and “does not read better than a novel”.322 This shows that 

they did not have the concept of printed drama, nor a name for this kind of publication. 

In 1921, Ban Mei used a set of terms -  “zhi shang ju  (drama on the page)” and 

“tai shang ju  (drama on the stage)”, which highlight the platform that each of 

the drama forms appeared on, to distinguish printed drama from staged drama.323 

Variations of the indications that came after were often short phrases including the 

word “juben  (drama scripts)” and a brief description of its issue details, for 

instance, “yinxing cheng ce de juben  (the drama scripts that were 

published as printed books)”,324 or “the drama scripts that were printed in...[the name 

                                                
320 For discussion on the new mode of drama production in China, please refer to section 1.3.2 and 1.3.3. 
321 For the review on the development of drama production in China between the said period, please 
refer to section 1.2.  
322 Ibid. 
323 Ban Mei, "Taishangju yu zhishangju," 6. 
324 Yin, "Zenyang duju," 89. 
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of a newspaper or magazine]”.325 If the word “juben” is used on its own, then it often 

means the original drama script which has not been issued in print,326 but there were 

also exceptions.327  

In the 1930s, a more uniform set of terms for printed drama emerged, and they 

were generally used by the Chinese people. The word “huaju  (spoken drama)” 

or “xiju  (drama)” was combined with the name of various types of publications, 

and each of these combinations specifies a certain type of printed drama. A play 

printed in the form of a book as a monograph, and plays printed as compiled collections, 

were called “huaju shu  (books of spoken drama)”,328 “xiju tushu  

(books of drama)”,329 or “xiju shuben  (books of drama)”.330 These terms 

were sometimes used in a broader sense to include books on drama theories, as seen 

in the bibliographies of books in the drama category and the special libraries that 

specialised in providing a collection of printed plays and drama related books.331 For 

plays printed in the form of a book and periodicals that focused on publishing drama 

scripts, they were collectively referred to as “xiju shukan  (the books and 

journals of drama)”.332 For magazines and supplements in newspapers that mainly 

                                                
325 Liu, "Yijiusansi nian zhongguo xiju yundong zhi huigu," 60, 64. 
326 An obvious example is when people in Republican China talked about the shortage of drama scripts 
to meet the demand of printed plays, they called it “juben huang  (shortage of drama scripts)”. 
For quotes of the usage of this term, please refer to section 1.2.3 and 1.2.4.  
327 One of the exceptions could be seen from an advertisement posted by a theatre, which stated that 
they were commissioned to sell the “juben quanwen (drama scripts with full text)” of a certain 
play. See "Shengguan tu," Shen Bao, 29 April 1946. 
328 Lu, "Zhongguo huaju juben chuban niaokan," 3. 
329 Examples could be seen from the titles of Shu, ed. Xiandai xiju tushu mulu; Chen Baichen , 
"Yige zuidi xiandu de xiju tushu mulu  (A minimum catalogue of books 
of drama)," in Xiju chuangzuo jianghua  (Speech on dramatic creation) (Shanghai: 
Shanghai zazhi gongsi , 1940), 65-87.  
330 “Shuben” is another Chinese expression of “tushu” which both mean “book”. Shu, Xiandai xiju tushu 
mulu, 6. 
331 For example, in Shu Chang’s catalogue of “xiju tushu”, he included books of drama reviews as well 
as drama theories. See ibid., 1-14. For the names of the drama libraries operated in Republican China, 
please refer to section 1.4.2. On the other hand, more lengthy description such as “guanyu xiju zhi shuji 
yu wenzi –  (books and text about drama)” was still used by some institution to 
address the broader group of books related to drama, as seen in the title of Chen, "Benxiao tushuguan 
guanyu xiju zhi shuji yu wenzi," 73. 
332 Su, "Shu Weiqing ji qi xiju shukan," 1-3. 
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focused on publishing drama scripts, they were called “xiju zazhi  (drama 

magazines)” and “xiju fukan  (drama supplements)”.333  

The terms introduced above are not commonly used nowadays. There has only 

been one catalogue and a contemporary study which continued to use the term “xiju 

tushu” to address printed drama scripts and drama related books.334 Most of the studies 

simply use the term “juben” or add descriptions to the term “xiju”, while referring to 

the printed versions of the plays.335 In this thesis, I am using “printed drama” as a 

generic term for all the plays that were reproduced in a printed medium, and I will 

follow the terms used in the Republican era when referring to one of the specific 

groups of drama publications. 

 

2.2.2   “Antouju”: Plays Mainly Being Read Rather than Staged  

Tracing back to the Ming Dynasty of China, the term “antou zhi shu  

(book on the desktop)” had been used to describe a small portion of traditional Chinese 

drama that was being read instead of being staged.336 According to Li-ling Hsiao’s 

study, this type of play emerged when many literati felt uncomfortable leaving the 

                                                
333 Liu, "Yijiusansi nian zhongguo xiju yundong zhi huigu," 72, 74; Zhi Qiao, "Juben "huang" zai nali?," 
16. 
334  Xianggang zhongwen daxue lianhe shuyuan tushuguan  (The 
United College Library of the Chinese University of Hong Kong), ed. Lianhe shuyuan tushuguan 
guancang Zhongguo xiandai xiju tushu mulu  
(Catalogue of the modern Chinese books in the drama collection at the United College Library) (Hong 
Kong: Xianggang zhongwen daxue lianhe shuyuan tushuguan , 1967); 
Ding, "Lun kangzhan shiqi huaju tushu chubanchao," 80-87. 
335 An illustrative example is a book by Zhang Zexian , dedicated to recording differences 
between different editions of the printed drama scripts, used only “xiju banben  (drama 
editions)” rather than any of the terms used in the Republican era. See Zhang, Zhongguo xiandai wenxue 
xiju banben wenjianlu, 1912-1949. 
336 Literary critics from the Ming Dynasty, including Wang Jide , Feng Menglong , and 
Mao Yuanyi , used the term “antou zhi shu” in their critical analysis of classical Chinese drama. 
See Wang Jide , Qu lü  (Principles of musical drama) (Changsha: Hunan renmin chubanshe 

, 1983), 154; Feng Menglong , Feng Menglong quanji  (Complete 
works of Feng Menglong), vol. 12 (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe , 1993), 1047; 
Xu Shuofang , ed. Tang Xianzu quanji 、  (Complete works of Tang Xianzu), vol. 4 
(Beijing: Beijing guji chubanshe , 1999), 254. For details on the rise of “antou zhi shu” 
in late Ming, see Men Kui , Xiqu wenxue: yuyan tuoqi de zonghe yishu 

 (Opera Literature: an integrated arts supported by language) (Guilin: Guangxi shifan daxue 
chubanshe , 2000), 217-25; Li-ling Hsiao, The Eternal Present of the Past: 
Illustration, Theatre, and Reading in the Wanli Period, 1573-1619 (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 44-58. 
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medium of drama entirely to leisure and entertainment dominated by performers, and 

they intended to appropriate drama as a medium to spread beliefs, ideologies, and 

morality.337 They started to alter the oral inheritance of plays from performers to 

performers, by offering written drama scripts to the performers or to tutor the 

performers directly.338 Many of their scripts needed adaptation and simplification, as 

their language was too elevated to be acted out on stage and too difficult to be 

understood by popular audiences. Given the budding growth of drama publication in 

Ming, those plays remained largely as being read with sporadic theatrical 

performances, thus being described as “antou zhi shu”.339 With this historical usage of 

the term, “antou  (desktop)” has been used as an attributive noun to modify the 

noun “ju  (drama)”, which formed the compound noun “antouju  (desktop 

drama)”. According to Chinese dictionaries of literary terms, the term refers to plays 

that are only for reading and not suitable for stage performance.340 An infrequently 

used term that bears the same implication is “shuzhaiju  (study drama)”, which 

points to plays that are being read by readers in their studies.341  

Researcher Zhang Zexian indicated that the only difference between “wutaiju 

 (plays performed on stage)” and “antouju” is whether the plays could be 

staged.342 While this statement seems to be consistent with the usage of “antou zhi shu/ 

antouju” developed from late Ming, there is a difference between “mainly being read 

rather than staged” and “impossible to be staged” – the former refers to the actual 

reception conditions, and the latter is a relative concept that is difficult to define – it 

depends on external factors like technical equipment and resources afforded by 

performing groups, political interventions, and preferences from audiences, which all 

change over time. Therefore, Zhang’s suggested way of classification would be 

difficult to be applied out of context. Also, examination of the possibilities of being 

                                                
337 Hsiao, The Eternal Present of the Past, 45. 
338 Ibid., 57. 
339 Ibid., 38-45. 
340  Zhu Zinan , ed. Zhongguo wentixue cidian  (Dictionary of Chinese 
Stylistics) (Changsha: Hunan jiaoyu chubanshe , 1988), 109; Yin Junsheng , 
ed. Zhongguo xiezuoxue dacidian  (Dictionary of Chinese Writings), vol. 2 (Beijing: 
Zhongguo jiancha chubanshe , 1998), 1044. 
341 Zhu, Zhongguo wentixue cidian, 109. 
342 Zhang, Zhongguo xiandai wenxue xiju banben wenjianlu, 1912-1949, 3-4. 
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staged was not the only way that people from the Republican era distinguished “plays 

on the desktop” from “plays for the stage”.  

In this section, I will cite primary materials to illustrate that even though the 

term “antouju” has a history that can be traced back to the Ming Dynasty, and 

contemporary researchers tended to use the term to label some of the modern Chinese 

plays,343 the term was not, in fact, commonly used in Republican China. Also, over 

the course of the 1920s to the 1940s, terms and phrases that were used to signify 

“desktop drama” had three entirely different implications. Therefore, the term 

“antouju” should not be applied retrospectively to classify non-staged plays from 

Republican China, without investigation on the actual development of such a concept 

during that specific historical period.  

 From the 1920s to the 1930s, terms that bear the same meaning as “antouju” 

mainly used “reading” as a modifier to “drama”. The classification was based on the 

actual reception of the plays – those that were only being read were classified as 

“reading drama”, other plays that had a staging record were classified as “staged 

drama”. For example, in 1922, Ming Hui used the terms “kan de ju ben  

(drama scripts for reading)” and “yan de juben 「  (drama for performance)” to 

highlight that the two different forms of drama serve different functions.344 Later, in 

1933, an essay by Hua used the same set of terms as Ming Hui, only with a slightly 

varied choice of words in Chinese – he called the drama scripts that were only being 

read as “du de juben ”.345 Variations of the term are listed as follows: He 

Yubo addressed the non-staged plays directly in English by calling them “Reading 

drama”;346 Lu Xun called these “drama scripts placed on desks”, as oppose to those 

“performed on stage”; 347  Duan Gongshuang called them “antou duju  

                                                
343 Examples could be found in Dong and Ma, Xiju yishu shiwujiang, 263; Zhang, Zhongguo xiandai 
wenxue xiju banben wenjianlu, 1912-1949, 3-4. 
344 Ming Hui, "Yan de juben yu kan de juban," 4. 
345 The Chinese word “du ” could mean “read aloud”, but in the context where Hua used it in the term, 
it is a synonym of  “kan ” which both mean look at and comprehend the meaning of the written text. 
Hua, "Du de juben yu yan de juben," 30. 
346 H, and W, "Bai Wei Nüshi zai aiwang zhong  (Ms Bai Wei in a love)," in 
Zhongguo Xiandai Nüzuojia  (Modern Chinese women writers), ed. He Yubo 
(Shanghai: Sihe Chibanshe , 1946), 222. 
347 Lu Xun , "Zhi Dou Yinfu  (1/11/1934)," in Lu Xun shujian  (Letters by Lu 
Xun), ed. Xu Guangping  (Shanghai: Lu Xun quanji chubanshe , 1946), 889. 



 92  

(reading drama on desktops)”, and emphasised that they should be regard as literary 

works.348 

 In the 1940s, terms like “shuzhaiju  (study drama)” and “duju  

(reading drama)” were mainly being used in the way that is listed in the Chinese 

dictionaries of literary terms nowadays. For instance, in 1940, Chen Shouzhu 

elaborated that “shuzhaiju” had  a long history in Europe for classifying plays that had 

been considered “suitable for reading and could not be staged”.349 In 1946, Wang 

Pingling  indicated that “duju” referred  to “[drama] creations that are lacking 

in  dramatic elements”, which are destined to fail if they are ever staged.350 The 

transition from highlighting the plays’ actual mode of reception to the suitability for 

stage performances, suggests that after reading many plays that were more suitable for 

reading than for being staged, play-readers were able to identify and anticipate which 

plays would only be circulated in print.  

 Sometimes the term “antouju” was used in a broader sense, and referred to the 

literal meaning which meant the plays that were being read on the desktop. It includes 

all the drama scripts printed for reading, regardless of whether they were suitable for 

staging and whether they were staged. A notable example is shown in the 

advertisement from 1944 discussed in section 1.4.1., which listed four reasons why 

one should buy “antouju” in an attempt to promote two collections of those printed 

plays. According to historical sources that it has been possible to trace to date, six out 

of the ten “antouju” in the first collection were staged before the year in which the 

advertisement was placed.351 Also, two of the six plays had staging records in 1944 

                                                
348 Duan, "Lun 'juben huang',"241. 
349 Chen, "Duju yide," 307. 
350 Wang Pingling , "Xiaoshuo de xijuxing  (The dramatic elements in novels)," 
Shen Bao, 16 October 1946. 
351 Shizi jietou  (Cross street) was staged in 1941, Lüchuang honglei  (Green 
window and red tears) was staged in 1942 and 1943; Hua xing feng  (Wind blowing in the flower 
blossoming season), Chenxin ruyi  (As you desire), Qinggong yuan  (The malice of 
empire), and San qianjin  (Three daughters) were all staged in 1943. Staging records shown in 
the following sources: "Lu Si gaibian de 'Shizi jietou' (The rendition of 
'Cross street' by Lu Si)," Zhongguo yitan ribao  (Daily news on the field of art in China), 
no. 16 (1941): 1; Kang Min , "Meizhou juping: Lüchuang honglei  (Weekly 
drama review: 'Green window and red tears')," Huaju jie  (The theatre circle), no. 2 (1942): 3; 
Tian Xiu , "Lüchuang honglei guanhou (weiwan) (After the viewing of 
'Green window and red tears' - to be continued)," Sanliujiu huabao  (Three six nine pictorial) 
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and the years after, which proved that they remained as plays that the performance 

groups were willing to stage. 352  Moreover, none of the reviews of these plays 

mentioned that any of these plays seemed not suitable for staging, or had a poor result 

in staging due to the way that they were written.353 These pieces of evidences show 

that “antouju” and stage performances might not have been considered as mutually 

exclusive in particular cases. 

 The discussion above outlined the different interpretations of the coverage of 

the “antouju” category, and it helps to explain why there were arguments for whether 

plays in this category could be staged: some firmly believed that these plays could not 

be staged at all, such as Hua who insisted that “drama scripts for reading are those 

without theatricality, which means they cannot be staged”. 354 They had arrived at such 

a conclusion as they perceived the category in its strictest sense, and considered that 

only plays that were only actually being read rather than staged should be included. 

Others inclined to use the suitability for stage performance as the classification criteria, 

                                                
22, no. 15 (1943): 21; "Lüchuang honglei guanhou (xuwan) (After the viewing 
of 'Green window and red tears' -  continued)," Sanliujiu huabao  (Three six nine pictorial) 
22, no. 16 (1943): 19; He Fangyuan , "Guan 'Hua xing feng' (Viewing of 'Wind 
blowing in the flower blossoming season')," Huaju jie  (The theatre circle) 2, no. 1 (1943): 5-6; 
Feng Fan , "Wuyue juping sanju: 'Chenxin ruyi'  (Scattered 
collection of drama reviews in May: 'As you desire')," Taipingyang zhoubao  (Pacific 
weekly) 1, no. 67 (1943): 1378; Jiang Hong , "'Qinggong yuan' gongyan qianhou 「

 (Before and after the performance of 'The malice of empire')," Fengyu tan  (Talks in Wind 
and Rain), no. 7 (1943): 104; Gong Sunzi , "Wuyue juping sanju: 'San qianjin' 

 (Scattered collection of drama reviews in May: 'Three daughters')," Taipingyang zhoubao 
 (Pacific weekly) 1, no. 67 (1943): 1378; Fei Sou , "'San qianjin' wo ping 

 (My comments on 'Three daughters')," Banyue xiju  (The drama fortnightly) 4, no. 11 
(1943): 21-23. 
352 Qinggong yuan was staged in 1944, 1945, and 1947. San qianjin was staged in 1944 and 1948. 
Staging records shown in the following sources: Pei Lin , "Wo dao 'Qinggong yuan' 

(I direct 'The malice of empire')," Qing Sheng  (Voices from youth), no. 4 (1944): 22-24; Chi 
Ren , "Nanyi zai Jin chuyan 'Qinggong yuan' guanhou gan 「  
(Review on 'The malice of empire' performed by the Nanjing University of Arts in Tianjin)," Xinfeng 
zhoubao  (New wind weekly) 1, no. 5 (1945): 11; Ji Dawei , "Shida mingju zhi san: 
Qinggong yuan  (Number three in the top ten famous plays: The malice of 
empire)," Jilian huikan  (The machinery association journal), no. 213 (1947): 32; Yi Fei 

, "San qianjin guan hou  (After viewing 'Three daughters')," Guomin zazhi (Beijing) 
(National magazine -Beijing) 4, no. 10 (1944): 41; Bai Hua , "'San qianjin' 

yanchu guangan 「  (Review on the performance of 'Three daughters')," Guansheng 
 (The Customs Echo), no. 11 (1948): 16. 

353 For citations of the drama reviews, please refer to the last two footnotes.  
354 Hua, "Du de juben yu yan de juben," 30. 
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and they quoted Western examples to stress that staging attempts of such plays are 

destined to fail. 355 Among the differing views, Hong Shen’s remarks seems to be most 

pertinent as he pointed out that “this kind of play is  very difficult to stage, even though 

it is not impossible, and the results of the performances are often not as moving as 

reading these drama scripts.” 356 When there are no sufficient sources to track the 

reception records and suitability for stage performances for a specific “antouju”, we 

could consider it as mainly being read rather than staged. This is because examples of 

usage of the term “antouju” in its broader sense, which made it equivalent to printed 

drama, were rarely found.  

 
2.2.3   Closet Drama: Plays Read in Private/ Intended for  
           Readership 

 “Closet drama” is a term from the West. It was not used until the 19th century, 

but it has been applied retrospectively to plays from earlier times as far back as Ancient 

Rome.357 Two of the studies on closet drama attempted to trace the origin of the term, 

but they both acknowledge that it cannot be historically pinned down.358 Researchers 

turned to explain the term with reference to the architectural history of “closet”: a 

“closet” was a room originally used for private religious devotion, so it signifies 

privacy enjoyed by the owner, and it is a place suitable for reading in solitude. So, by 

merging the word “closet” with drama, the term represents plays that were being read 

in private instead of being staged in public theatres.359 A difference can be found in 

the metaphorical implications of “closet drama” and “antouju”, as “antou” refers to 

the working surface of a desk which is not necessarily confined to a space designated 

for private use, so it is not inextricably tied to the private nature embedded in the word 

“closet”.360  

                                                
355 Wang, "Xiaoshuo de xijuxing"; Ming Hui, "Yan de juben yu kan de juban," 4. 
356 Hong Shen, "Shinian lai de Zhongguo xiju," 741. 
357 For instance, some of Seneca’s plays have been classified as closet drama. R. Greene et al., eds., The 
Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012), 270. 
358 Catherine B. Burroughs, Closet Stages: Joanna Baillie and the Theater Theory of British Romantic 
Women Writers (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1997), 180-81; Karen Raber, Dramatic 
Difference: Gender, Class, and Genre in The Early Modern Closet Drama (Newark: University of 
Delaware Press, 2001), 293. 
359 Burroughs, Closet Stages, 8-12, 177-78; Straznicky, Privacy, Playreading, and Women's Closet 
Drama, 1550-1700, 112-19.  
360 When “desktop” is used as an adjective (attributive), it means “suitable for use at or on a desk”. 
When “closet” is used as an adjective (attributive), it means “private, secluded; not intended for a wide 
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 According to Patrice Pavis, in the original concept, closet drama is “a dramatic 

text that is meant to be read rather than performed”. The most common reason given 

for this kind of play is the excessive difficulty of staging it, and the examples given by 

Pavis are “length of text, number of characters, frequent scenery changes, poetic and 

philosophical difficulty of monologues”. He also explained that the practice of only 

reading these plays in a group or individually is “meant to ensure a more sustained 

attention to the literary beauties of this ‘dramatic poem’”.361 The concept had evolved 

through time, and there have been many debates on the classification criteria for closet 

drama. Summarising all the different types of plays which have ever been labelled as 

closet drama, Terry Hodgson listed three categories: (a) drama written to be read in 

the study like a novel; (b) drama meant for reading aloud, rather than performance; (c) 

drama more suitable for reading, whatever the original intention.362 The (a) and (b) 

categories signify that those plays were intentionally created for reading, which is an 

aspect that has not been considered while identifying “antouju” (no matter which of 

the three types of classification). However, the Chinese “antouju” could fit in the (c) 

category, if it is defined and applied using the first and second type of classification 

listed in the last section.  

Playwrights’ intentionality has been the most controversial issue in the 

discussion of closet drama in western studies. A significant example is that early in 

1908, Matthews Brander argued that “failures of the playhouse or the rejected of the 

theatre”, by which he meant plays not staged due to external factors, should be 

excluded from the closet drama genre as authors of those plays “were not originally 

thinking only of the solitary reader in the library; they had in mind the massed 

spectators of the auditorium”. 363 Some scholars shared the same view, and defined 

                                                
audience” or “secret, covert”. "desk-top, n. and adj.," in Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford University 
Press), http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/50903?redirectedFrom=desktop (accessed November 04, 
2018); "closet, n. and adj.," ed. Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford University Press), 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/34625?rskey=rmra6h&result=1&isAdvanced=false (accessed 
November 04, 2018). 
361 Patrice Pavis, Dictionary of the Theatre: Terms, Concepts, and Analysis (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1998), 57. 
362 Terry Hodgson, The Drama Dictionary (New York: New Amsterdam, 1988), 65. 
363 Brander Matthews, "The Legitimacy of the Closet-Drama," The North American Review 187, no. 
627 (1908): 213-23. 
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closet drama as plays explicitly intended for reading rather than stage performances.364 

On the other hand, some scholars still believe that drama which ended up not staged 

because it was or would be banned from the stage could also be counted as closet 

drama.365 So, depending on one’s stance on this debate, the Chinese plays in the 

“antouju” category might or might not be considered as closet drama.  

Another controversial issue is whether the closet drama genre is definitely non-

theatrical, which echoes with the discussion of the possibility for “antouju” to be 

staged. For example, W. W. Greg formulated that closet plays are those that “were 

never acted”,366 and Karen Raber stressed that it is a “determinedly nontheatrical” 

genre. 367  On the other hand, researchers have found that closet drama does not 

preclude the possibility of performance, and quite a number of the plays have indeed 

been staged with varying degrees of success. 368  Even plays that the playwrights 

themselves considered as not suitable for staging, have also aroused producers’ 

interest.369 Patrice Pavis explained that “the contemporary trend is to stage all kind of 

texts, including those considered unstageable,” so, “the notion of closet drama is 

therefore relative, as there is no criterion for deciding once and for all whether the play 

is literary or suited to the stage.”370 A neutral judgment was expressed by Om Prakash 

Mathur. He proposed that on account of “an undue predominance of the ‘literary’ 

element”, closet plays “‘read’ much better than they act”, which means that they 

communicate more pleasure in reading rather than theatrical performances.371 These 

narratives show that whether or not a certain play has a staging record does not directly 

                                                
364 For example, Martin Puchner defined closet drama as “a theatrical piece intended to be read rather 
than staged”, and Marta Straznicky defined it as “plays explicitly written for reading, rather than public 
performance.” See Martin Puchner, Stage Fright: Modernism, Anti-Theatricality, and Drama 
(Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 2002), flap; Straznicky, Privacy, Playreading, and 
Women's Closet Drama, 1550-1700, i. 
365 Raber, Dramatic Difference, 242; Straznicky, Privacy, Playreading, and Women's Closet Drama, 
1550-1700, 91-111.   
366 W. W. Greg, A Bibliography of the English Printed Drama to the Restoration, vol. 4 (London: 
Bibliographical Society, 1959), xii. 
367 Raber, Dramatic Difference, 255. 
368 For example, many closet plays of the nineteenth century contain much that is essentially dramatic 
and even theatrical and have been staged. See Mathur, The Closet Drama of the Romantic, 8.   
369 For example, J. W. Goethe's Faust, which was composed as a closet drama, was eventually staged. 
Other examples include Robert Browning's Paracelsus, Matthew Arnold's Empedocles upon Etna, and 
Thomas Hardy's The Dynasts. See Greene et al., The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, 
270. 
370 Pavis, Dictionary of the Theatre, 58. 
371 Mathur, The Closet Drama of the Romantic Revival, 1. 
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reflect if it had or had not existed as a closet drama, and it is more important to find 

out whether it communicates its content better on page or on stage. Both of these could 

also apply to “antouju”, and suggest that staging records should not be the sole 

classification criterion for either of the genres.  

Despite the different cultural background, subtle differences in metaphorical 

implications, and varying classification criteria of the two terms, “closet drama” has 

largely been presumed as equivalent to “antouju” to date. In the majority of 

contemporary English-Chinese dictionaries of western literary terms, “closet drama” 

is translated as “antouju”,372 or its similar forms including “shuanju  (desktop 

drama)” and “shuzhaiju  (study drama)”.373 Quoting examples from the West, 

the term is being defined as a genre of plays that are “only for reading and not suitable 

for staging”. 374  This definition is also shown in a general English-Chinese 

dictionary,375 which shows the general acceptance of this interpretation of the genre. 

The matching name and definition suggest that “closet drama” is the same as the 

“antouju” in Chinese literature.  

Only one of the dictionaries translated “closet drama” as “fangjianju  

(room drama)”,376 which show a closer resemblance to “closet drama” as a room 

signifies a confined space. This particular source also listed a dissimilar definition: “It 

is a genre of plays that are created for recitation rather than rehearsal on stage. It can 

also refer to the plays that failed to be performed even though they were intended to 

be, but are still considered to be valuable thus being preserved.”377 This definition 

                                                
372 Du Dingyu , Yinghan xiju cidian 」  (An English-Chinese Dictionary of the 
Theatre) (Chengdu:  Sichun renmin chubanshe, 1990), 159; "Xifang wenxue piping 
shuyu cidian  (Dictionary of western literary criticism terminologies)," ed. Lin 
Xianghua  (Shanghai: Shanghai shehui kexueyuan chubanshe , 1989), 
479. 
373 Le Daiyun , Ye Lang , and Ni Peigeng , eds., Shijie shixue dacidian 

 (The Poetics Dictionary) (Shenyang: Chunfeng wenyi chubanshe , 1993), 486; 
Du Dingyu , Yinghan xiju cidian 」  (An English-Chinese Dictionary of the Theatre), 
158. 
374 "Xifang wenxue piping shuyu cidian,"  479; Yinghan xiju cidian, 158-59; Le, Ye, and Ni, Shijie 
shixue dacidian, 486. 
375 The Editing Group of a New English-Chinese Dictionary, ed. A New English-Chinese Dictionary 
(Hong Kong: Joint Publishing Co., 1987), 213. 
376 Diao Shaohua , ed. Waiguo wenxue da cidian  (Dictionary of foreign 
literature) (Changchun: Jilin jiaoyu chubanshe , 1990), 46. 
377 Ibid. 
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hinted at the more significant difference between “closet drama” and “antouju” – the 

playwrights’ intentions of creating plays for reading or staging is being considered 

while classifying “closet drama”, but not for “antouju”. In the following paragraphs, I 

will discuss why this difference has often been overlooked, and why intentionally 

created “closet drama” among the modern Chinese plays has seldom been recognised.  

 During the Republican era, some Chinese intellectuals suggested that some of 

the plays from the late 1920s to the late 1930s resemble western closet drama. For 

instance, in 1926, Wen Yiduo criticised that many plays created in the past few years 

were “lacking in structure” and “lacked theatricality”, so “at best, they can only 

become closet drama [the term was written in English in the original text] which can 

be read and cannot be staged”.378 In 1937, when Hong Shen reviewed the Chinese 

plays created in the past decade, he mentioned that some of the plays “only allow 

people to read, and are not suitable for staging”. He added that if plays are written in 

this way, then “they are like the closet drama [the term was written in English in the 

original text] written by poets such as Tennyson and Browning in 19th century 

Britain”.379 These sources show that both Wen and Hong considered possibility and/or 

suitability for reading and staging as the characteristic of “closet drama”, so even 

though they used the western term, there would be no difference if it is swapped with 

the term “antouju” with reference to its second type of definition as listed in the last 

section.  

 In 1935, Su Xuelin had at one point made it explicit that she perceived 

traditional Chinese “antouju” as examples of closet drama. She quoted the term 

“Closet-Drama [as what she had written in the text]”, translated it as “duqu  (verse 

for reading)”, and explained that this is a genre of plays that “can be appreciated in a 

sishi  (private room)”, but “cannot be staged”. Then she listed four plays as 

examples, including two western plays, Byron’s Manfred and Goethe’s Faust part two, 

as well as two traditional Chinese plays Wang Shifu’s  Xixiangji  

(Romance of the Western Chamber) from the Yuan dynasty and Tang Xianzu’s 、

                                                
378 Xi Xi , "Xiju de qitu  (The crossroad of drama)," Chenbao fukan, 24 June 1926. 
379 Hong Shen, "Shinian lai de Zhongguo xiju," 741. 
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 Mudanting (Peony Pavilion) from the Ming dynasty.380 Su noted the private 

nature as a characteristic of closet drama, but she did not further elaborate, nor quote 

any modern Chinese examples.  

 Intellectuals in Republican China seldom talk about the intention of the 

playwrights, neither in relation to the discussion of closet drama, nor in reviews of the 

modern Chinese plays. Xiang Peiliang seems to be the only one who wrote about the 

aspect of intention in closet drama. He described closet drama as plays that are 

“generally written in the form of poetry” and “originally not prepared for staging”.381 

The first description is about their unsuitability for staging, 382 and the second one is 

about the playwrights’ intention for their play to stay on the page. Xiang advocated 

that modern Chinese playwrights could opt for writing plays intended only to be read, 

as the drama printing industry’s independence from theatres could support those 

publications, and those plays printed exclusively for reading could help to solve 

problems of insufficient resources and techniques for stage performances.383  

Unlike Xiang Peiliang, most of his peers insisted drama scripts should only be 

written for stage performances.384 They simply assumed all the playwrights should 

have been and always would be writing plays intended for the stage,385 and this would 

                                                
380 Su Xuelin , "Yanju wenti da Xiang Peiliang xiansheng 「  (A reply to 
Mr Xiang Peiliang regarding theatrical performances) " in Qingniao ji, 48. 
381 Xiang, "Zai da Xuelin xiansheng," 55. 
382 Poetic drama (which also called Verse drama) has a long history in the West, which could be traced 
back to ancient Greece. It was the dominant type of drama until the seventeenth century, then its 
popularity started to decline. The rhetoric of poetic drama was being undermined during the nineteen 
century, when realism and naturalism became the trend in literature and drama. The ordinary and 
conversational styles of playwrights such as Henrik Ibsen became more prevalent, and were adapted in 
English by Bernard Shaw. Plays written in poetic language were criticised for challenging stage realism. 
Therefore, they were regarded as not suitable for staging. See T. S. Eliot, "The Possibility of a Poetic 
Drama," in The Sacred Wood and Major Early Essays (Mineola, N.Y.: Dover Publications, 1998), 34-
39; W. B. Worthen, Modern Drama and the Rhetoric of Theater (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2015), 99-143. 
383 Xiang, "Zai da Xuelin xiansheng," 55-61. 
384 For instance, Su Xuelin stressed that “being able to be staged is the only prerequisite of a legitimate 
drama script, as drama was originally called a ‘synthetic act’ (the term was written in English in the 
original text) which only becomes alive on stage, so we could say there is no drama without a stage”; 
Dong Meikan stated that dramatic creations “must be performed in theatres for people to watch, in 
addition to reading in the study”. See Su, "Yanju wenti da Xiang Peiliang xiansheng" 48; Dong, 
"Zenyang duju," 8. 
385 For instance, Zhongxian presumed that “they [playwrights] compose drama scripts to let people read 
them to many more people, but not just for people to study on paper”; Yin Zuozhen indicated that 
“playwrights only write plays with one single wish – the drama scripts can be publicly performed on 
stage, and be able to become successful performances”. See Zhongxian, "Guanshu xiju changshi de 
biyao," 6; Yin, "Zenyang duju," 89. 
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mostly be the reason why they never investigated whether plays in the “antouju” 

category remained not suitable for staging due to intrinsic or external factors. Zhao 

Youpei once stated that there might be a few exceptions of playwrights not wanting 

staging opportunities for their drama scripts, but he could not understand why any 

playwright would pay so much effort to the writing of plays with no desire to stage 

them.386 While the playwrights might not have explicitly explained their intention, 

such indications could be interpreted through the paratext of the plays including 

memorials or materials offered by the playwrights, editors, and publishers.  

 
2.3    Divergent Views on the Values of Plays Only Being Read 

The emergence of “antouju” during the Ming dynasty had been considered a 

misguided development in the history of Chinese drama. Therefore, the term has often 

been used with a negative connotation. Literary critics and playwrights from late Ming 

had expressed disapproval of this genre. For instance, Wang Jide  remarked 

that “there is no advantage to compose over-refined literary works that will only be 

piled upon a desk”, and he commented that plays not suitable for staging are “second-

rate”.387 Li Yu 《 reiterated that “lyrics in drama should be composed exclusively 

for staging”, so he criticised those who include highly refined lyrics and made the 

plays not suitable for staging. He described this practice as “evil deeds”, and compared 

it to the destruction of valuable objects such as “tearing off paintings and smashing 

jade”.388 Apart from the difficulties involved in clearly conveying the highly refined 

lines on stage, as well as the inaccessibility to an audience drawn from the general 

public, Li’s comment also echoed a prevailing concern in Ming - the indispensability 

of the musical components in classical Chinese drama (which is a musical art form) 

made it impossible to entirely reduce the play to a mere textual composition for 

reading.389 

                                                
386 Zhao, "Juben bu huang," 28. 
387 Wang, Qu lü, 154. 
388 Li Yu 《, "Xianqing ouji  (Sketches of idle pleasures)," in Zhongguo gudian xiju lunju 
jicheng  (Collection of critical works on classical Chinese drama), ed. 
Zhongguo xiqu yanjiuyuan  (Beijing: Zhongguo xiju chubanshe , 
1959), 73. 
389 Hsiao, The Eternal Present of the Past, 39-40. 
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The dynamics of drama production and styles of drama appreciation in 

Republican China had undergone considerable changes as compared to late Ming. 

Therefore, many of the concerns mentioned above had been removed: the main form 

of modern drama huaju (spoken drama) was no longer predominantly composed with 

lyrics nor filled with musical components, which made it easier for readers to imagine 

the performance while reading the printed plays. Also, as discussed in the previous 

chapter, people in the Republican era had become adapted to reading plays prior to 

watching the performances, and some even preferred to only read the printed plays as 

an independent drama experience. The publication-led drama production also offered 

playwrights the option to write plays exclusively for reading. These conditions could 

have provided a welcoming environment for “antouju”, or developed a higher 

acceptance for the plays that were not being selected for staging, however, the 

commentaries on plays only being read remained controversial in the Republican era. 

In this section, I will quote and show the divergent views on the value of these non-

staged plays, summarise these views, and depict the critical stances that playwrights 

from that era had to adopt or dedicate to negotiate.  

 
2.3.1.   Criticism: The Incompetence in Dramaturgy 

 Modern Chinese plays that were not staged, or were considered not suitable for 

staging, faced extensive criticism in Republican China. Generally, people during that 

era did not have a good impression of these plays. Some of them merely showed 

disapproval or lack of interest without delving into the analysis of this genre. For 

instance, newspaper editor Duan Gongshuang articulated that “the so-called ‘antou 

duju’ must not be regarded as good drama scripts”; Lu Xun , one of the leading 

figures of the May Fourth literary movement, once expressed his “personal opinion” 

[in his own words] - he knew that drama scripts that were  “placed on desks” and those 

“performed on stage” were different, but he thought “the latter is better after all”. 390 

In this statement, he hinted that the two different types of drama scripts are not 

supposed to be compared using the same set of terms, presumably because they offer 

different drama experiences and serve different functions. However, this aspect 

                                                
390 Lu Xun, "Zhi Dou Yinfu" in Lu Xun shujian, 889. 
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seemed to be overlooked by most of his peers as seen from their evaluation on plays 

only being read which I will quote and summarise in the following paragraphs.  

 In contrast to the mild disapproval as expressed by Duan and Lu Xun, some 

critics had a more extreme protest against plays that could not be staged. Many of them 

refused to recognise those plays as legitimate dramatic creations: 

A play that cannot be performed is not a good play, and we 
can also say that it is not a play. 
                                                          - Yin Zuozhen, 1931391 

From the standpoint of the drama movement, drama scripts 
for reading are absolutely not being recognised as drama 
scripts. 
                                                                        - Hua, 1933392  

For any drama script which cannot produce a stage effect, 
regardless of its high value in a certain aspect, we can only 
treat it as a novel or a poem; it is fundamentally impossible 
to recognise it as a play with complete conditions.  
                                                         - Tang Huaiqiu, 1933393 
Hamilton included this definition of drama in his drama 
theory – plays are stories that are being “performed”, but not 
stories that are been “written”. […] 
The literary value of [closet plays] is high, but they cannot 
be regarded as legitimate drama scripts.  

                                                                                    - Su Xuelin, 1935394  

These denials show that the concern conveyed by Wen Yiduo in 1926 was very 

appropriate. While people celebrated that modern Chinese plays had begun to be 

regarded as a part of literature, and perceived this as an “evolution of drama”, the 

transformations in drama production also posed the threat of a “degeneration of 

drama”.395 Also, the above quotations show that those critics had not recognised that 

stories written in the form of drama, even if they were only printed but not staged, 

would have been very different from those written in other literary forms.396  

                                                
391 Yin, "Zenyang duju," 89-90. 
392 Hua, "Du de juben yu yan de juben," 30. 
393 Tang, "Xiju de eryuanxing," 92. 
394 Su, "Yanju wenti da Xiang Peiliang xiansheng," 48. 
395 Xi Xi, "Xiju de qitu," Chenbao fukan, 24 June 1926. 
396 Elements of drama like ongoing dialogue, confined time and space, tension heightened in conflicts 
and suspense, as well as the multiple narrators, could have formed a very different projection(s) of a 
story. More discussion on this will be included in later parts of this thesis.  
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 Critics tended to emphasise that plays only being read were incomplete. For 

example, Hong Shen stressed that “spoken plays are completed by the collaboration 

of three parties, including the playwrights, performers, and audiences. These three 

aspects are indispensable.”397 He also used a hypothesis to explain:  

Holding a written drama script, and proclaiming to the public 
that my play does not seek for people to stage it, is equal to 
holding a sheet of music score, and declaring to the public 
that the music I made does not seek for anyone to sing it, or 
to play it on any instrument. The creation of art is not 
finished yet!398 

This quotation shows that he regarded performance as the ultimate goal of writing 

drama scripts and music, and performances are also an essential part of the creation of 

art. He later became more explicit about this, by stating that “to be qualified as a good 

drama script, it must meet a twofold requirement: readable and stageable”. 399   

Many critics had also stressed that the “duality of drama” needed to be 

preserved. They established similar requirements as Hong Shen, from slightly varied 

perspectives: in terms of the playwrights’ skills, Tang Huaiqiu considered 

“consciousness of human needs in the contemporary society” and “techniques for 

putting on a performance” as both being essential; 400 in terms of the content, Dong 

Meikan indicated that drama should contain both “literariness” and “theatricality”;401 

in terms of the output, Duan Gongshuang stated that drama should have “literary 

values” and “stage effects”; 402 in terms of evaluation, Hua declared that drama should 

receive “appraisal for literature and art” and “appraisal for drama”.403 Tang added that 

apart from the playwrights, other parties including critics, readers and audiences, 

should all pay attention to the “duality of drama”.404 

 The literati was the group being blamed for producing drama scripts that were 

not suitable for staging. For instance, in 1921, Ming Hui already criticised that when 

                                                
397 Hong Shen, "Cong Zhongguo de 'xinxi' shuo duo 'huaju'," 19. 
398 Ibid., 20. 
399 "Daoyan," 52; "Shinian lai de Zhongguo xiju," 741. 
400 Tang, "Xiju de eryuanxing," 92. 
401 Dong, "Zenyang duju," 8. 
402 Duan, "Lun 'juben huang'"," 241. 
403 Hua, "Du de juben yu yan de juben," 30. 
404 Dong, "Zenyang duju," 8. 
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members of the literati translated Western plays and introduced them to people in 

China, they tended to select the plays through a “literary vision”. So, over half of those 

plays were drama scripts that only allowed people to read, but could not be staged or 

read aloud to many people.405 In 1929, Hong Shen explained that playwriting would 

not be difficult for writers to master, given that they attempted to understand the drama 

form: 

For people who are already good at writing poetry, novels or 
essays, and wish to engage in playwriting, they would find 
the methods of playwriting not so difficult. If they pay some 
effort to learn, then they will attain the mastery of drama. 
However, if they do not intend to learn, and do not pay 
attention to the requirements of spoken drama, then even if 
they complete [the drama scripts for] spoken plays, those 
will only be a disguised form of poetry, novels or essays, 
which are pieces that carry the form of drama without the 
possibility of becoming performances.406 

Against Hong Shen’s wish, the second scenario continued to happen in the following 

years. In 1927, when he reviewed the development of modern Chinese drama in the 

past decade, he was disappointed that a proportion of the literati was still not entirely 

familiar with the stage, and most of the drama scripts written by them were suitable 

for reading instead of being ideal for performances.407 

 Not many essays and reviews had focused on conducting a close reading of 

plays that were only being read, or had specifically pointed out why they were not 

suitable for staging. Two of the brief discussions touched on examples of low 

theatricality in plays: 

The reason for the failure of this kind of play is that they 
have a heavy emphasis on hearing, largely ignore audiences’ 
vision, [make] no big changes to the facts [plots], and are far 
too boring. Very often, [in the drama scripts, there are] only 
two or three people seated for a while on the stage, standing 
for a while, and speaking for a while, then the play ends.  

                                                                                     - Ming Hui, 1921408 

                                                
405 Ming Hui, "Yan de juben yu kan de juban," 4. 
406 Hong Shen, "Cong Zhongguo de 'xinxi' shuo duo 'huaju'," 19-20. 
407 "Shinian lai de Zhongguo xiju," 741. 
408 Ming Hui, "Yan de juben yu kan de juban," 4. 
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Those plays may have profound ideologies, and sincere 
emotions; but apart from lacking visual detail, the stories are 
static, talky, and repetitive.  

                                                                                   - Hong Shen, 1937409 

According to Ming Hui’s description, some of those plays were basically poorly 

written or did not have sufficient content. Some of them had better content, but did not 

include adequate action to show the development of the plots. Both of the descriptions 

seemed to be only referring to plays that were initially intended to be staged, but in 

the end, did not have such an opportunity due to the quality of their drama scripts. The 

comments on the stories being “static, talky, and repetitive” also suggest that those 

plays would not have allowed readers to derive pleasure from the reading process. 

 Inappropriate content that deviated from the drama movement of the time was 

another major reason for plays not being accepted for stage performances. In the 1920s, 

modern Chinese drama was being used as a tool for enlightenment; in the 1930s and 

the 1940s, it was expected to unite the masses to fight against foreign invasion and 

national crises. Playwrights who failed to express clear messages in those directions 

were blamed for their lack of social awareness. In 1935, Liu Nianqu remarked that 

some of the playwrights still tended not to follow the advocated drama movement to 

face the masses: 

The demand from this epoch and the [current] environment 
have been forcing the dramatists (people who are involved 
in the drama movement), who used to be trapped in their 
studies or small theatres, to come out and walk into the 
masses.  
Although there are some people who still insist the notion of 
“writing plays for the sake of drama”, and assume the art 
belongs to the minority (elites as they are), the social 
function of drama has indeed been increasingly understood 
by the progressive people, and they are attempting to put in 
into practice to accomplish the mission.  
[…] 
Playwrights should see the needs of our current environment, 
co-operate with the performers, and avoid sitting in their 
studies to “create”. 410 

                                                
409 Hong Shen, "Shinian lai de Zhongguo xiju," 741. 
410 Liu, "Yijiusansi nian zhongguo xiju yundong zhi huigu," 59, 70. 
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In 1948, Dong Meikan stressed that “after all, a drama script should be produced for 

theatres, but not for people’s studies.” So, the narrative of “not being locked up in 

studies” not only meant playwrights should not engage with narrow topics, but also 

indicated that those topics would not be able to arouse the interest of performing 

groups and therefore would reduce the social impact of drama - only those who were 

literate would have the ability to read printed plays, and the readership might even be 

restricted to a smaller group of readers depending on the scale of publication. Why 

those playwrights - who insisted on writing plays just for art’s sake, or perhaps had 

other reasons that they believed made it acceptable to restrict the circulation – are not 

being analysed in these quotations has to be investigated from another angle. 

 
2.3.2.   Neutral Judgments: The Impacts of External Factors 

 Some of the critics did not consider the plays’ intrinsic factors, such as the 

playwright’s ability and playwriting style, were the most influential factors that caused 

some of the plays to be excluded from stage performances. Instead of commenting on 

the quality of the drama scripts, they turned to identify the external factors that affected 

the reception of those plays. 

One of the major concerns was the limited resources owned by the performing 

groups. For example, in 1935, Xiang Peiliang argued that “the so-called incompetence 

with staging is mainly related to the environment [in which the plays were 

produced]”. 411  He described his observations on how contemporary performance 

groups faced challenges while attempting to stage historical plays. He recorded that 

even research on what the clothing and furniture were like in a particular historical 

period was in vain, as none of the groups would have had the time and financial 

capacity to source a supply of those items. He also stated that none of the directors 

could guide the actors to use appropriate body language that resembled how people 

acted in ancient China.412  

While Xiang only focused on discussing one specific group of dramatic works, 

Zhang Geng’s article published in 1937 suggested that limited technical competence 

was a general problem across the country:  

                                                
411 Xiang, "Zai da Xuelin xiansheng," 56. 
412 "Guanyu yanju bing zhi Xuelin xiansheng," 41; "Zai da Xuelin xiansheng," 57. 
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On the current Chinese stages, inattention to technical issues 
generally exists in every department, but I believe the 
operation in the [stage] settings and lighting aspects have 
been hindered by material conditions. Very few theatres 
meet the requirements for staging plays. In Shanghai which 
is a drama centre, strictly speaking, there is not even one 
relatively new theatre, and the lighting equipment could be 
seen as equal to zero. Therefore, when [people] criticise the 
current stagecraft, one must be a little more tolerant.413 

Both Xiang and Zhang pointed out that the inability to arouse interest from performing 

groups, or having difficulties in creating a favourable stage impact, might not be the 

fault of the playwrights. Whether Xiang’s and Zhang’s description of the substandard 

material conditions need to be verified by taking into account records compiled by 

their peers, their argument offered us an insight into an aspect that has been overlooked 

by many.  

  Two other external factors were raised by Shu Chang in 1938, which have 

been briefly mentioned in section 1.2.3. The first one is political intervention. He 

indicated that from the late 1920s onwards, some of the plays were being banned 

amidst some “political turbulence”, while some other plays propelled crises which 

made no one dare to turn them into public performances.414 The second one is the 

difficulties involved in the search for suitable plays in the new publication-led mode 

of drama production. As many drama scripts were scattered in an extensive range of 

newspapers and periodicals, producers and performing groups might not have a full 

picture of what plays were available, they might be unable to trace and gain access to 

some of the back issues, or simply could not locate specific plays that were within their 

performance capacity.415  

The arguments quoted above revealed that the alleged “incompetence in 

dramaturgy” actually entails complicated issues that were out of the control of the 

playwrights and even of the performing groups. The substandard material conditions 

and other external factors could have resulted in plays that were theatrically 

                                                
413 Zhang Geng , "Muqian juyun de jige dangmian wenti  (Several 
obvious problems of the current drama movement)," Guangming  (Light) 2, no. 12 (1937): 1494-
95. 
414 Shu, Xiandai xiju tushu mulu, 1. 
415 Ibid., 2. 
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compatible with staging being turned down. Therefore, the fact that some plays were 

not staged does not necessarily mean they were poorly written. Also, the review of the 

unsatisfactory performing conditions disclosed a controversial question that had 

evolved: whether playwrights should comply with the constraints and adjust their plan 

for the stagecraft to meet the practical needs, or that they should focus on refining their 

plays to attain personal expression in their writing and to promote a higher level of 

dramaturgy. 

 
2.3.3.   Defence: The Independence of Playwriting  

  In contrast to the opinion that perceives plays not staged or not suitable for 

staging as an incomplete form of drama, or even denies that they can legitimately be 

called drama, some critics asserted the independence of playwriting. One of the 

significant debates was sparked off between Xiong Fuxi and Liang Shiqiu  in 

1926, during which they had very different views on the topic of “the relationship 

between drama and the stage” which they could not reconcile. 416  They further 

elaborated their arguments in writing, and published their written debate. A writer 

reporting on the journal believed that they represented two distinct groups of thought 

which made it difficult to determine who was correct, so he invited the readers to judge 

whose arguments were more convincing. 417  Xiong insisted drama scripts must 

conform to the two most important conditions of drama which were “readable” and 

“stageable”, and his arguments evolved around the “duality of drama” which were 

similar to those that have been analysed in section 2.3.1. I will summarise Liang’s 

arguments below, and show how his opposing views were shared by other critics in 

later years. Liang quoted a range of western narratives and his observations of the 

drama field in the United States, which enable us to understand how he and some of 

his peers viewed the development of non-staged modern drama in Republican China 

from a comparative perspective. 

                                                
416 Xiong and Liang were discussing the modern Chinese drama development with a few Chinese 
students during an evening meet-up in New York. As they could not reconcile their views before 
midnight, they agreed to extend their discussion by further elaborating their arguments in writing. See 
Xiong Fuxi  and Liang Shiqiu , "Xiju de taolun  (Discussion of Drama)," 
Liumei xuesheng jibao  (Chinese Students' Quarterly) 11, no. 1 (1926): 127. 
417 The written debate was published on Liumei xuesheng jibao  (Chinese Students' 
Quarterly), which was dedicated to transmitting the views from Chinese students who were studying in 
the United States to their peers back in China. Ibid. 
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 Liang argued that the creation of drama is an independent form of arts, as 

“drama [scripts] could be staged or not be staged, and they can exist without an 

attachment to the stage”. 418  Liang quoted Brander Matthews’s indication of a 

playwright’s usual expectation of having his plays performed and therefore “what he 

has composed has always been conditioned, consciously or unconsciously, by the 

players, by the playhouse, by the play-goers, of his own race and of his own time” – 

Liang agreed that the actors, playhouses, and play-goers have a very close relationship 

with drama which no one could deny, but he suggested that the common belief that of 

drama was not able to exist independently without these factors is “taking the branch 

for the root”.419 He tried to elaborate his point further by clarifying the precedence of 

the completion of a dramatic creation among other related drama production processes: 

When he [a playwright] gets inspiration, comprehends the 
truth of life, and processes them in the arrangement of art, 
the drama has already existed in his heart, and it is an 
absolute and actual existence. When the drama is being 
written in words, it is only at that time that the drama obtains 
its dramatic form.  When the drama is performed on stage, 
that is the time that it realises its social function – no 
difference from the hanging of a picture in the art gallery.420   

Even if the picture is not displayed in the art gallery, it is still a piece of art. Liang used 

this analogy to highlight the integrality of drama prior to performances and even before 

it gets a material form through writing. In 1931, Xiang Peiliang shared a similar view 

on why a drama script is an independent form of art: 

Drama script is a form of literature, which by itself is 
completely independent. Although some people claim that 
scripts would only be alive on stage, and they are only 
complete after a performance, the scripts [’ independence], 
however, do not give in to their protest. When a playwright 
has finished writing down his last word, the script is then 
completed. Speaking from a theoretical aspect, whether a 
play is to be staged or not, does not affect the script, even 
though many playwrights write scripts for specific actors. 
The subsequent staging is just another kind of activity that 

                                                
418 Ibid., 141. 
419 Ibid., 138. 
420 Ibid., 140. 
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stage directors and actors develop based on the drama 
script.421 

Liang and Xiang both advocated that the staging of drama comes after the creation of 

drama, and they should be regarded as separate activities.422 Liang also added that “the 

quality and value of drama are not justified by whether it can be staged or read”.423 

Through his explanation, he hoped he could dispel “the most popular misconception” 

in China – the belief in drama as “an integrated art” which means “stage directors, as 

well as people in charge of costumes and scene setting, are equally important to the 

playwrights, and they are all indispensable components in drama”.424 

 Another argument successively made by both Liang and Xiang was that 

whether a play is stageable and whether it is an admirable play are two separate issues. 

Liang tried to support his argument by stating one of his recent observations in the 

United States: there were frequent performances of Shakespeare’s plays, but after he 

watched the performances, the pleasure that he was able to gain did not exceed that he 

had derived from playwrights of second-class or third-class.425 He also quoted from 

Charles Lamb, who had written an essay back in 1811 to argue that Shakespeare’s 

tragedies are not suitable to be staged and more appropriate to be read.426 Later in 1931, 

Xiang quoted a similar opinion on Shakespeare’s drama by another scholar to discuss 

why some people would suggest that certain well-written drama scripts should not be 

staged: 

Some other people advocate that well-written scripts cannot 
be staged. Staging a performance will cause the beauty and 
subtle wonders inherited in the script to fade out; the 
audience will not be able to experience the profound 

                                                
421 Xiang Peiliang , "Xiju zhi jiben yuanli  (The basic principle of drama)," 
Xiaoshuo yueban   (The Short Stories Monthly) 22, no. 3 (1931): 374. 
422 The only difference from Liang’s opinion is that Liang was talking about how the conceptual 
existence of drama has been formed, while Xiang talked about the completion of drama scripts at the 
end of the writing of the play. 
423 Xiong and Liang, "Xiju de taolun," 146. 
424 Ibid., 141.  
425 Ibid., 143. 
426 Liang quoted the following paragraph: “the plays of Shakespeare are less calculated for performance 
on a stage than those of almost any other dramatist whatever. [……] There is so much in them, which 
comes not under the province of acting, with which eye, and tone, and gesture, have nothing to do.”  
Liang translated these lines into Chinese, and the quote included here is extracted from the original text. 
See Xiong and Liang, "Xiju de taolun," 143; Charles Lamb, "On the Tragedies of Shakespeare 
Considered with Reference to Their Fitness for Stage Representation," in The Works of Charles and 
Mary Lamb, ed. E.V. Lucas (London: Methuen & Co Ltd., 1912), 115. 
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imagination enjoyed by the readers. Gordon Craig said, “I 
am afraid even if we gather all the passionate actors in the 
world, they still cannot perform Hamlet in an appropriate 
way.” He also said, “Things that are already complete cannot 
be made perfect in another form.” What he meant was that 
the script is already a complete thing, and it is impossible to 
obtain a better result from a performance. Gordon Craig’s 
words are not entirely correct, but we can derive that the two 
significant parts of drama - script and performance – have 
quite a deep rift in between.427 

 
Similar views could be found from other commentaries published in the 1930s. For 

example, according to Su Xuelin, one of the editors of Wuhan Ribao 」  (The 

Wuhan Newspaper) acknowledged that “for a drama script of admirable quality, there 

is no guarantee that it would be staged; for drama scripts that were staged, not every 

one of them was well performed.” 428 Critic Chu Yang  also stressed that “in the 

history of literature, there are drama scripts that are both interesting and reasonable, 

but have not been, and will never be staged”.429 

 While many would wonder why some of the modern Chinese drama scripts 

were more suitable for reading rather than staging, Liang sought to offer an answer. 

He was aware that the context of Charles Lamb’s proposition might be different from 

that in Republican China, so he derived a few explanations that could still apply to the 

contemporary field of drama in the modern Chinese context:   

(1) There is a large audience in a theatre. We will inevitably 
be caught in the “crowd psychology”, and at that time, we 
would be influenced only by emotional impulses. It is rather 
difficult to have an individual understanding of a play’s true 
meaning, and even more difficult to appreciate its artistic 
components. 
 (2) On the stage, there are actors’ movements, costumes, 
and decorations for the scene settings, which are all tempting 
to capture our attention and that make us incapable of 
devoting all our energy to realising the playwrights’ 
missions. 
 (3) The stage has its material limitations, so it is difficult to 
fully represent playwrights’ original imagery; play-reading, 
on the other hand, allows us to have adequate freedom for 

                                                
427 Ibid., 375. 
428 Su, "Yanju wenti da Xiang Peiliang xiansheng," 47. 
429 Chu Yang, "Du 'Sai Jinhua' juben," Shen Bao, 20 November 1936. 
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our imagination. The specific representations on stage can 
directly confine our imagination, as well as indirectly hinder 
our understanding of the work.430 

These three points, unusually, pointed out the various limitations of stage 

performances – not only the limited technical competence which some of the critics 

(who held neutral judgements towards the non-staged plays) had raised, but also the 

limited capacity for people to develop individual understanding and personal 

interpretation of the dramatic works. Liang also added that he believed “the highest 

form of art [in drama] cannot be conveyed to the masses by any method,” as it can 

only be understood by the minority.431 His reasoning tended to suggest that plays being 

identified as more suitable for reading rather than staging in Republican China might 

actually be of a superior quality, and therefore they demanded a less confined space 

for appreciation, which had been available in the solitary play-reading process rather 

than in a collective attendance of stage performances. 

Another worrying trend that emerged in the public performances during the 

Republican era was the rather low level of drama appreciation ability among the 

general audiences. This was, in fact, the only point that that Xiong and Liang agreed 

upon during their debate. Xiong believed that “none of the successful playwrights 

would neglect to observe the needs of the audiences”.432 However, he admitted that a 

play that allowed most of the audiences to gain satisfaction is not necessarily a good 

drama – at least the current audiences (in 1926) had “not yet been able to take on this 

judging responsibility”.433 Liang argued that “while actors, the stages, and audiences, 

keep changing depending on the time and location; the value of the highest form of art 

[in drama] is generally fixed”. 434  In other words, he did not recommend the 

playwrights to scale down their pursuits just to match with the contemporary demands. 

While Xiong did not comment on how to tackle the gap between the two factors, Liang 

suggested that unlike the owners of the theatres who “must cater for the preferences of 

the people of the time, who dare not offend the audiences, and dare not to be too bold 

                                                
430 Xiong and Liang, "Xiju de taolun," 143-44. 
431 According to Liang, the minority of people “carry both seriousness [which means the ability to 
conduct rational thinking other than having emotional reaction in theatres] and the power of 
imagination”. See Ibid., 144. 
432 Ibid., 134. 
433 Ibid. 
434 Ibid., 146. 
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and give the audiences a shock”, playwrights could freely create – “they can choose 

not to ask the audiences’ interest, and create a play that the audiences cannot 

understand.”435 This was a viable option in Republican China, as I reviewed in the 

previous chapter – given the prospering publication-led drama production and 

widespread play-reading culture, the independence of playwriting could be adopted to 

a greater extent as the plays could be circulated entirely through the printed medium.  

 In opposition to the “duality of drama” insisted on by many of his peers, Liang 

put forward a few unconventional questions and speculative hypotheses to prompt the 

readers to ponder on why the notion of “writing plays for the sake of drama” was also 

worthwhile to preserve:  

What is the relation between drama and theatre after all? Is 
there an essential relation [between the two]? If there is an 
essential relation, then which one is fundamental to the other? 
[……] There will obviously be no theatre stages if there is 
no drama, but drama still exists without a stage. If drama and 
stage are combined as a type of art, then it is not only a 
confusion of categories, but also a symbol of the arts 
surrendering to the techniques.436  

By techniques, Liang referred to all the stage craft;437 and for the arts, he meant the 

dramaturgy mastered by playwrights. 438  The conundrum of the impossibility of 

balancing these two ends as predicted by Liang was realised in the subsequent years: 

Yi Wensi  recorded that the playwrights had been confronting “a big dilemma” 

as they were wondered “should authors create [plays] for [expressing] their ideas, or 

create for performances”, and this dilemma “has made our playwrights feel troubled 

for a long time”.439 This source suggests that some critics’ assumptions, quoted and 

discussed above - that modern Chinese playwrights should have been and should 

always be writing plays intended for the stage - might not be accurate: some of those 

playwrights, if not all, had thought of not creating plays for the stage.  

                                                
435 Ibid., 149.  
436 Ibid., 151. 
437 According to Liang, techniques include scene setting, make-up, facial expressions, pronunciation, 
lighting, and all other stagecraft. See Ibid., 147. 
438 According to Liang, the arts of drama include the selection of theme, arrangement of the structure, 
description of the characters, and lastly, the imitation of the actions of life. See Ibid. 
439 Yi Wensi , "Jutan jingan erti  (My recent thoughts on two issues of the 
theatrical field)," Xindi congkan  (The new land series), no. 1 (1944): 37. 
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Some of the playwrights’ motivation to express their own ideas, or to transcend 

contemporary technical constraints, has often been overlooked or despised under the 

conventional understanding of dramaturgy and the overwhelming expectation that 

they should fulfil the social function of drama through public performances. The 

sources in this section demonstrate that other than criticising the plays from a theatrical 

perspective, or identifying the external constraints for staging, one could turn and trace 

the aim and actual impact exerted by these plays through the independent medium of 

printed plays.  

 

2.4   Conclusion  

Through the detailed study on the classification criteria of each of the three 

types of drama for reading, we can see that these three types of plays which emerged 

in Republican China fell into two levels of group-subgroup relationships: “Printed 

Drama” is an umbrella group that covers all the drama scripts produced through a 

printing process. Plays printed directly after the completion of playwriting, and plays 

that were first performed before entering the publication process, are both included in 

this group. This group stands in contrast to the group of plays that were only performed 

but not printed, and the completed manuscripts that have never been published in any 

way. Under the “Printed Drama” group, there are two subgroups: one of them is the 

staged plays and plays that were considered suitable for staging; another subgroup is 

the “antouju” group, which in most cases cover plays that were mainly being read 

rather than staged.440 Under this subgroup, there are two other smaller subgroups: one 

of them is the group of plays not intended for staging and/or designated for private 

reading, which could be called the “closet drama” group; another group covers the 

plays not staged due to other factors, including intrinsic factors such as the ability of 

the writer and the quality of the dramatic creation, as well as external factors ranging 

from political interventions, financial restrictions, technological capacities, and many 

other factors. The coverage of each group listed here is determined by the definition 

of the terms in their strictest sense, as classification based on the broader sense of the 

terms will lead to overlap of the groups which will cause further confusion. The more 

                                                
440 “Antouju” is the most representative term among the varied terms, as it has a tracked history in 
classical Chinese drama, but for the name of this subgroup, it is interchangeable with any of those terms. 
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narrowly defined groupings, on the other hand, prompt further investigation on the 

plays’ production, and therefore bring forth a more precise depiction of its nature.   

In view of the ambiguity often shown in the labelling of plays considered not 

possible to stage or not suitable for staging, this chapter has suggested the crucial 

points to pay attention to which will help to understand and explore the characteristics 

of those plays. Firstly, each term and phrase used to indicate the reading nature of the 

drama scripts could have different implications, so one should check with the various 

usages and interpret according to the context. Secondly, the notion of “not possible/ 

not suitable to be staged” is a relative concept that could change over time depending 

on the resources available. Very often it is a subjective judgment, as suitability for 

staging involves considerations of the preferences of performing groups and 

expectations from audiences. Given that writing plays exclusively for reading was an 

option, the authors’ intention could also be another reason for plays not being staged. 

Investigation of these factors should be conducted rather than making a premature 

assumption that the plays were poorly written. Thirdly, very few plays are 

determinedly non-theatrical, and performance records from the Republican era might 

be difficult to trace, so “mainly being read rather than staged” would be a more 

objective and accurate description for these plays. Lastly, the plays’ capacity for being 

read and staged are not necessarily interrelated, and the same goes for their value in 

each realm, so the non-staged plays’ achievements through the reception of their 

reading is an aspect that requires further evaluation. 

Review of the divergent views on the values of non-staged plays during the 

Republican era has revealed that the majority of the Republican critics held on to the 

belief that drama should both be readily stageable and readable, and they insisted that 

playwrights should always create plays for stage performances and dedicated to the 

public in order to fulfil the social functions of the drama form. Some advocated that 

they should be more tolerant towards the non-staged plays, as many external factors 

had influenced the reception modes. Only a few of the critics tried to defend those 

plays, and they argued that some playwrights might have chosen to execute the 

freedom of creation, and made use of the independent printed medium to express their 

own ideas, and to transcend performance conventions as well as contemporary 

technical constraints. These arguments also suggest that intentionally created closet 
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drama for private reading could have existed in Republican China, despite many critics’ 

denial of the possibility of this kind of authorial choice and the potential positive 

impacts of such plays.  

As seen from the primary sources quoted and reviewed in this chapter, 

discussion on drama for reading by the Republican critics was largely conceptual. A 

clearer depiction would require actual examples from that era. One of the ways of 

doing this would be extending the study of the plays by modern Chinese women 

playwrights whose plays had been merely labelled as not possible or suitable for 

staging without much elaboration. In an attempt to contribute to this study, I will 

conduct case studies on Bai Wei and Yuan Changying regarding a specific period of 

their playwriting career. I will discuss their authorial choices, and the plays’ impact 

through their circulation in print. Then in the last chapter, I will specifically take 

reference to the arguments recorded in this chapter, to further explore why people had 

a varied stance on whether their plays should or should not be staged. Apart from 

evaluating the impact and significance of their plays, the upcoming chapters will also 

remap a detailed account of how the varying arguments and beliefs in drama for 

reading had influenced the dynamics of drama production and consumption in 

Republican China.
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Chapter 3   Bai Wei’s “Private Scripts” with Restricted Public       
 Circulation, 1922-1928 

 
3.1   Introduction 

 
If you [Bai Wei] publish all the manuscripts in this box, 
certainly you will gain both fame and a substantial fortune. 
Bai Wei, you do not need to live in such an extreme poverty! 
It is such a pity that you got so many manuscripts that have 
not been published! 

- Xie Bingying , 1932441 

Drama scripts – I still have two big boxes. The romantic ones, 
the ones about Jiuyiba  (The Mukden incident) and 
on Yierba  (The January 28 incident). These many 
plays are all piled up here at home. 

- Bai Wei, 1934442 

She [Bai Wei] said less than one-third of her manuscripts are 
published. Many other writings are just piled up, and there 
are five to six plays of considerable length among those. 
Wait till she has the opportunities to thoroughly revise them, 
then they can be brought into public circulation. 

- Li Renji , 1937443 

My box of manuscripts written before Jiuyiba, and those 
poems, essays and scripts created afterwards, were all lost 
without being published and burnt by our enemy’s gunfire. 
[……] My precious brainchildren, including the few 
relatively more quintessential plays of a considerable length 
that were not able to be published before the Sino-Japanese 
war, were all lost! [……] I will not be able to see my written 
works that amount to over one million words ever again, and 
they will never have a chance to meet the readers! 

- Bai Wei, 1943444 
 

                                                
441 Bai Wei quoted Xie’s persuasion given in 1932 in a letter to Xie. See Bai Wei , "Di zhi qizi 

 (Abandoned child of the land)," in Bai Wei wenji  (The Bai Wei collection), ed. Wang 
Xiaolan , et al. (Changsha: Hunan renmin chubanshe , 2014), 973.  
442 Anonymous, "Bai Wei fangwen ji  (An interview with Bai Wei)," Meizhou pinglun 

 (The weekly review), no. 114 (1934): 22-23. 
443 Li Renji , "Bai Wei tanbing ji  (Visiting the patient Bai Wei)," Dagong Bao, 5 
June 1937. 
444 Bai Wei, "Di zhi qizi," 973 and 75.  
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In early Republican China, modern drama was regarded as an important tool 

for revealing social problems and fostering enlightenment among the general public. 

Keeping manuscripts unpublished was unusual, as it meant passing up the chances of 

circulating them in print and reaching for staging opportunities. However, Bai Wei 

accumulated a significant number of her dramatic creations out of public circulation. 

She was the first and most famous modern Chinese woman playwright, who had 

fifteen plays printed during the period from 1925 to 1934. Several researchers 

indicated that around ten of her unpublished plays were destroyed during the Sino-

Japanese war, but the total number of her unpublished plays is in fact at least twenty-

eight and have a total of over one million words.445 Why these manuscripts were kept 

in the private realm, and the implications of this particular phenomenon are yet to be 

explored.  

The quotations above raise many questions: What were the factors that 

prompted Bai Wei to pile up drama scripts at home in the first place? Why did she 

refuse to accept her friend Xie’s suggestion to alleviate her poverty, and persisted in 

accumulating more unpublished manuscripts? Why did plays constitute a large 

proportion among these? When did she change her mind, and why were thorough 

revisions to her plays necessary prior to publication? Why were those plays not 

published before they were destroyed? This chapter addresses these questions by 

examining the intrinsic and external factors that influenced Bai Wei’s stance on 

publication, how it changed over time and also its impact.  

Based on a wide range of primary materials on Bai Wei’s playwriting 

experiences, this chapter will point out that her motives in playwriting seemed 

ambiguous and very often contradictory on many levels: She started out writing plays 

for herself and some dedicated readers which made the plays incomprehensible for 

general readers, but she also sought to engage with the public with those plays. She 

vowed to create realist plays, but she could not resist adopting an immensely romantic 

and abstract style. She aspired to be part of the Creation Society (Chuangzao she 

), but she avoided publishing in their magazines despite being invited, and 

published many of her plays in the periodicals published by the society’s rivals. She 

                                                
445 Details of her unpublished and unfinished plays will be shown in section 3.2.5.  
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needed money to pay medical bills to cure curing life-threatening diseases, but she 

repeatedly refused to submit her unpublished manuscripts to editors to earn the 

royalties. She showed reluctance to publish, but she was devastated to know that the 

lost plays would never be able to reach the readers. 

The reception of Bai Wei’s published plays was also contradictory. Her first 

printed play Linli was highly appreciated by Chen Xiying  who called her “a 

shining star”.446 She was considered as one of the leading figures in the literary field 

after appearing in the first issue of Benliu  (Torrent) edited by Lu Xun.447 Eight 

of her plays were reprinted in the Republican era, the number of reprints ranging from 

one to nine.448 She has been regarded as the best modern Chinese women playwright 

by a number of critics, for she had arguably attained the highest achievement and 

greatest impact among the women playwrights of modern China.449 Her prominent 

effort in advocating women’s liberation and fostering the revolutionary spirit 

reflected in her plays has been strongly applauded.450 In-depth exploration of the 

patriarchal oppression and class conflicts, as well as the heart-pounding suspense 

heightened in her masterpiece Dachu youlingta, had reportedly brought social 

problems plays in the 1920s to a whole new level.451 

However, this “best women playwright” also attracted much criticism. As 

David Wang Der-Wei reviewed – “With contrived plot, hysterical characterization, 

and convoluted rhetoric, Bai Wei’s style has often been regarded as a failed attempt to 

grasp the real.” 452 If we look closely to the commentaries developed through the years, 

                                                
446 Xiying, "Xianhua  (Causeries)," Xiandai pinglun  (The Contemporary Review) 3, no. 
72 (1926): 9-11. 
447 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 81. 
448 The reprinting records are listed in section 3.2. 
449 Fang Ying  described Bai Wei as “the relatively most outstanding playwright among the modern 
Chinese woman writers”. Chen Baichen  and Dong Jian  considered that “Bai Wei’s 
historical status in modern drama is comparable to Ding Ling’s  in fiction creation”. Sheng Ying 

 regarded her as the one with “highest achievement” and had “biggest influrence” among the 
modern Chinese women playwrights. See Fang Ying, "Bai Wei lun  (On Bai Wei)," in Dangdai 
zhongguo nüzuojia lun  (On contemporary chinese women writers), ed. Huang 
Renying  (Shanghai: Guanghua shuju , 1933), 60; Chen and Dong, eds., Zhongguo 
xiandai xiju shigao, 200; Sheng, ed. Ershishuji Zhongguo nüxing wenxueshi, 149. 
450 Meng and Dai, Fuchu lishi dibiao: xiandai funü wenxue yanjiu, 159-64. 
451 Chen and Dong, Zhongguo xiandai xiju shigao, 207. 
452 Dewei Wang, The Monster That Is History: History, Violence, and Fictional Writing in Twentieth-
Century China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 98. 
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we could easily find more criticism of her plays written in the 1920s. For example, 

regarding content: overindulgence in love, confused stance, and irrational decisions; 

regarding format: lengthy monologues, and abstract stage directions. Some critics 

remarked that her obscure style made the plays completely incomprehensible. Others 

pointed out that these plays are difficult to stage, thus can only be served as “reading 

drama”.453 Having such an extreme and diverse reception was rare, and this further 

shows the complexity of Bai Wei’s playwriting career.  

In the early 1930s, Bai Wei acquired compliments for enabling her writing to 

transcend from an allegedly narrow personal focus to more significant social 

imperatives. Her writing style had also gradually converted from Romanticism to 

Realism, which was believed to be a better approach in confronting national crises.454 

Critics used to ascribe the irregularities in her earlier plays written in the 1920s to the 

immaturity of her playwriting mindset.455 Yet, the plays being repeatedly reprinted and 

studied are all authored in the 1920s. Those written after her conversion to realism 

have remained virtually unknown to most readers and scholars. This suggests that the 

authorial style she adopted in the 1920s was distinctive, and it calls for a re-

examination. 

The contradictory facets of Bai Wei’s playwriting career make it seems very 

puzzling. In this chapter, I would suggest the key to resolving this conundrum is to 

probe into her unique approach to playwriting. I argue that the “irregularities” of her 

early plays were not simply the result of her immaturity in playwriting, but driven by 

her relatively private approach to drama which was not commonly found in the 

Republican era. By tracing her perception of drama, re-examining her motivation for 

and method of playwriting in the early 1920s, I will discuss how she wrote plays under 

a private orientation in two ways: on the one hand, she sought to overcome personal 

crises through resolving imitated ethical dilemmas utilising the dialogism embedded 

                                                
453 These commentaries will be quoted in the relevant discussion below.  
454 Fang, "Bai Wei lun," 77. 
455 Zhu Huawei , "Yu shengming tonggou de xiju yishu: shulun Bai Wei, Yuan Chang Ying 
huaju chuangzuo  (Isomorphism of drama 
and life - on Bai Wei and Yuan Changying's dramatic creation)," Zhongguo xiandai wenxue yanjiu 
congkan  (Modern Chinese Literature Studies), no. 1 (1992): 160; You Youji 

, Zhongguo xiandai nuxing wenxue shenmei lun  (On the aesthetics of 
modern Chinese literature) (Fujian: Fujian jiaoyu chubanshe , 1995), 388. 
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in the format of drama; on the other hand, she expected a restricted readership as she 

rendered the content in an exclusive and stage-resisting style. Her experimental 

attempts were controversial, hence they invoked both acclaim and criticism. I will 

examine her continued negotiation with the resistance that she had faced, and how this 

endeavour successively altered her authorial choices and decisions on publication. 

All of Bai Wei’s printed plays were first printed in literary magazines, except 

for Linli which was issued as a monograph and Letu  (The paradise) which was 

only printed in a compiled collection of her plays.456 The collection used her most 

famous play Dachu Youlingta as title, and included four plays. It was published in 

1931 and reprinted in 1936.457 Most of her work published in magazines can be found 

in the Chinese Periodical Full-text Database (1911-1949). The monograph, the 

compiled collection and the reprinted version in other books are out of print, and are 

only preserved in rare book collections in particular libraries.458 The collection of Bai 

Wei’s work edited by Ceng Guowei  (1985) is more easily found, but only four 

plays are included. 459  All of the preceding reviews and studies on Bai Wei’s 

playwriting have been focused on the previously published plays which are still extant.  

The biggest challenge of conducting research on this woman author is that Bai 

Wei’s self-representation in her own writings is highly stylised, and there are limited 

independent sources. She ran away from her family in 1918 to escape an arranged 

marriage, and as one of the pioneers in the emancipation of women, she started to share 

her experiences from the early 1930s upon invitation from editors. In her essays Wo 

de shengzhang he moluo  (My growth and downfall) (1932), Wo 

toudao wenxue qianli de chuzhong  (My original intention in 

joining the literary field) (1934) and Tiaoguan ji  (Jumping through the hoops) 

(1944), she narrated her dramatic upbringing: she was enlightened at a young age 

under the influence of her progressive parents. However, her mother accidentally pre-

arranged her marriage, and her father refused to deny the agreement. After numerous 

                                                
456 The publication details of Bai Wei’s plays are listed in section 3.2. 
457 Bai Wei, Dachu Youlingta (Shanghai: Hufeng shuju , 1931); Dachu Youlingta (Shanghai: 
Chunguang shuju , 1936). 
458 The reprinting records of Bai Wei’s plays are listed in section 3.2. 
459 Bai Wei zuopinxuan  (Selected works of Bai Wei), ed. Ceng Guowei  (Hunan: 
Hunan renmin chubanshe, 1985), 245-420. 



 122  

failed escapes, she was married at sixteen years old, and suffered from brutal torture 

inflicted by her mother-in-law and husband. She eventually took shelter at two teacher 

training schools, but her father conspired with school officials to imprison her. With 

help from friends, she fled from the guarded campus by crawling through a sewage 

duct in an abandoned toilet, and sailed from Hunan to Japan hoping to commence a 

new life.460 Her autobiographical novel Beiju shengya  (The tragic life) 

(1936) recounted the adversities that she had to face as a liberated young woman. The 

main focus of the book was her stormy romance with the young poet Yang Sao  

(1900-1957), who for several years gave her spiritual companionship, but eventually 

left her mentally and physically devastated having inflicted her with a venereal 

disease.461 The sharing of her struggles aroused intense interest from readers from that 

era, and these autobiographical writings have remained the major sources to 

comprehend her early life. The content of these writings has been perceived as genuine 

representations in most cases.462 While the events are most likely to be true, taking 

into consideration that they were written retrospectively and that Bai Wei tended to 

stylise her image, her claims should be investigated with a critical stance. 

Bai Wei pingzhuan (1983) encompasses comprehensive details of Bai Wei’s 

life and works, 463 so it has been the most referenced work in Bai Wei studies next to 

Beiju shengya. The two authors collected data from a wide range of sources: they had 

numerous conversations with Bai Wei; interviewed some of her friends; searched over 

a hundred different books, newspapers and journals; read through her publications, 

unpublished manuscripts, correspondences and diaries.464 However, when they narrate 

her experiences, citations are generally not included. This makes it difficult to 

distinguish whether the descriptions are paraphrased from Bai Wei’s autobiographical 

                                                
460 Bai Wei, "Tiaoguan ji  (Jumping through the hoops)," in Nüzuojia zizhuan xuanji 

 (Collection of women authors' biographies) (Shanghai: Gengyun chubanshe, 1944), 39-93. 
461 Bai Wei, Beiju shengya  (The tragic life) (Shanghai: Wenxue chubanshe , 
1936). 
462 For example, these two articles obviously paraphrased Wo toudao wenxue qianli de chuzhong, and 
treated them as facts: Cang Yu , "Tantan Bai Wei  (Talks about Bai Wei)," Daguang 
tushu yuebao  (Monthly bulletin of the bright light books) 1, no. 3 (1936): 7; Jiang Zhaoji 

, "Bai Wei Huijian ji  (Meeting Bai Wei)," Shibao banyuekan  (The 
real reports fortnightly) 2, no. 19 (1937): 30-32. 
463 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan. 
464 Ibid., 280. 
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writings, drawn from the content of interviews, or based on the authors’ interpretation 

of historical sources. Therefore, I mainly analyse the primary materials that I could 

trace, and only quote from this book when a particular source is not available 

elsewhere.  

Bai Wei’s niece He You , who was one of the authors of Bai Wei 

pingzhuan, wrote another biography of Bai Wei in 1986.465 The new biography is 

basically an abridged version of Bai Wei pingzhuan, with some adjustments on the 

narration of Bai Wei’s life events.466 In 1999, Chen Dixiong  published an 

entirely different version of biographical novel of Bai Wei, which was filled with 

reimagined details such as elaborate conversations between the characters to retell Bai 

Wei’s life.467 As both He’s and Chen’s books have not made clear what references 

they had consulted, and they do not offer any significant new details about Bai Wei’s 

playwriting career, I am not going to cite from these two books. Chen Dixiong had 

participated in the screenwriting of the biographical television series Jinguo yinghun: 

Bai Wei   (Bai Wei: The heroine soul) which aired on one of the 

China Central Television (Zhongguo zhongyang dianshitai ) 

channels in 1995.468 In a later part in this chapter, I will discuss how this series posed 

questionable assumptions on Bai Wei’s playwriting career.  

 Bai Wei’s relatives and staff from the library at Zixing  in Hunan , 

which is Bai Wei’s hometown, have made considerable efforts to preserve archival 

                                                
465 He You , Ni meiyou daoxia: Bai Wei tongzhi  (You did not fall: 
Comrade Bai Wei) (Hunan: Zhongguo renmin zhengzhi xieshang huiyi Hunan Sheng Zixing Shi 
weiyuanhui wenshi ziliao weiyuanhui 

, 1987). 
466 For instance, Bai Wei pingzhuan claims that during the forced marriage, Bai Wei was not able to get 
pregnant, so her mother-in-law maltreated her, and she eventually fled to avoid the torture; He’s version 
claims that Bai Wei gave birth to a daughter, but the baby died of starvation due to insufficient provision 
of milk from the mother, and this was the reason why the mother-in-law became even more harash 
which eventually prompted Bai Wei to flee. See Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan,23; He, Ni meiyou 
daoxia, 15. 
467 Chen Dixiong , Bai Wei  (Ms Bai Wei) (Beijing: Zuojia chubanshe , 1999). 
468 Chen Dixiong  (Screenwriter), Guo Songyuan  (Screenwriter), and Zhang Yuqiang 

 (Director), Jinguo yinghun: Bai Wei  (Bai Wei: The heroine soul) 
(Xiaoxiang dianying zhipian chang  (Xiaoxiang Film Studio), 1993), Television series; 
" 'Gexing' suile ta yisheng  ('Personality' filled her whole life) ," Zixing xinwen 
wang  (Zixing News), published on 25 March 2016, accessed 20 November 2018, 
http://www.zixingxinwen.com/content.jsp?id=ID1603251627110571702582364 
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materials on and by this writer. The preparation for establishing the Bai Wei 

Repository (Bai Wei Shuwu ) began in 1984, and the collection of archival 

materials took a long time. 469 Bai Wei and her relatives donated some manuscripts, 

diaries, photos, and letters; staff from the Zixing Library (Zixing tushuguan 

) collected her scattered creations and biographical materials from libraries, 

bookstores, bookstalls, and private collections all over China.470 The repository was 

finally opened to the public in 2003,471 but to date, only one study on Bai Wei has 

made use of the substantial materials preserved there. 472 

The local government of Zixing also worked hard to raise the public’s 

awareness of Bai Wei’s life and works. After Bai Wei’s ashes were relocated from 

Beijing to her hometown, 473 a memorial garden was built. There is a statue of Bai Wei 

over her grave, and book-shaped sculptures with quotations of her writings engraved 

on them.474 In 2012, a preparatory meeting was held to plan the compilation and 

editing of the Bai Wei wenji  (The Bai Wei collection).475 In 2014, the 

collection was published to commemorate the 120th anniversary of Bai Wei’s birth.476 

The collection has four volumes covering short stories, novels, prose works, and 

critical essays written by Bai Wei.477 Some of the previously unpublished writings are 

                                                
469 Li Hongping , "Bai Wei shuwu choujian jilüe ・  (A brief history of the 
planning and construction of Bai Wei Repository)," in Wentan nüjie Bai Wei  (Bai Wei: 
The heroine of the literary field), ed. Li Xianhan 」, He Yichuan , and Li Hongping 

 (Hong Kong: Zhongguo wenhua chubanshe , 2004), 143-144. 
470 Ibid, 144. 
471 Ibid. 
472 Duan Xianghuai , "Bai Wei chuangzuo yu waiguowenxue wenhua sichao guanxi chutan 

 (A preliminary study on the influences of foreign literaure and 
culture in Bai Wei's creation)" (Master diss., Xiangtan daxue  (Xiantan University), 2007), 3. 
473 "Duonian li zhi hui sanci Xiuliu cun 3  (Only returned to the Xiuliu village 
three times in many years) ", Zixing xinwen wang  (Zixing News), published on 25 March 
2016, accessed 20 November 2018, http://www.zixingxinwen.com/content.jsp?id=ID16032516251 
62499574758567 
474 Based on my observation during my visit to Zixing. 
475 " 'Bai Wei wenji' bianzhuan choubei gongzuo zuotanhui zai Zixing zhaokai ・

 (The preparatory meeting for the compilation of the 'Bai Wei collection' 
was held in Zixing) ", Chenzhou shi tushuguan  (Chenzhou Library), published on 14 
May 2012, accessed 20 November 2018, http://www.czlib.com/Article/tpzs/2012/05/14/255.html 
476  "Zixing: Jingxin dazao 'Bai Wei wenji' (Zixing: Carefully 
compiling the Bai Wei collection) ", Zixing shi tushuguan  (Zixing Library), published 
on 30 July 2013, accessed 20 November 2018, http://www.zixlib.com/ShowNews.aspx?id=27 
477 Wang Xiaolan , et al, ed. Bai Wei wenji  (The Bai Wei collection). 4 vols. Changsha: 
Hunan renmin chubanshe , 2014. 
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also included, which make this the most comprehensive collection of her work.478 

However, the collection is not for sale, and it has only been gifted to a few libraries 

and researchers.479 None of the preceding studies has quoted from this collection.  

Possibly due to the limited sources available in the earlier stage, Bai Wei only 

started to capture scholarly attention following the publication of Bei Wei pingzhuan 

in 1983, despite the fact that she had received much attention during the 1920s-1930s. 

Case studies on Bai Wei are included in various literary studies, showing that her 

unique contribution was notable in a range of core issues that have been studied in 

modern Chinese literature such as the emergence of modern Chinese women's 

literature,480 autobiographical writing habits,481the “revolution plus love” formula in 

Chinese fiction, 482  and modern Chinese intellectuals’ progressive views on 

femininity.483 However, these case studies only focused on analysing Beiju shengya 

and her novel Zandan yu zhengniao  (A bomb and an expeditionary bird). 

Haiping Yan summarised the depiction in Bai Wei plays of the drastically shifting 

configurations of women’s lives amidst social transformation, but the study is mainly 

based on the content of the plays, and little attention has been paid to the dramatic 

forms. She mentioned that the theatrical staging of one of Bai Wei’s plays faced 

resistance, but she did not go further to discuss the issues around the reception of the 

other plays.484 

Distinct from the usual thematic content analysis, Amy Dooling and David 

Wang Der-Wei offered their insights on Bai Wei’s textual strategies in some of her 

writings: Dooling argued that, by altering the narrative stance and rhetorical devices, 

Beiju shengya challenged the verisimilitude of autobiographies and reframed her 

                                                
478 The thirteen plays included in the collection are all previously published.  
479 Information given by the Deputy Librarian at Zixing Library.  
480 Meng and Dai, "Bei Wei: Wei si fang sheng  (Bai Wei: Turning death into a new 
life)," in Fuchu lishi dibiao, 159-73. 
481 Jing M. Wang, "Speaking the Unspeakable: Bai Wei's Tragic Life," in When "I" Was Born: Women's 
Autobiography in Modern China (Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 2008), 144-65. 
482 Jianmei Liu, "Feminizing Politics," in Revolution Plus Love: Literary History, Women's Bodies, and 
Thematic Repetition in Twentieth-Century Chinese Fiction (Honolulu University of Hawai'i Press, 
2003), 104-37. 
483 Ping Zhu, "The Revolutionary Feminine: The Transformation of “Women’s Literature”," in Gender 
and Subjectivities in Early Twentieth-Century Chinese Literature and Culture (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillian, 2015), 129-58. 
484 Haiping Yan, "Other Life: Bai Wei, Yuan Changying, and Social Dramas in the 1930s," in Chinese 
Women Writers and the Feminist Imagination, 1905-1948 (London: Routledge, 2006), 100-34. 
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selfhood which had been rendered as other by masculinist culture.485 Wang proposed 

that Bai Wei’s arguable failure in rendering more “realistic” writings is actually a 

grammatology that “defies any truth-claims, including the truthful representation of 

reality”.486 Bai Wei held a different approach to fiction writing and playwriting as I 

will show in this chapter. In this connection, I will investigate how the textual 

strategies varied in her plays as compared to the findings in these preceding studies.  

Zhang Huangjing  evaluated the dedicated studies on Bai Wei, and 

pointed out that their topics are repetitive; materials, method and conclusions are 

similar; points of views are stereotyped.487 I also found that most studies are based on 

an overview of her works, without acknowledging differences between her fiction and 

her drama.488 For those who focus on her plays, mainly conduct thematic studies on 

the revolutionary themes, rhetorical devices and influences from foreign literature, 

with scarcely any regard for the dramatic form. 489  Preceding researchers only 

                                                
485 Dooling, Women's Literary Feminism in Twentieth-Century, 103-36. 
486 Wang, The Monster That Is History, 98. 
487 Zhang Huangjing , "Xin shiqi Bai Wei huaju chuangzuo yanjiu zongshu 

 (A summary of the studies on Bai Wei's dramatic creation in the new era)," Hebei gongye 
daxue xuebao (shekei ban) ( ) (Journal of Hebei University of Technology - 
Social Sciences Edition) 2, no. 4 (2010): 10-14. 
488 This happens in these three master dissertation: Duan Xianghuai , "Bai Wei chuangzuo yu 
waiguowenxue wenhua sichao guanxi chutan  (A 
preliminary study on the influences of foreign literaure and culture in Bai Wei's creation)" (Master diss., 
Xiangtan daxue  (Xiantan University), 2007); Li Dan , "Zai jieshou de guocheng zhong 
yanyi: lun Bai Wei zaoqi chuangzuo yu Reban wenxue 「

 (Interpreting during reception: On Bai Wei's early works and Japanese literature)" (Master 
diss., Hunan daxue  (Hunan University), 2008); Xu Lidan , " 'Dachi youlingta': nüxing 
yu geming shiye zhong de Bai Wei  ('Breaking out of 
the ghost tower': Bai Wei under the perspective of women and revolution)" (Master diss., Tianjin shifan 
daxue  (Tianjin Normal University), 2010). 
489 The relevant articles are: You Youji, "Dutu de xiju meixue zhuiqiu: Bai Wei juzuo lun 

 (Unique aesthetic pursuit in drama: on Bai Wei's drama) " Qilu yiyuan 
 (Qilu Realm of Arts), no. 2 (1994): 28-32; Li Hongwei , "Qijue tujin shiyi xiangzheng: 

jianlun Bai Wei zaoqi juzuo de yishu  
(Peculiar poetic symbols: A brief discussion on the artistic pursuit of Bai Wei's early drama)," Yinshan 
xuekan  (Yinshan Academic Journal), no. 3 (2001): 50-52; Zhu Weibing , "Nüxing 
fankang de qili zhi sheng: lun Bai Wei de xiju chuangzuo 

 (The shattering voice of women's resistance: On Bai Wei's dramatic creation)," Yishu baijia 
 (Hundred schools in Arts), no. 4 (2001): 79-83; "Lun Bai Wei de xiju chuangzuo 
 (On Bai Wei's dramatic creation)," Xiju yishu  (Theatre arts), no. 1 (2003): 45-53; Peng 

Caiyun , "Bai Wei xiju chuangzuo yu xifang xiandaipai xiju  
(Bai Wei's dramatic creation and the western modernist drama)," Qiusuo  (Seeker), no. 11 (2004): 
202-04. 
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identified her plays’ failures in public performances, overlooking that some of the 

plays were so popular that they were repeatedly reprinted within a short period. The 

complex and contradictory facets indicated above have not been examined in any study. 

Hence, investigations on the distinctive features of her playwriting career are still 

found wanting.  

In contrast to the existing studies which mainly focus on textual analysis, this 

chapter aims to offer new interpretations of her playwriting career in the 1920s by 

introducing the private playwriting perspective and bringing in the reception analysis. 

To achieve this and to transcend the limitations of the commonly used materials, this 

case study will also be conducted by taking reference to these five groups of rarely 

studied and newly found materials: The first group is the scarcely studied works by 

Bai Wei, including her relatively less famous plays and essays scattered in Republican 

publications, as well as unpublished or long-lost materials collected from the Bai Wei 

Repository. Selected archive materials include some early drafts of her works, 

unfinished pieces and correspondences.490 The second group comprises writings only 

recently disclosed in Bai Wei wenji (2014), with an emphasis on the original version 

of the series of letters entitled Di zhi qizi  (Abandoned child of the 

land)(1943) which unfolds significant details of Bai Wei’s playwriting career.491 The 

third group is interviews, articles and memorial essays authored by Republican 

intellects. The fourth group is publication and sales records. The fifth group is made 

up of reviews and commentaries by established writers and general readers from the 

Republican era. These materials provide many details of Bai Wei’s playwriting career 

that have not been previously studied or included in her biography. While the 

additional pieces of essays by Bai Wei might also portray a stylised self-representation, 

her sharing of information in interviews and letters to friends would be more reliable. 

Recollections from people that knew her in person, and the historical records on the 

reception of her plays, will both help to provide fresh insights into her endeavour. 

                                                
490 Bai Wei’s diaries available there are written after 1949, and no recollections of her early years have 
found. 
491 This version is substantially longer and reads completely different to the published version as seen 
in Bai Wei, "Di zhi qizi," Funü yuekan  (Women's monthly) 2, no. 6 (1943): 47-55; "Di Zhi 
Qizi - Er," Funü yuekan  (Women's monthly) 3, no. 1 (1943): 58-67. 
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This chapter does not aim to retell Bai Wei’s struggle as a liberated young 

woman, which has already been repeatedly reiterated in many previous studies; but 

rather focuses on discussing how she struggled on the literary scene as a playwright 

with constant experimental attempts. The first section will suggest that there are four 

phases in her playwriting career, and will provide an overview on her creations in each 

phase. The second section will trace her changing perception of drama and authorial 

choices, which could help to explain her ambiguous approaches to playwriting. The 

third section will discuss how she established new renditions of the Nora-themed 

creations and social problem plays, by interpreting the ethical inquiries and romantic 

mentality embedded in her plays authored in the 1920s. The fourth section will unfold 

the hidden dilemmas along the winding pathway to publication by re-examining her 

connections to literary societies and other obstacles involved. This is followed by a 

discussion on why her plays gained brief popularity in the early Republican period and 

will examine the author/readers alienation in the public circulation of these “private 

scripts”.  

By uncovering Bai Wei’s hidden agenda on playwriting, examining her 

implicit negotiations with the May Fourth pursuits of freedom, reviewing her 

breakthrough in playwriting conventions, and interpreting the mixed reviews for her 

early plays, this case study will not only remap the significance of Bai Wei’s 

playwriting career and re-examine her literary transformations, but also probe the 

possibilities and limitations of private orientated playwriting in early Republican 

China.  

 

3.2   An Overview of Bai Wei’s Four Playwriting Phases 

Bai Wei started playwriting in 1922.492 She was among the earliest group of 

modern Chinese women authors who attempted to write plays,493 and she was the 

                                                
492 Her earliest play is Sufei  (Sophie). According to the remarks on the printed play, it was written 
in April 1922 while she was in Tokyo. See Suru nüshi , "Sufei," Xiaoshuo yuebao  
(The Short Stories Monthly) 17, no. 1 (1926): 29. 
493 According to the publication records that could still be traced, only two other women authors had 
attempted playwriting in 1922 and the year before. Ling Shuhua wrote two short plays about 
goddesses in English in 1921. Shi Pingmei  published a play in April 1922. See Chen Xueyong 

, Gaomen juzu de lanhua: Ling Shuhua de yisheng  (The 
orchid of a grand family: Ling Shuhua's life) (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe , 
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first to be recognised as a nü juzhuojia  (women playwright) as she 

persisted and specialised in playwriting while other pioneers abandoned the task after 

their initial attempt. The heyday of her playwriting career was in the 1920s, but her 

playwriting vocational span stretched until 1947 which made it the longest among 

her women peers. 

She had once indicated that among all kinds of creative writing, her favourite 

was drama scripts.494 She had also written three novels, ten short stories and over a 

hundred poems,495 but critics and literary historians have generally regarded her drama 

as her major achievement.496 Bai Wei herself had also insisted that it is more suitable 

to classify her as a dramatist rather than a women author, 497 even though she was one 

of the pioneers among modern Chinese women who found fame through literary 

creation in early Republican China. Similarly, she was a member of the Chinese 

Writers’ Association, but she often said it would be more appropriate to consider her 

as a member of the China Dramatists’ Association.498 These preferences show her 

devotion to playwriting, as well as her own critical evaluation of her literary creations.  

                                                
2010), 301; Pingmei nüshi , "Zhe shi shui de zui? ? (Whose Sin Is This?)," 
Chenbao fukan, 1 April 1922.  
494 Bai Wei, "Di Zhi Qizi," 978. 
495 "Bai Wei Zhuzuo Mulu (bufen)  (Bibliography of Bai Wai's Works - 
Partial)," in Wentan nüjie Bai Wei  (Bai Wei: The heroine of the literary field), ed. He 
Yichuan , Li Hongping  and Li Xianhan 」  (Hong Kong: Zhongguo wenhua 
chubanshe , 2004), 195-207.  
496 For example, Qian Xingcun  once commented: “She is far more successful in writing plays 
than in novels. The establishment of her position in the literary field has mainly relied on her 
achievements in drama." Liu Siqian  also believed that “her impact on the literary field is mainly 
focused on the drama specialisation”. Ershishuji zhongguo nüxing wenxueshi introduced her as “a 
women playwright” and indicated that her major achievements lie in the drama arena. Qian’s 
commentary quoted in Bai and He, Bai Wei Pingzhuan, 103; Liu Siqian, "Nala" yanshuo: Zhongguo 
xiandai nüzuojia xinlu jicheng 9  (Voices of "Nora": A 
record of the mentality of modern Chinese women authors) (Shanghai: Shanghai wenyi chubanshe 

, 1993), 147-48; Sheng Ying, Ershishuji Zhongguo Nüxing Wenxueshi, 206.  
497 Bai Wei’s friend Ding Bo  mentioned “We praise her as a woman writer of China, and she did 
not regard it as something important [to be proud of]. But when she was in a good mood, she once said, 
‘I’d think it is more appropriate to classify me as a dramatist!’ This is her self-evaluation, [I think] it is 
very pertinent and true.” See Ding Bo , "Buxuan Xu De Xu  (Foreword/ Not a 
Foreword) " in Bai Wei zuopinxuan, ed. Ceng, 2. 
498 In another passage, Ding Bo recalled “Comrade Bai Wei have always been a member of Zuojia 
xiehui  (The Writer’s Association), but she always says ‘I am afraid it is more appropriate to 
regard me as a member of Ju Xie  (The Playwrights’ Association).’ This shows her emotional tie 
to drama.” See "Bai Wei he ta de juzuo  (Bai Wei and her Plays)," Zhongguo xiju 

 (Chinese drama), no. 7 (1985): 9. 
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According to the “Bibliography of Bai Wai's works” in Bai Wei pingzhuan, 

twelve of her plays were printed in the Republican era, 499  and eleven of her 

unpublished plays were destroyed during the Sino-Japanese war.500  A few other 

sources also recorded these lost plays, giving a smaller number and slightly varying 

titles.501 In the rarely used, but more extensive, bibliography compiled by founding 

members of Bai Wei’s Repository, ten more unpublished plays in addition to the ones 

lost in the war are listed.502 I found three more printed plays and fourteen unfinished 

plays, which are not included in any source nor in the archive list at the repository.503 

Some of the unpublished plays are lost, and parts of the extant ones are kept in the 

repository. Unfinished plays are not listed nor displayed in the repository. I found 

them buried in a box of scrap paper which was considered as insignificant material, 

which shows that they have remained unknown to date. Therefore, the total number 

of plays that Bai Wei had written and attempted to write amounts to at least fifty, 

which is much bigger than the number recognised by preceding researchers.  

 Bai Wei’s playwriting career is usually conceived of as having two phases, one 

distinguished by its romantic style, and the other by its realist style. Fang Ying  

remarked that after completing Dachu youlingta and Gemingshen de shounan 

 (The suffering of the revolutionary god), Bai Wei took a big leap from 

“heaven in the realms of fantasy” and flew back to “the real world”.504 Bai and He 

had a similar comment, the only difference is that they thought the advancement took 

place between the creations of Linli and Dachu youlingta.505 I argue that Bai Wei’s 

romantic and realist periods are not as clear-cut as conceived, and I suggest dividing 

her playwriting career into four phases which would allow us to have a better insight 

into her gradual transition. I will offer an overview for each phase along with the 

relevant publication and reprint details, and this will be followed by a brief 

description of the unpublished and unfinished plays. I will also include abstracts for 

the plays that I will cite as examples in the following sections.  

                                                
499 Bai and He, Bai Wei Pingzhuan, 282-84. 
500 Ibid., 131-32. 
501 For a full list of the lost plays compiled from different sources, see section 3.2.5. 
502 Bai and He, "Bai Wei zhuzuo Mulu," 195-207. 
503 For the full list of the unpublished plays, see section 3.2.5. 
504 Fang, "Bai Wei lun," 77. 
505 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 90. 
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3.2.1    1922-1925: Love and Independence 

 Bai Wei started to write plays while she was studying in Japan. The struggles 

that she faced amidst her stormy romance with Yang Sao are projected in her 

playwriting. The common theme of her plays created in the first phase is that of seeking 

freedom of love and independence, as well as how to maintain them. All of these plays 

are written in an intensely romantic style. Details of these plays are listed in order by 

the time of creation: 

 
Title Time of 

Creation 
Time and Venue of Publication 

Sufei  (Sophia) 
[Three-act play]506 

April 1922 –  
August 
1922507 
 

10 January 
1926 

Xiaoshuo yuebao  
(The Short Stories Monthly) 17, 
no. 1: 1-29. 

Linli  (Miss 
Linli) 
[Three-act play 
(Book Length)] 

December 
1924 –  
7 February 
1925 
Revisions: 
March 1925 
– April 
1925508 

November 
1925 

Linli (Monograph), Shanghai: 
Shangwu yinshuguan

. 
November 
1926 

Linli (Monograph), Shanghai: 
Shangwu yinshuguan

. 

Qiangweijiu   
(Rose wine)  
[Act 2 of a four-act 
play] 

June 1925509 2 February 
1929 

Zhen mei shan  (Truth, 
beauty, and virtue), no. Nüzuojia 
hao  (Issue on women 
writters): 1-74. 

Fangwen   
(Visiting Qingwen)  
[One-act play] 

Unknown 10 July 1926 Xiaoshuo yuebao  
(The Short Stories Monthly) 17, 
no. 7: 1-15. 

1934 Nüzuojia xijuxuan
 (Selected plays of women 

writers), edited by Zhang Liying 
. Shanghai: Kaihua shuju

, 50-67. 
1936 Xiandai nüzuojia 

chuangzuoxuan 
 (Selected works of modern 

women writers), edited by Jun 

                                                
506 Bai Wei’s original name is Huang Zhang . Another penname used in playwriting is Suru . 
507 Suru nüshi, "Sufei," 29. 
508 Bai Wei, Linli  (Miss Linli) (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1925), 1. 
509 "Qiangweijiu  (Rose Wine)," Zhen mei shan  (Truth, beauty, and virtue), no. Nüzuojia 
hao  (Issue on women writters) (1929): 1. 
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Sheng . Shanghai: Fanggu 
shudian , 97-125. 

April 1941 Xiandai Mingju Jixuan
 (Collection of famous 

modern plays), edited by Wei 
Ruhui . Shanghai: Juyi 
chubanshe , 53-80. 

1947 Xiandai Mingju Jixuan
 (Essence of famous 

modern plays), edited by Wei 
Ruhui . Shanghai: 
Chaofung chubanshe

, 53-80. 
 

Bai Wei’s first play Sufei tells the story of how a young woman broke free from 

a pre-arranged marriage and lost two close relatives due to the revenge wreaked by the 

vicious young man to whom she was originally engaged, but eventually she decided 

to forgive him after a bitter struggle.510 The intricate plots, coherent structure and 

heightened suspense were commended as a revelation of her gift in playwriting. The 

fertile imagination and lyrical text were also complimented.511 

Linli is the play that bought her to fame. It revolves around a love triangle: 

dancer Linli falls in love with a musician Qinlan . However, he is soon 

attracted to her close friend Lili , and hesitates to make up his mind. Their 

entanglements carry on in a fantastic realm, where they keep on arguing about whether 

it is a dream, and they spark off a heated debate over the ethics of love. Tempted by 

the God of Death and God of Time to give up, Linli insists on fighting for her lover. 

After knowing Lili is pregnant with Qinlan’s baby, Linli follows the Goddess of the 

Purple Rose to sleep eternally in a flowery pond. Qinlan’s plan to chase after Linli is 

barred by Lili, and immediately after he hears of Linli’s death, three chimpanzees 

abruptly attack him and tear him apart. While over 130 members of the troupe with 

whom they are staying are killed by a thunderstorm, Lili survives and instantly falls in 

love with another man. In the end, Linli wakes up from the dream and decides to leave 

for her goals in life, without commenting on the ties between the three youngsters. 

                                                
510 Suru, "Sufei," 1-29. 
511 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 67. 
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Shortly after Linli was published, Chen Xiying read it and proclaimed that “we 

discovered a shining star of the new literature.”512 

Fangwen, the most reprinted play in this phase, has fewer obscure elements 

than Linli, but the plots and the rhetoric are still very romantic. It is a partial adaptation 

of Honglou meng  (Dream of the Red Chamber), which features Qingwen 

 rejecting Baoyu’s  kiss during his visit - declaring that although she has a 

sentimental attachment to him, she is unwilling to sacrifice her life for his momentary 

pleasure.  

Bai Wei claimed that she wrote Qiangweijiu to unleash her anger over Guo 

Songling’s  death ordered by the junfa  (warlord) Zhang Zuolin .513 

However, in Act Two, which is the only part that she chose to publish, the focus is still 

on love and freedom: the orphan girl Xiaoqian  poisons herself and her lover, who 

handed her over to his father in exchange for financial help to move out. The young 

man’s new girlfriend, who envies their lingering relationship, unwittingly takes his 

poisoned wine. In the end, before Xiaoqian dies, she successfully assassinates her 

admirer Commander Zhang, who is a warlord who turned traitor to the country. This 

has nevertheless shown Bai Wei’s attempt to include political discourse.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
512 Xiying, "Xianhua," 11. 
513 Guo Songling was a trusted commander who served Zhang Zuolin in his Fengtian  clique from 
1920. While Guo taught in a military academy, Zhang Zuolin’s son Zhang Xueliang had been one of 
his students. In 1925, he led a large number of troops under Xueliang’s command. During a trip to Japan, 
he realised that Zhang Zuolin received support from the Japanese military and had favoured their 
invasion in Northern China. On 22 November of the same year, he launched his revolt. He demanded 
the resignation of Zhang Zuolin, but allowed his more liberal son Xueliang to replace him. Guo’s troops 
swept in successfully in the early weeks, but were forced to make a long detour in winter weather 
following the intervention from the Japanese army. Guo’s forces were defeated in late December. He 
and his wife were captured and executed. Their dead bodies were transferred back to Shenyang  
(then known as Mukden), the base city of Fengtian, and were ordered to be exposed to the sun on a 
riverbank for three days. See Yang Dongfan  and Xu Che , Guo Songling fan feng jianwen 

 (On Guo Songling's rebellion against the Fen Clique) (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju 
, 2008), 1-24; Jack Gray, Rebellions and Revolutions: China from the 1800s to 2000 (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2010), 188-89.  
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3.2.2    1926-1928: Revolution in Families and Society (I) 

 Plays in Bai Wei’s second phase continued to include complex love affairs and 

were written in a romantic style, but the focus is shifted to revolution in families and 

society.  

Yang Sao suddenly went to Singapore to start a new career in late 1925, leaving 

Bai Wei alone in Tokyo.514 In late 1926, Bai Wei returned to China to participate in 

the Northern Expedition. In Spring 1927, she joined the Wuhan 」 regime as a 

Japanese translator, and became a lecturer at Zhongshan University . After 

the failure of this revolution, she left for Shanghai in September 1927, and started to 

earn a living by publishing.515 During this period, she also started to publish poems 

and fiction. Shortly after she settled in the city, Yang Sao returned. The pair fell in 

love again, and they both produced more literary writings while enjoying each other’s 

company.516 

Title Time of 
Creation 

Time and Venue of Publication 

Gemingshen de 
shounan 

 (The suffering 
of the revolutionary 
god) 
[One-act play] 

Winter 1927 
(in 
Shanghai)517 

19 March 1928 Yusi  (Thread of Talk) 4, 
no. 12: 17-42. 

 

Dachu Youlingta  
  

(Breaking out of the 
ghost tower) 
[Three-act play] 

Finished in 
1926 (Lost) 
 
Rewritten in 
1927518 

20 June 1928 
 
20 July 1928 
20 September 
1928 

"Act 1." Benliu  (Torrent) 1, 
no. 1: 79-114. 
"Act 2." Benliu 1, no. 2: 251-83. 
"Act 3." Benliu 1, no. 4: 673-
734. 

20 December 
1931 

Dachu youlingta (Compiled 
collection). Shanghai: Hufeng 
shuju , 1-146. 

20 April 1936 Dachu youlingta (Compiled 
collection). Shanghai: 
Chunguang shuju , 1-
146. 

 

                                                
514 Bai Wei and Yang Sao, Zuoye  (Last night) (Shijiazhuang: Hebei jiaoyu chubanshe 

, 1994), 192-93. 
515 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 76-81. 
516 Ibid., 112-17. 
517 Bai Wei , "Letu  (The Paradise) " in Dachu Youlingta (Shanghai: Hufeng shuju , 
1931), 72. 
518 "Dachu youlingta - Act 3," Benliu  (Torrent) 1, no. 4 (1928): 733-34. 
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Dachu youlingta is Bai Wei’s most famous play, as mentioned in the 

introduction. In this play, the ruthless landlord Hu Rongsheng  bought an 

orphan girl Xiao Yuelin  as a maidservant and later on adopted her. In the play, 

he has adored her for years, and now plans to make her his eighth concubine. He hates 

his son Qiaoming , as Yuelin has fallen in love with this adoptive brother. Yuelin 

is also in love with her childhood sweetheart Lin Xia , who is now leading 

members of a Peasant’s Association to fight against Rongsheng’s tyrannical acts in 

suppressing the tenants’ riot. Xiao Sen , a representative of the local women’s 

federation, discovers while helping his seventh concubine Shaomei  to file for 

divorce that Yuelin is her illegitimate daughter with Rongsheng. Rongsheng thought 

he drowned the baby, without knowing that she was rescued and then guarded under 

his own roof by his butler Gui Yi  who feels affection for Xiao Sen. Despite being 

astonished by this, Rongsheng persists in his attempts to rape Yuelin, and he stabs 

Qiaoming to death when the latter tries to stop him. Lin Xia is accused as the murderer, 

and is sentenced to prison. Xiao Sen then determines to join the anti-warlord troops as 

a nurse, following the death of Qiaoming whom she secretly adores. Towards the end, 

Rongsheng kills Gui Yi, and Yuelin is shot while protecting Xiao Sen. Rongsheng is 

also shot dead by these two women. Being told that she is Xiao Sen’s biological 

daughter, Yuelin triumphs over the reunion and takes her last breath in her mothers’ 

arms.  

Gemingshen de shounan contains a biting satire on Chiang Kai-shek , 

and this sensitive content triggered an alert from the National Government which 

issued a warning to Yusi.519 It has two parallel storylines: Fang Ying  falls in love 

with an aggressive military officer, and is willing to become one of his concubines. 

Her friend risks her life to talk her out of this, but this sacrifice is deemed useless. 

Meanwhile, with her old father a girl conducts a treasure hunt, which they believe 

could reverse the decline of the revolution. The officer wants to own the girl and steals 

their treasure, thus attacking the old man who later reveals that he is the God of 

                                                
519 Lu Xun , "Wo he "Yusi" de shizhong  (My connections with Yusi from 
beginning to end)," Mengya yuekan  (Sprout monthly) 1, no. 2 (1930): 47; Zhang Liang , 
"'Yusi' zashi  (Miscellaneous notes on 'Thread of Talk')," Po yu li  (Break and 
build), no. 6 (1977): 44-45. 
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Revolution. The troop of Gods in charge of nature, which helped with the treasure hunt, 

responds to the girl’s call to fight. In the end, the officer is hurt and turned into a dead 

tiger, while the God of Revolution slowly awakens. The play advocates that treasuring 

the beauty of life was an indispensable factor in reversing the downfall of the 

revolution.  

Both of these plays were highly praised for incorporating progressive notions, 

but remnants of Bai Wei’s intensely romantic style were seen as unreasonable and 

unrealistic.520 The convoluted plots and rhetoric are still difficult to comprehend:, for 

instance, contemporary scholars still find the implications of the treasure hunt 

unclear.521 The style of writing had not received a very favourable reception, and an 

obvious example is that Shi Zhecun—  sent a letter of condemnation to Bai Wei, 

saying that Linli was naïve, but he was deeply impressed by the beautiful wording and 

dreamlike enthusiasm, although what she wrote after Linli is regressive and poisonous 

to young people.522  

 
3.2.3    1929- Autumn 1931: Revolution in Families and Society (II) 

 Plays in phase three have themes focused on revolution in families and society. 

The divergence from the previous phase is that the writing style is converted to a 

largely realistic one.  

Since 1929, Bai Wei suffered from life-threatening illnesses. Her relationship 

with Yang Sao also took a downturn.523 To cope with medical bills, she lectured at the 

China National Institute (Zhongguo gongxue ) from October 1929 to January 

1932.524  

In 1930, she joined the League of Left-wing Dramatists (Zhongguo zuoyi xiju 

zuijia lianmeng ), the association which aimed at promoting 

                                                
520 Fang, "Bai Wei lun," 72-77. 
521 Bai and He , Bai Wei pingzhuan, 95. 
522 Anonymous, "Bei Wei fangwen ji," 22-23.  
523 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 117-19. 
524 Li Zhangqin , "Bai Wei nianpu (Shang) (1894-1944) 1894-1944 (A 
chronicle of Bai Wei - first Part: 1894-1944)," Xiangnan xueyuan xuebao  (Xiangnan 
college journal) 33, no. 4 (2012): 8; Luwei , "Zhongguo gongxue xinwenxue jiaoshou Huang Bai 
Wei  (Bai Wei Huang - Professor of new literature at the China National 
Institute)," Tuhua shibao  (The Eastern Times Photo Supplement), 18 May 1930. 
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socialist realism in support of the Communist Revolution and later became highly 

influential in Chinese cultural circles.525 After the Kuomingtang government executed 

five members in February 1931, Bai Wei was one of the few members who stayed 

while all the others left.526  

 

Title Time of 
Creation 

Time and Venue of Publication 

Yiliang  (Aunt) 
[One-act play] 

Finished on 11 
August 
1929527 

15 October 
1929 

Xiandai xiaoshuo  
(The modern novels) 3, no. 1: 
229-57. 

20 December 
1931 

Dachu youlingta (Compiled 
Collection). Shanghai: Hufeng 
shuju, 1-34. 

1932 Xiandai Zhongguo nüzuojia 
chuangzuoxuan 

 (Selected works of 
modern Chinese women writers), 
edited by Xue Fei , 
Shanghai: Wenyi shuju 

, 301-38.  
1934 Nüzuijia xijuxuan  

(Selected plays of women 
writers), edited by Zhang Liying 

, 77-103. Shanghai: 
Kaihua shuju. 

1936 Xiandai nüzuojia xijuxuan 
 (Selected plays 

of modern women writers), 
edited by Jun Sheng . 
Shanghai: Fanggu shudian 

, 125-54.  
20 April 1936 Dachu youlingta (Compiled 

collection). Shanghai: 
Chunguang shuju, 1-34. 

1936 Xiandai Zhongguo nüzuojia 
Chuangzuoxuan, 271-299. 

1937 Xiandai Zhongguo nüzuojia 
Chuangzuoxuan, 271-299. 

1940 Xiandai Zhongguo nüzuojia 
Chuangzuoxuan, 287-318. 

                                                
525 Sheng, Ershishuji zhongguo nüxing wenxueshi, 154.  
526  Ding Ling , "Guanyu Zuolian de pianduan huiyi  (Fragmented 
recollection about the Left League)," Xinwenxue shiliao  (Historical Materials of New 
Literature), no. 1 (1980): 30. 
527 Bai Wei , "Yiliang  (Aunt)," Xiandai xiaoshuo  (The Modern Novels) 3, no. 1 
(1929): 231. 
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Letu  (The 
paradise)  
[One-act play] 

Autumn 1931 
(in 
Shanghai)528 

20 December 
1931 

Dachu youlingta (Compiled 
collection). Shanghai: Hufeng 
shuju, 1-72.  

 20 April 1936 Dachu youlingta (Compiled 
collection). Shanghai: 
Chunguang shuju, 1-72. 

Jia yangren  
(The false foreigner) 
[One-act play] 

Finished on 21 
August 
1931529 

20 September 
1931 

Beidou  (The plough), no. 
1:37-51. 

  20 December 
1931 

Dachu youlingta (Compiled 
collection). Shanghai: Hufeng 
shuju, 1-34.  

  March 1935 Zushi xiandai xiju xuan 
 (Commentaries on 

selected modern drama), edited 
by Wang Meihen . 
Shanghai Zhonghua shuju 

,131-160. 
  March 1935 Zhonghua xiandai wenxue xuan

 (Selected 
works of modern Chinese 
literature) Vol. 3, edited by 
Wang Meihen. Shanghai: 
Zhonghua shuju ,119-
145.  

  20 April 1936 Dachu youlingta (Compiled 
collection). Shanghai: 
Chunguang shuju, 1-34. 

Ying  (Warbler) 
[Two-act play] 

Finished in 
Spring 1931 
(in Shanghai) 
 
Revisions: 
Autumn 
1931530 

20 October 
1931 
20 November 
1931 
20 December 
1931 

Part 1: Beidou 1, no. 2: 39-57. 
Part 2: Beidou 1, no. 3: 73-97. 
Part 3: Beidou 1, no. 4: 118-119. 

 
Letu is a rewritten version of Gemingshen de shounan, and the three major 

changes clearly show her determination in parting from Romanticism: Firstly, the 

previous sacred figures are all turned into human beings. The God of Revolution 

becomes a typical old man. The troop of nature gods is transformed into acting roles 

for a group of children. Secondly, the whole treasure hunt plot and the foreshadowing 

are removed. Lastly, the death of Fang’s friend changed as a result of the officer’s 

brutal treatment, which amplified his cruelty. 

                                                
528 "Letu " , 72. 
529 "Jia yangren," Beidou, no. 1 (1931): 51. 
530 "Ying (Xu)," Beidou 1, no. 3 (1931): 97. 
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Although her transition to realism was highly praised, reviews or 

commendations on individual plays are rare. The only review that I can trace is on 

Ying, which applauds its motivating power, but criticises it for being too sentimental 

and for including some unrealistic plots. For these reasons, the critic considered this 

play a fruitless attempt.531 This suggests that people’s expectations of playwrights, 

including Bai Wei, had drastically changed, and that the public anticipated plays that 

were without exception thoroughly realistic. 

 
3.2.4    Winter 1931-1939: Anti-Japanese Resistance and Social  
              Affairs 

Plays in phase four revolve around anti-Japanese resistance and social affairs. 

Bai Wei’s romantic style had completely diminished, and had become entirely realistic. 

She had made a substantial contribution to fostering the spirit of resistance, but her 

playwriting during this period did not receive any critical review or study to date. 

In 1931, she joined the Great Way Drama Society (Dadao jushe ).532 

She was also a founding member of the Twilight Star Drama Society (Shuxing jushe 

7 ).533 As an active member, she directed a lot of plays and had persisted in 

performing.534  

Her poverty continued, so she took up the role of Dean of Studies at a 

secondary school and principal at two elementary schools in 1933. Yang Sao had 

inflicted her with a venereal disease,535 and they broke up in 1934.536 Despite these 

adversities, she continued to write. She needed to move to Beijing for medical 

treatment in the early summer of 1937, but she delayed this until late June, just to finish 

writing a play.537 

 

                                                
531 Tian Xu , "Guanyu Bai Wei de 'Ying'  – (On Bai Wei's 'Wabler')," Xindi 
yuekan  (New earth monthly), no. 4-5 (1932): 253-58. 
532 Sheng, Ershishuji Zhongguo nüxing wenxueshi, 154.  
533 Ibid. 
534 Ibid., 10-11; Ding, "Buxuan xu de xu", 2.  
535 Zi Gang , "Ji Bai Wei  (On Bai Wei)," Funü shenghuo  (Women's life) 3, no. 
4 (1935): 31. 
536 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 138. 
537 Bai Wei, "Di zhi qizi," 964; Jun , "Huang Bai Wei nüshi lai Ping  (Bai Wei 
coming to Beijing)," Wenyi zhanxian  (Literature and art frontline) 5, no. 15 (1937): 7. 
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Title Time of 
Creation 

Time and Venue of Publication 

Beininglu mouzhan
 (A 

station at the Beiling 
road) 
[One-act play] 
 

November-
December 
1931538 

20 January 
1932 

Beidou 2, no. 1:185-212. 
 

Di tongzhi   
(Enemy in comrades) 
[One-act play] 

Unknown 1 November 
1932 

Xiandai  (Modern times) 2, 
1: 181-200.  

 July 1933 Huzhan wenyi pingxuan
 (Commentaries on 

selected literature and art of the 
Shanghai war), edited by Guo 
Jianbai . Shanghai: 
Lehua tushu gongsi

, 41-85. 
Zhanhuo  (The 
disasters of 
war)[One-act play] 

Unknown April 1933 Xiandai funü  
(Modern women)1, 1:80-100.  

Fengzai  
(Disaster of a rich 
harvest) 
[One-act play] 
 

Finished on 7 
November 
1932539 

1 May 1933 Zhonghua yuebao  
(Central China Monthly) 1, 
3:C4-C13. 

Yijiusansi: 
Yishitongren 

 
(1934: Treating all 
equally) 
[One-act play] 

April 1934540 1 September 
1934 

Zhonghua yuebao  
(Central China Monthly) 2, 9: 
C1-C8.  

Ye shen qu  
(A tune late at night) 
[One-act play] 

December 
1939541 

May 1940 Jiedeng xia  (Under the 
street lights) (Compiled 
collection) edited by Tahuang 

. Shanghai: Xindi shudian 
, 1-17.  

 
Bai Wei noted that playwriting needs time and energy to sustain. 

Unemployment, starvation, poor health and an unstable living environment during the 

war debarred her from this endeavour. She worked on a five-act play in snatches under 

                                                
538 Bai Wei, "Beininglu mou zhan," Beidou 2, no. 1 (1932): 212. 
539 "Fengzai  (Disaster of a rich harvest)," Zhonghua yuebao  (Central China Monthly) 
1, no. 3 (1933): C13. 
540 "Yijiusansi: yishitongren  (1934: Treating all equally)," Zhonghua yuebao 

 (Central China Monthly) 2, no. 9 (1934): C8. 
541 "Ye shen qu  (A tune late at night)," in Jiedeng xia  (Under the street lights) ed. 
Tahuang  (Shanghai: Xindi shudian , 1940), 17. 
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these circumstances, but she could not finish it within two years.542 She could not 

manage to write plays at all anymore after she fled to Chongqing  in 1940.543 All 

she could write was poems, which were less demanding in terms of time needed.544 

Considering her living conditions had never been satisfactory since she fled to Japan, 

her declining recognition might also be a significant factor that compelled her 

withdrawal from playwriting. 

Zhanhuo, Fengzai and Yijiusansi: Yishitongren have not been included in any 

existing list of Bai Wei’s creations. I consider them to be her plays for these reasons: 

content and style match with her other plays during the fourth phase, her playwriting 

continued until 1940 and no other author called “Bai Wei” is known of during this 

period.  

 
3.2.5    Unpublished and Unfinished Plays 

Many of the manuscripts that Bai Wei kept to herself were destroyed during 

the Sino-Japanese war.545 She recalled that the majority of these are plays, including 

several with the theme of resisting Japan’s invasion and some of her early writings 

which failed to be published in the pre-war period. She emphasised that the more 

powerful plays were burnt during the war.546 The poem Ku er  (Mourning over 

my children) (1942) was written to show that she treated her lost creations as her 

biological children, and was utterly devastated over the loss.547 

                                                
542 "Di zhi qizi," 1002-03. 
543 Liu Haini , "Ji Bai Wei  (On Bai Wei)," Yuekan  (The monthly) 2, no. 2 (1946): 
31. 
544 Tan Yi , "Mantan nüzuojia  (Miscellaneous talks on Bai Wei)," Shen Bao, 14 
December 1946. 
545 According to Bai Wei, “Part of the manuscripts disappeared in Shanghai; part of them were mailed 
from Beijing to the southern part, but were burnt by the bombs fired by the enemies; part of them were 
left in Beijing.” Her friends banned her from bringing the scripts with her as this would pose a danger 
at the security check-ups along her way to escape the war, so she asked Dr Ding Zan  at the Xiehe 
Hospital  to help to keep part of them. When the hospital was occupied by the Japanese army, 
Dr Ding threw two full bags of her manuscripts into the incinerator used to burn dead bodies. See Wang, 
et al, ed. Bai Wei wenji, 4 vols., vol. 2, 975. 
546 A note with the message “Many of the lost manuscripts are unpublished. I am not kidding, but they 
are relatively better and more likeable [than the extant ones]. They are my beloved children! My heart 
aches so badly!” was found at the Bai Wei Repository (in the scattered notes not being archived). 
547 Bai Wei, "Ku er  (Mourning over my children) " in Bai Wei Wenji, ed. Wang, et al., 1253-55. 
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A few commentaries mentioned that some of her drama scripts were destroyed 

during the Sino-Japanese war, but varying titles and numbers are listed in each source. 

Bai Wei pingzhuan listed ten,548 while Zhongguo xiandai wenxue cidian 

 (Dictionary of modern Chinese literature) listed nine.549 The bibliography in 

Wentan N jie Bai Wei listed eleven, and also includes ten other unpublished plays that 

were lost in other periods or are still extant.550 I classified all the titles mentioned 

according to the time of writing and current status of the plays. For titles that I traced 

in sources other than these three, I put details in the footnotes. The symbols listed 

below relate to which source a certain title is cited from: 

 Bai Wei pingzhuan 
 Zhongguo xiandai wenxue cidian  
 Bibliography in Wentan Nüjie Bai Wei 

 
     Unpublished Plays (Lost): 

            Written in the early period (Phase one or two): 

1. Aili  [Seven-act play]  
2.  Kuan di zhi lian  (Love of an insane enemy) [Four-act play]  

           /Kuan lian zhi di  (The enemy of frantic love) 551 
                     /Kuan lian zhi lun  (The turmoil of frantic love)  

3. Li fen  (The grave of Li)  
4. Li hun  (The soul of Li) [Four-act play]  
5. Limei  
6. Luojisi   
7. Qiangweijiu  (Rose wine)[Four-act play – only Act 2 published]  
8. Xuedi li de aisheng  (Cry in the snow)552 

 
Written before the Sino-Japanese War (Phase three or four):   
9. Ai yu di  (Love and enemy) [Four-act play]  
10. Hao Hanqu 」  (Song of the heroes) [Five-act play]  
11. Qiong di zui / (The sin of poverty)  
       / Qiong yu zui (Poverty and sin)  
12. Saiwai jianer  (Warriors beyond the wall)  
13. Tudao xia  (Under the knife of a butcher)  
14. Yi erba zhanshi  (28th January warriors)[One-act play]  

                                                
548 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 131-32. 
549 Xu Naixiang , ed. Zhongguo xiandai wenxue cidian  (Dictionary of 
modern Chinese literature), vol. Xiju  (Drama) (1989), 78. 
550 "Bai Wei zhuzuo Mulu (Bu Fen)," 201-02, 06-07. 
551 Bai Wei, "Di zhi qizi," 974. 
552 Bai Wei and Yang, Zuoye, 4. 
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15. Baoli zhi xia  (Under violence)  
16. Heishui yingxiong  (Hero of the Black Water)  

 
Written after the Sino-Japanese War: 
17. Tan he  (Talking about harmony) [Short Poetic Drama] (1947)  
18. Zhanbai kuangxiangqu  (The defeat rhapsodies)[Short Poetic 

Drama](1946)  
19. Qun nüdu  (Crossing of a group of women) [Five-act play]  
20. Zhonghua ernü  (Children of China)  

 
     Unpublished Plays (Extant): 

1. Bie huanxiang  (Don’t fall into fantasy) [One-act play] Incomplete 
manuscript: Only introduction of characters, Act One and part of Act Two 
available 553  

2. Chang’e benyue  (Chang’e flying to the moon) (1951) Complete 
manuscript 554  

3. Ye yan  (A wild feast) [Two-act play] Incomplete manuscript: only 
introduction of characters and part of Act One available.  

4. Yige nüyisheng  (A women doctor) [One-act play] Complete 
manuscript 555  

5. Youji duiyuan  (The guerrillas) [Two-act play] Complete 
manuscript 556 

6. Yumen yan  (The Jade Door banquet) [One-act play] Complete 
manuscript in hardly legible handwriting 557  

7. Zhanshi ai  (Warrior’s love) [Five-act play] 558 Complete manuscript
 

These unpublished manuscripts that are extant are only kept in the repository, 

so they have largely remained unknown. I also found the following unfinished plays 

there. The dates of writing of these two groups of plays are not clear.  
 

     Unfinished plays: 559 
1. Jiuhu  (The rescue) 
2. Ku lin  (Crying forest) 
3. Kuangfeng daxueye  (A stormy night with heavy snow) 
4. Kui shaoye  (The rich young master) 
5. Mantan bojiao zhanshi  (Ramble on the lame warrior) 

                                                
553 Found in Bai Wei shuwu  (Bai Wei Repository) at Zixingshi tushuguan 

(Zixing Library). 
554 Ibid. 
555 Ibid. 
556 Ibid. 
557 Ibid. 
558 Ibid. 
559 Ibid. 
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6. Napolun yu shiren de douzheng  (Napoleon’s struggle with 
the poet) 

7. Piaoliang di zhanguo 》  (Beautiful victories) 
8. Re ai  (Passion) 
9. Shandao wanwan  (The winding mountain pathways) 
10. Wuge bijiben  (Five notebooks) 
11. Zaochen di laodong  (Working in the morning) 
12. Zhanshimen  (warriors) 
13. Unnamed I 
14. Unnamed II 
 
From the brief review on the development of Bai Wei’s playwriting career, we 

can see that her plays that attracted extreme commentaries are all from the first two 

phases. In the following sections, I will focus on discussion of why plays in these 

phases were controversial, how the critical voices influenced her authorial choices in 

the later phases and what the factors were that caused her fame to fade after the 1920s. 

 

3.3   Private or Public? Ambiguous Approaches to Playwriting  

In the biographical television series Jinguo yinghun: Bai Wei (1993),560 Bai 

Wei was repeatedly portrayed to have started playwriting under the encouragement of 

her male peers: during a Chinese overseas students’ gathering in Japan, a male student 

asked Bai Wei to write a play based on her legendary experiences.561 Later on, she 

created Sufei and Dachu Youlingta, after receiving a suggestion that she put her ideas 

into written account in dramatic form from Yang Sao and Rou Shi  

respectively.562 However, she became acquainted with Yang Sao in 1924 while Sufei 

was written in 1922, 563  and there are no existing sources which show Bai Wei 

developed a friendship with Rou Shi as presented in the television series. So, these 

plots were created only on assumptions of the screenwriters.  

Bai Wei seldom directly shares her motivations towards writing a specific play, 

but in 1934, she declared that her initial motive for approaching literature was to 

                                                
560 Chen, Guo, and Zhang, Jinguo yinghun: Bai Wei, Television series. 
561 In Episode 2: Tianya gunu  (An orphan girl at the end of the world). 
562 In Episode 3: Qiushui Canhe  (Autumn water and withered lotus) and Episode 4: Huanhun 
Youlingta (A returned soul at the ghost tower) respectively. 
563 Yang Xibei , Liuyun benshui hua Yang Sao: Yang Sao jichuan 

 (The drifting clouds and splashing flow: Biography of Yang Sao) (Shanxi: Shanxi renmin 
chubanshe , 1999), 54-55. 
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acquire a weapon with which to dissect human society, thus engraving the sufferings 

of the people being oppressed and launching a crusade against social injustice.564 

Although this shows her intention to engage with the public through literary writing, 

there is a gap between this declaration and what she did during the 1920s. Her approach 

to playwriting shuffled between keeping it private and engaging the public, thus 

making it seems very ambiguous. In this section, I resolve this by examining her 

perception of drama as shown in scattered sources, as well as her changing authorial 

choices in playwriting and publication in different phases.  

 
3.3.1    An Amateur Interest in Difficult Times 

Without receiving any formal training in literature, Bai Wei developed her 

interest in drama through her reading experiences. Bai Wei regarded Tian Han, one of 

the founding figures of modern Chinese drama, as her first teacher in literature as he 

recommended Henrik Ibsen’s drama script A Doll’s House when he tried to give her 

and her roommate Yi Shuyu  (Tian’s girlfriend) English lessons. At first, Bai 

Wei did not finish reading the play, for she had limited proficiency in English. At that 

time, she was majoring in Biology at a university in Tokyo, and she had little interest 

in literature. In the following years, she was crushed by the great pressure of her 

financial burden, by a serious illness caused by starvation, and by the emotional crisis 

triggered by prolonged disputes with her parents, as well as discrimination from the 

upper class. She started to have misgivings about the nature of “humanity” and 

“society”. At that point, she picked up A Doll’s House, and was overwhelmed with 

gratitude to Tian for he suggested literature as a way to examine and react to real-life 

conflicts.565  

Without keeping contact with Tian Han, nor receiving any other guidance, Bai 

Wei recalled that she began to read masterpieces extensively to learn how literature 

could protest against social injustices. Her reading record clearly shows a particular 

interest in drama: she continued to read Ibsen’s plays, and moved on to plays by 

                                                
564 Bai Wei, "Wo toudao wenxue qianli dechuzhong  (My original intention in 
joining the literary field)," in Wo yu wenxue  (Literature and I), ed. Fu Donghua  and 
Zheng Zhenduo  (Shanghai: Shanghai shenghuo shudian , 1934), 15. 
565 Ibid., 13-14 and 20. 
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William Shakespeare, August Strindberg, Gerhart Hauptmann, and Maurice 

Maeterlinck which she could find in the school library. She then paid for an 

inexpensive book subscription, and rapidly read through numerous masterpieces of 

different genres and from diverse backgrounds.566 When being asked which literary 

genre she found appealing, she indicated that she liked The Blue Bird and The Sunken 

Bell.567 Both of these are famous plays, which again show that she had a marked 

preference for drama. Only three months after she began her literary reading, she 

started writing her first play. 568 

Play-reading was Bai Wei’s initial and major approach to drama. According to 

her recollection in the essay Wo di jiaxiang  (My hometown), traditional 

Chinese opera performances took place every year after the autumn harvest in Xiuliu 

, which is located in Zixing in Hunan. She could remember the jolly atmosphere, 

but she revealed that the audience’s attention was focused on the other entertainment 

that came along such as gambling and socialising at the fair.569  She wrote some 

reviews on modern theatrical performances in the 1930s, but there is only one single 

record on her play-going experience during the 1920s: in a review written in 1935, she 

mentioned that she attended a drama performance at a small theatre in Tsukiji  

ten years before.570 She could not afford to buy books, and could barely get enough 

food to sustain life, so her tight budget would not have allowed her to visit theatres 

very often. This suggests that her playwriting ability was developed predominately 

through imitating the plays that she had read, and relying on her intrinsic creativity.  

The pen name “Bai Wei” was created to signify the sorrow that she endured: 

“Bai ” represents “wangran  (in vain)” and “kong  (emptiness)”, which 

embodies the deep misery of being a woman;571 while “Wei ” is a kind of small fern 

found in the countryside which represents that she was being neglected and 

abandoned. 572  The traumas that she suffered had affected the formation of her 

                                                
566 Ibid., 20. 
567 Ibid., 22. 
568 Ibid., 20. 
569 "Wo de Jiaxiang  (My Hometown)," Zhongliu  (Mid-stream) 2, no. 2 (1937): 117-18. 
570 "Shanghai wutai xiehui diyici gongyan 「 (The first public performance of 
the Shanghai Stage Assoiciation)," Shen Bao, 11 February 1935. 
571 Bai Wei and Yang, Zuoye, 17. 
572 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 41-42. 
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character, reading interests, and writing practices. She had once said “I got the 

sensibility to act in a tragedy, and I got a temperamental (dramatic) character.”573 This 

personality found expression in her writings with a “neurotic and melancholy” style,574 

and had prompted an inclination towards writing plays which is a literary genre packed 

with tension and conflict.  

Her friend once mentioned that their peers often described her as “a great 

tragedy”, and said that “none of the fictions and drama in this world is comparable to 

this great tragedy”.575 Readers and critics have also appraised Bai Wei’s effort in 

depicting her tragic encounters, which reflected the obstacles of women emancipation, 

but the tragic vision that she developed through playwriting has not been recognised. 

Similar characterisation of Bai Wei and the people that she was close to could be found 

in her plays, but the incidents that she used to directly replicate in her autobiographic 

novels and proses were transformed in her plays. Although she was found to have the 

subtlety required to reframe her experiences by altering the narrative stance and 

rhetorical devices in Beiji shengya,576 her plays were from the outset a thoughtful 

adaptation with obvious differences from her ordeals in real life. For instance, in Linli, 

the heroine restrained herself from being indulged in the stormy romance with her 

unfaithful partner, while Bai Wei remained trapped in depressing entanglements with 

Yang Sao. The heroine in Dachu youlingta reconciled with her mother who had 

abandoned her since her birth, and felt empowered by her maternal affection; and the 

heroine in Gemingshen de shounan co-operated with her father to remedy the decaying 

revolution with their joint effort. The decisive detachment from the unfaithful lover 

and harmonious relationships with parents were what Bai Wei had wished for. In the 

following parts of this chapter, I will further discuss how she not only derived spiritual 

satisfaction from realising her dreams in an imagined context, but also made use of the 

playwriting process to reconsider the suitability of prevailing pursuits and to inspire 

alternative choices in life.  

                                                
573 Bai Wei, "Jinnian de wo  (Me in this year)," Shen Bao, 6 January 1935, 17. 
574 Wang, The Monster That Is History, 94. 
575 Bai Wei, "Wo de jian shi  (A brief history of me)," in Bai Wei shuwu at Zixingshi 
tushuguan, Folder B12, 1. 
576 Dooling, Women's Literary Feminism in Twentieth-Century China, 103-36. 
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Bai Wei’s amateur interest in drama might be related to the Amateur Theatre 

Movement in China during the 1920s, but her pathway to learning about drama had 

significant differences compared to that of many of her peers. Begun in 1921 by Chen 

Dabei and other advocates in Beijing, the movement emerged as a strong opposition 

to the commercialism in wenmingxi theatres. It strove to prevent capitalists taking 

control over the theatres, and only utilising drama to generate profit.577 Chen suggested 

learning from the amateur theatres in the United States, and he published a book to 

offer guidelines on writing and producing “aimeiju  (amateur drama)” which 

should focus more on artistic pursuits and social relevance rather than profit-

seeking. 578  The movement speeded up the maturation of modern drama through 

advancing the translation of foreign plays and further introduction of western drama 

theories.579 Bai Wei was in Japan when the movement first started, but the rapid rise 

in translation of western plays presumably facilitated her extensive play-reading. 

However, unlike many other modern drama advocates and playwrights, Bai Wei did 

not turn to study drama at university.580 She did not enrol in any formal training in 

drama, nor did she join any drama societies although both blossomed in China.581 As 

                                                
577 Mackerras, Chinese Drama: A Historical Survey, 108. 
578 Chen Dabei , Aimei de xiju  (Amateur drama), Shanghai: Shanghai shudian 
chubanshe , 1922. 
579 Liu, Performing Hybridity in Colonial-Modern China, 176. 
580  Some of the advocates had studied drama overseas prior to the movement, and shared their 
observations and expertise through the movement; some playwrights became interested in drama studies 
during the movement, and decided to go abroad for studies in drama specialisation. For instance, during 
1918-1919, Chen Dabei went to Japan specifically to learn drama related knowledge; in 1919, Hong 
Shen attended the drama training class taught by Professor George Piece Baker at Harvard University 
in the United States; in 1923, Yu Shangyuan went to the United States to study drama at the Carnegie 
University, and soon transferred to specialise in Western drama and theatre arts at the Columbia 
University in the City of New York; in 1924, Xiong Fusi also enrolled at the Columbia University to 
study drama. See Han Rixin , ed. Chen Dabei yanjiu ziliao  (Research materials 
on Chen Dabei) (Beijing: Zhongguo xiju chubanshe , 1985), 12; Hong Shen , 
"Xiju de rensheng  (Life in Drama)," in Wukui qiao  (Wukui Bridge) (Shanghai: 
Xiandai shuju , 1933), 18-25; Yu Shangyuan , "Qin xian (xu)  (Humble 
offering - continued) " Chenbao fukan, 5 December 1923; Chen Hengcui , "Yu Shangyuan 
xiaozhuan  (A short biography of Yu Shangyuan)," in Yuan Shangyuan yanjiu zhuanji 

 (A special collection for the study of Yu Shangyuan), ed.  (Shanghai: Shanghai 
jiaotong daxue chubanshe , 1992), 5-6; Xiong Fuxi , "Xuexi xiju de 
yiduan huiyi (shang) (A memory of learning drama - the first part)," 
Wenyi shenghuo (Guilin) (Life in Literature and Arts (Guilian)) 1, no. 5 (1942): 28-
29. 
581  A lot of institutions and societies were arisen following the movement, which trained many 
playwrights and huaju practitioners. See Liu, Performing Hybridity in Colonial-Modern China, 176. 
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discussed, she read the plays without any external guidance, and seldom attended stage 

performances; therefore, she developed her preferences on the style of drama as well 

as her individual interpretations on the function of drama primarily through private 

play-reading. In the upcoming sections, I will further discuss how her independent 

drama studies evolved into an uncommon approach to playwriting, which unavoidably 

encountered resistance from editors and eventually from the performing groups.  

 
 

3.3.2    Writing (Primarily) for Herself and Dedicated Readers 

Bai Wei adopted a private approach when she started out on her playwriting. 

It was private in the sense that she wrote the plays to accommodate her own emotional 

needs and to solve her personal dilemmas, without considering whether the plays’ 

content and style were suitable for public circulation. Many of the plots and lines were 

incomprehensible for general readers, so even she did not explicitly state that she 

would never disclose those plays, apparently whether general readers or the audience 

could comprehend was not her prime concern. 

Bai Wei’s private approach to playwriting was particular amidst the overriding 

trend of creating realist shehui wenti ju  (social problem plays) in early 

Republican China, which employed drama as the May Fourth intellectuals’ 

propaganda on social reform thus targeted at the general public.582 By interpreting Bai 

Wei’s private approach to playwriting, we would gain a better understanding of why 

she kept some manuscripts private and later on faced refusal from editors for other 

plays, both circumstances lowering the chance of publicising her work in print and in 

the theatre.  

                                                
582 Huaju  (spoken drama) was introduced to China to replace the obsolete operatic theatre in China. 
During the critical debates of drama reform, a major stream of opinion is to learn from western plays. 
Hu Shi, one of the founders of spoken drama, introduced Ibsen as a realist playwright and used his plays 
as an example to explain the concept of social problem plays. Hu’s Zhongsheng dashi  (The 
main event in one’s life) (1919), which was an early spoken drama imitating Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, 
established realism and social problem plays as the dominant trend in modern Chinese drama. The new 
form of drama using vernacular language and a dialogue-only script was then advocated and mainly 
used to serve social functions. See Xiaomei Chen, "Introduction," in The Columbia Anthology of 
Modern Chinese Drama, Abridged, ed. Xiaomei Chen (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 
1-5. 
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A prime example of Bai Wei’s private approach is the creation of Linli. By 

paying attention to the date of writing and location stated in the script, and taking 

reference from her letters in Zuoye which were written in the corresponding period, 

we could see that the play was not only written after her break-up with Yang Sao as 

has usually been thought,583 but had served different purposes following her changing 

relationship with Yang since he began a relationship with another girl in early 

December 1924. During Christmas of that year,584 Yang was planning to leave Japan 

to start a new career in another country. Bai Wei started to prepare this play as a 

birthday present and parting souvenir, which could be seen as an attempt to retain his 

affection. 585  When she was resentful at Yang’s provocation, she considered the 

playwriting as “a means to temporarily conquer the overflowing emotions”.586 She was 

disheartened by the turmoil between them over Christmas and decided to put aside the 

partly written script, which she turned to describe as “tedious” and “poisonous”.587 

She stated that she could not continue to write this as it “will just extend the cruel fate”, 

and “some delicate and secret feelings could not be recounted”.588 It is stated in the 

script that the play was hastily finished on the eve of Yuanxiao  (Lantern Festival) 

(which was 7th February) in 1925 in Tokyo.589 Yuanxiao is often called the Chinese 

Valentine’s Day, but Yang left for Hangzhou  on 5th February without notifying 

her in advance which left her devastated.590 This suggests that she resumed writing to 

commemorate their faded love. Shortly after she completed the script, she rushed to 

Xihu in an attempt to persuade Yang to stay, but the attempt failed.591 She stated 

that she revised the play at Geling ,592 in the accommodation where Yang had 

                                                
583 Existing studies only look at when the play was completed and what happened around that time, 
which in fact simplified the creation process. For example, Wang indicated that “Bai Wei completed 
the play in 1925, after chasing Yang Sao back to Hangzhou following a breakup.” See Wang, The 
Monster That Is History, 97. 
584 According to the note in the script, this was when she started to draft this play. See Bai Wei , Linli, 
1. 
585 Bai Wei and Yang, Zuoye, 35, 38, 40.  
586 Ibid. 
587 Ibid. 
588 Ibid. 
589 Bai Wei , Linli,. 1 and 208. 
590 Bai Wei and Yang, Zuoye, 50-51, 189-92. 
591 Ibid., 52-54. 
592 Bai Wei , Linli, 208. 
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stayed before.593 She missed him dreadfully when she saw the scenery once enjoyed 

by Yang, so her revision was conducted under a strong intention to remedy their 

separation.594 She had no money left during her stay, so she sold this manuscript to 

finance her trip back to Tokyo.595 The line “Dedicated to Wei di ” printed on the 

title page after it was published as a printed book was generally read as a signification 

of farewell, but the above analysis suggests that it has encompassed far more 

convoluted sentiments.  

Linli was described by Bai Wei as a play that had “burst out of the soul”,596 

which implies that she just followed her intuitions and did not do much planning 

during the playwriting process. Scholar Sun Qingsheng noted that in this play there 

are “no centralised and developing plots”, but only “conversion of emotions”. He also 

said, “It is very much a stream of consciousness, which flows with the author’s feelings 

without any causal or logical connections.”597 Bai Wei’s changing writing intentions 

that followed her fluctuating love affairs, which are discussed in the previous 

paragraph, could serve as hints to comprehend this play;598 but the letters in Zuoye 

were printed eight years after Linli,599 so immediate readers did not have these clues, 

and in fact to date only one scholar tried to interpret the play with quotes from 

Zuoye. 600  Moreover, plays usually have logical plot development and could be 

sustainable on its own, but the way that Bai Wei chose to write shows that she did not 

think she had the responsibility to make the play comprehensible as it was not 

originally written for the public.  

Apart from Linli, she had written another drama specifically for Yang Sao 

which she always kept private. In her first letter to him, she mentioned that she had 

                                                
593 Bai Wei and Yang, Zuoye, 55. 
594 Ibid., 54-55. 
595 Bai Wei, Beiju shengya, 153-54; Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 157. 
596 Bai Wei, Beiju shengya , 153. 
597 Sun, Zhongguo xiandai xiqu sichaoshi, 52-54. 
598 For instance, the heroine Linli’s sudden change of attitude towards her boyfriend Qinlan  after 
scene 1 and the massacre of over 130 people including Qinlan by chimpanzees in scene 3, could be seen 
as Bai Wei’s make-believe revenge to Yang Sao who struck a heavy blow to her over Christmas 
(unexplained provocation) and on 5th February (Yang Sao left Japan without prior notice). 
599 Linli was first published in 1925, and Zuoye was first published in 1933. 
600 Chen Dahong quoted from Zuoye to show that the basic plots and characters relationship of Linli 
were based on the love triangle that Bai Wei was involved in. However, he did not trace the 
corresponding changes in their relationship as analysed in this paragraph. Chen, "Lun Bai Wei "Linli" 
he Yang Sao "Xinqu" de wenben duihua ji qi biaoxian zhuyi," 137-46. 
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used him as a model and drafted a scene for a play called Xuedi li de aisheng

 (Cry in the snow), 601 which is probably about his distressing disputes with his 

previous girlfriend that she was aware of.602 This part of his life had happened before 

they knew each other. This young man’s story circulated among the Chinese students 

in Tokyo, and Bai Wei heard it from her friend. At that time, she did not know this 

young man in person. She said she did not even know his name, but she thought of 

finishing it up and posting it to him regardless of the embarrassment.603 She did not 

intend to publicise it, and it has not been printed or preserved in any form. 

For other plays written in the 1920s, Bai Wei had also added in her own 

personal conflicts which could only be fully comprehended by her family members. 

For instance, the gesture of the heroine in Sufei in forgiving the vicious and brutal man 

to whom she was originally engaged seems irrational, but those who knew that she had 

a similar experience would understand that this play echoes with her eager wish to 

come to terms with the past. Dachu youlingta encompassed ethical aberration and 

physical violence incited through rape, incest, child desertion and murder, and many 

of these tangled and extreme relationships are twisted reflections of her own frustrating 

personal experiences.604 Yueling’s emotional attachment and ethical obligation to her 

family despite all the trauma again seem irrational, but conveyed her sincere wish to 

preserve the family bonding. In fact, Bai Wei and her parents’ adverse relationship 

were only turned around after her father closely read Sufei and Linli,605 as he finally 

understood her endeavour. So, Dachu youlingta might well be another play for which 

she considered her parents as the target readers with aims to further strengthen their 

connection. 

                                                
601 Bai Wei and Yang, Zuoye, 4. 
602 Yang, Liuyun Benshui Hua Yang Sao, 57. 
603 Bai Wei and Yang, Zuoye, 4. 
604  She had suffered from maltreatment and abuse by her mother ever since her birth, having a 
progressive yet traditional and fickle father, as well as a perplexing connection with her siblings. Bai 
and He , Bai Wei pingzhuan, 3-38. 
605 Her parents had been prejudiced against her independent life in Japan thus rejected to support her by 
any means, and refused to meet her when she came home for the first time in ten years after she escaped. 
However, when they searched her luggage and her father closely read her plays, they finally understood 
her struggles and regretted their abandonment over the years. They warmly welcomed her, and helped 
her to cancel the pre-arranged engagement. See ibid., 77-78. 
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Some of Bai Wei’s published plays are only a fragment of the whole play or 

seem incomplete, which again suggests that whether or not readers could fully 

comprehend her work was not her prime concern. A significant example is 

Qiangweijiu, which she finished drafting in 1925, but had then put aside for four years 

due to sickness and being busy with school work.606 She thought the political context 

had already changed, and a substantial revision would alter the atmosphere and main 

theme of the play, so she constantly avoided publication, until she was asked to submit 

a manuscript in 1929 and had no time to write, she decided to copy scene two for 

submission and kept scene one private.607 Later on, she wrote two extra scenes, but had 

never published the whole play.608 The single act play Yiliang is about two young girls’ 

aunt being abused by her sister,609 but the reasons behind this were not addressed thus 

making the play extremely puzzling.  

Bai Wei did not consider the readability of her work when she drafted her plays 

during the 1920s, not only regarding content, but also in terms of style. Her choice in 

using immensely romantic and abstract expressions will be further elaborated in 

section 3.4.3. She decided to retain her privacy in playwriting after the initial attempts, 

and continued to project her bizarre romantic mentality into her plays until the end of 

the 1920s. Researcher Zhu Weihua  commented that “she rarely considered the 

clarity needed for drama as a form of mass media, and recklessly chose the expressions 

that she found expressive.”610 The term “recklessly” shows disagreement with her 

choice, and this judgement suggests that she was not as thoughtful as she should have 

been. However, as discussed, she wrote these plays primarily for herself and for 

specific readers, which means she did not necessarily regard drama as a form of mass 

media as Zhu assumed.  

Bai Wei only started to publish a small part of her early plays following the 

popularity of Linli, which she published to finance her trip back to Tokyo as previously 

discussed. For instance, Sufei was printed two months after publication of Linli, while 

                                                
606 Bai Wei, "Qiangweijiu," 1-2. 
607 Ibid., 2. 
608 Wang, et al., Bai Wei Wenji, 974. 
609 Bai Wei, "Yiliang," 229-57. 
610 Zhu, "Yu shengming tonggou de xiju yishu: shulun Bai Wei, Yuan Chang Ying Huaju chuangzuo," 
158. 
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Fangwen was eight months later. Her original intention to keep these works private is 

evident in the long gap years between the time of writing and publication of the plays. 

In Sufei’s case, it was four years apart. In Qiangweijiu, it was five years apart, and she 

only published one of the four acts. While the printed plays were not fully 

comprehensible for general readers, and many of her plays written in the early period 

did not have a chance to be published, both of which might seem to be a failure, in 

section 3.4, I will show how her unconventional playwriting approach transcended 

boundaries of other types of autobiographical writings and the general social problem 

plays, and helped to solve her personal crises as well as advocating reflection on the 

prevailing pursuit of freedom and love. 

 

3.3.3    Attempts to Write for the General Public 

Bai Wei was determined to be more socially engaged after the first phase of 

her playwriting. In 1934, she employed a regretful narrative to recall her initial interest 

in German Expressionism works, and vividly recalled how she nearly broke into tears 

of shame when the Japanese playwright Nakamura Kichizō  criticised her 

for adoring symbolism and the mysterious faction which he considered old-

fashioned.611 He suggested reading more books which address social problems as that 

was the prevailing trend in literature, and Bai Wei perceived that as a guiding principal 

for her forthcoming path. 

 When she was working in the Wuhan regime after returning to China, the 

General Political Department in which she was serving requested her to write a play.612 

She indicated that she wrote Dachu youlingta to fulfil this given task. While she 

marked it as “a social tragedy”,613 the peasant movement and class conflicts only 

composed a minor part of the play, and also the patriarchal authority in the family was 

not as autocratic as assumed. Convoluted plots and bizarre confrontations obviously 

continued in this play, but she demonstrated an effort to write for the public, and this 

marked the second phase of her playwriting. 

                                                
611 Bai Wei, "Wo toudao wenxue qianli de chuzhong," 21-23. 
612 "Dachu youlingta - Act 3," 733-34. 
613 "Dachu youlingta - Act 1,", 79. 
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 After moving to Shanghai in September 1927, she encountered a crisis in 

playwriting. During an interview conducted in 1937, she recalled how members of The 

Creation Society invited her to write and shared why she hesitated: 

The Creation Society had a great reputation in the literary 
field at that period. There were a few people in charge, and 
I knew them while we were in Japan. When I first arrived in 
Shanghai, I lodged there [the society’s office]. When I was 
studying abroad in Japan, I wrote an opera [poetic drama], 
and it was published by the Commercial Press. After they 
read that book, they think I will be very capable of literary 
creation; so, they included my name as one of the editors [of 
their magazine]. However, at that time, I felt like I did not 
undertake practical research on the various social problems, 
and I lacked understanding on all kinds of life experiences 
in the world. I could only write some pieces on my own life 
experiences. I would not be able to write about the lives of 
the general population, even if I tried. I always think this 
kind of creation does not have much value. Therefore, I 
invariably hesitated to take up my pen and write, even 
though they [friends who were in the society] often urged me 
to do so.614 

Bai Wei simply ascribed her hesitation to her lack of broader life experience. What 

she did not mention here is that the hesitation was also largely triggered by her hectic 

experiences of being trapped between several literary societies. This has been largely 

overlooked by researchers, and will be discussed in detail in section 3.5.1. In summary, 

she tried to learn to write for the public in a more realistic style, but the allegedly 

unrealistic style had nevertheless deeply influenced her, and she did not realise until 

much later that the latter was in fact an alternative way to address social imperatives. 

So, there was a gap between her aspiration and her actual output. This led to a low 

incentive to publish, as she believed that she was underqualified to publish in the 

official magazines of the Creation Society which was advocating realist writing at that 

time, and she was reluctant to publish in other magazines printed by the Creation 

Society’s rival groups. This happened from September 1927 till autumn 1929, during 

which she only published two plays with invaluable help from Lu Xun.615  

 
                                                
614 Yi Xiao nüshi , "Nüzuojia Bai Wei nüshi (xu) (The women writer 
Bai Wei - Continued)," Dagong Bao (Shanghai), 15 April 1937. 
615 Bai Wei’s low incentive in publishing, entanglements with different societies and the assistance that 
she received from Lu Xun will be discussed in section 3.5.1. 
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3.3.4    Conservative Submissions and Publishing for Money 

 Bai Wei’s deteriorating health status had greatly altered her playwriting and 

publication plans. Ever since she started to combat life-threatening diseases in 1929, 

she struggled to earn a living and cover medical expenses. She obtained teaching posts 

in 1921-1931 and 1933, but the earnings were not enough. For the other years, she 

relied on earning royalties through publication which were hardly sustainable. In 1937, 

nineteen of her friends and intellectuals who cared about her published an open letter 

in Funü shenghuo  (Women's life) with the aim of raising funds for her.616 

They revealed Bai Wei’s poor life in the last seven to eight years, for instance, starving 

for few days in a row was very common for her. They told readers one hardly earns a 

living by writing and publishing, not to mention a person that is seriously ill.617  

In a letter addressed to Xie Bingying written in 1943, Bai Wei recalled how 

her poor health conditions before the Sino-Japanese war had made it impossible to 

publish the plays right after drafting, and why they were being held and stored at home:  

I was miserable for the prolonged sickness, and I did my 
writing lying in bed with great pain. I did not manage to sit 
up and nicely transcribe them, which is one of the reasons 
that I did not publish them earlier. Since I have fallen ill, I 
cannot discuss with friends how to revise those scripts to 
strive for publication opportunities, which is another reason 
why I have put them aside. When I can walk, I need to teach 
and act as a school principal to earn a living and cover 
medical expenses. I had no time left to re-copy finished 
scripts for publication. Those finished works as well as those 
I could not finish because of the sickness were then stuffed 
into boxes…618 

The reason why Bai Wei’s manuscripts needed revisions to get publication 

opportunities is not specified, but clearly, she was aware that her original creations 

would not have met the editors’ or publishers’ expectations. Also, she was trying to 

say that the illness restricted her from trying to publish the finished and unfinished 

                                                
616 Ou Cha  et al., "Guanxin yu Bai Wei zhe de tiyi –  (Suggestions by a group 
concerned about Bai Wei)," Funü shenghuo  (Women's life) 4, no. 6 (1937): 43. 
617 Ibid. 
618 Bai Wei, "Di zhi qizi," 974. 
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works, but this is just part of the truth as there is evidence that she submitted plenty of 

her plays for review.  

Bai Wei, in fact, had some unpleasant submission experiences, for instance, 

she lost the only copies of manuscripts during the process and faced rejection from 

editors, and those incidents made her hesitate to persist in publishing.619 Being very 

selective on where to publish would have been another reason why she had many 

scripts unpublished. This had happened when she was trudging between the literary 

societies, during which she tried to avoid publishing with any organisation that she did 

not agree with. 620  Another significant example is that she wrote a joint public 

statement with five other established women writers, disavowing any connection to 

the new magazine Nüzuojia zazhi  (Women writer magazine) despite their 

earlier contribution to the Zhen mei shan special issue.621 Amy Dooling considered 

this as criticism directed at the editor Zhang Guogu  for his editorial 

arrangements for the special issue, put off by a particular contribution to the issue, and 

more importantly, “the boycott perhaps marked a protest at the blatant way in which 

the magazine sought to package the woman writer as part of the fetishized material 

landscape of Shanghai’s urban modernity”.622 Bai Wei was also listed as a special 

contributor to the journal Wutai yu yinmu  (Stage and screen) edited by 

Tian Han and Xia Yan ,623 but she never published there. While the reason for 

this is unknown, it joins other examples in suggesting that there was demand for her 

work, possibly due to the popularity of her early plays. However, she was not willing 

to forgo her values and beliefs in exchange for the publishing royalties that she very 

much needed. 

The nine plays that Bai Wei managed to publish during her illness from 1929 

to 1937 are all straightforward and completely realistic, and are distinctly different 

from her earlier plays. This implies that her other unpublished plays, including all 

those written with a romantic mentality in the 1920s that were piled up at home, stayed 

                                                
619 To be further discussed in section 3.5.2. 
620 To be further discussed in section 3.5.1. 
621 Su Xuelin  et al., "Qishi  (Announcement)," Shen Bao, 25 June 1929. 
622 Amy Dooling, "Gender, Commercialism, and the Literary Market," in A New Literary History of 
Modern China, ed. David Der-wei Wang (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2017), 351-52. 
623 Li, "Bai Wei nianpu (1894-1944)," 8. 
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in the private realm, possibly due to these causes: Bai Wei did not manage to 

“thoroughly revise” them thus they were not submitted, rejected by editors or lost. Her 

transition to realist works was obviously more welcomed by publishers, but as her 

style got closer to the dominant trend of Realism, her plays became less popular, and 

she gradually faded from fame.624  

Bai Wei’s original plan to earn publication royalties through playwriting did 

not go well, so she started to move on to other types of writing. During a conversation 

with her friend Zi Gang which was carried out in 1935, she summarised her 

writing preferences among different genres, and explained why publishing drama 

scripts was not profitable: 

Writing drama scripts allows me to write on matters that I 
am slightly unfamiliar with, but this is not possible in novel 
writing. However, this is where the difficulty lies. … The 
same amount of effort devoted to writing a hundred thousand 
words for a novel, can only be used to produce ten thousand 
words for a drama script; the materials that would inspire a 
novel with a hundred thousand words, can only be used to 
produce a drama script with fifty thousand words. … It is not 
profitable to sell drama scripts, so I have got some old drafts 
that have laid aside.625 

Her claim on not being able to address unfamiliar matters in a novel was derived from 

her tendency to reserve the novel as a tool to record her life.626 The comparisons 

between novel and drama suggest that she was conscious of the hypothetical nature of 

drama, the complexity of a play script as compared to novels which usually employ a 

single narration, and the compression of materials required under time and space 

constraints. She was more interested in playwriting despite these challenges, but as she 

indicated, the output rate in novel writing is ten times higher thus practically brings 

more income. This explains why her focus shifted to writing novels from 1928. 

Throughout the eight years of illness, she had four short stories published in journals 

                                                
624 Reception of her plays is described in section 3.5.3. 
625 Zi Gang, "Ji Bai Wei," 35. 
626 For instance, she declared Beiju shengya as an authentic and unembellished record of her tragic life, 
while Zhadan yu zhengniao is a record of what she and her friend experienced in Wuhan during the 
national revolution. Name of the heroines are fictional, but the storyline is mainly based on their actual 
experiences. See Bai Wei, "Xu  (Preface)," in Beiju shengya, 1; "Cong Lu Xun xiansheng mudi guilai 

 (Returning from Mr Lu Xun's cemetery)," Qingnianjie  (The world of 
young people), 2, no. 5 (1947): 47. 
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and three printed novels each of a considerable length.627 She also had eight poems 

and eight prose works published.628 So, drama publication only counted for one quarter 

of her publications as a whole.  

 Despite trying hard to publish for money, she did not earn the reward that she 

deserved, and in the end, her life-saving medical bills were covered by donations. In 

Beiju shengya, she also mentioned that she was tricked by editors many times, and she 

ended up not being given any royalties after her works had been published.629 In 

another essay, she stated that Peng Zi seldom gave her royalties after publication, 

and when he did, he only gave her one dollar per thousand words while other famous 

writers got five to six dollars.630 This unfair treatment left her in extreme poverty, but 

at first, she declined all the donations poured in by her readers and the general public, 

including students and young working women from Malaysia, Vietnam and Singapore. 

A business man Gu Lanqi  insisted on paying for all her medical bills. His wife 

Sun Wenwei  and her friend were very fond of reading Bai Wei’s creations, so 

they persuaded Gu to help.631 Bai Wei met with Gu and eventually accepted his help. 

She was fully cured after receiving proper treatment. 

 

3.4   New Renditions of the Nora Themed Creations and Social  

          Problem Plays 

After Ibsen’s A Doll’s House had been introduced to China in 1918,632 many 

Chinese authors were inspired to create Nora figures in their literary works to promote 

the women’s emancipation.633 Nora, with her expressive gesture of slamming the door 

to show rebellion and individualism, was transformed into a figure in combat with the 

feudal culture and served as a model for modern Chinese women to follow. Also in 

                                                
627 For titles and publication details, please refer to the “Bibliography of Bai Wai's Works” in Bai and 
He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 282-86. 
628 Ibid. 
629 Bai Wei, Beiju shengya, 742. 
630 Bai, "Cong Lu Xun xiansheng mudi guilai," 49. 
631 Yi Fei , "Wenyi zuojia Bai Wei nüshi dao Ping jiuyi  (Literary 
writer Ms Bai Wei coming to Beijing for medical treatment) " Beiyang huabao  (North China 
pictorial) 32, no. 1571 (1937): 1; Bai Wei , "Di zhi qizi," 963-64. 
632 Ibsen’s works were introduced to China in a special issue (Volume 4 Issue 6) of the Xin Qingnian 

 (The New Youth) journal in 1918.  
633 Shuei-may Chang, "Casting Off the Shackles of Family: Ibsen's Nora Character in Modern Chinese 
Literature, 1918-1942" (Ph.D., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1994), 32-48. 
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1918, Bai Wei fled to Japan. With experiences in breaking free from her husband’s 

and parent’s custody, she later on regarded herself as a Nora,634 and her adventures 

aroused the interest of many Chinese peers.635 

Being one of the forerunners of the Chinese “Nora figures”, Bai Wei took 

reference from her own experiences and included Nora figures in most of her plays 

authored in the 1920s. Her masterpiece Dachu Youlingta has been regarded as one of 

the typical examples and most significant adaptations of A Doll’s House in Republican 

China. It awakened miserable women to the fact that they were “puppets in the family” 

just as Ibsen’s Nora had been.636 The determination concealed in both the title and the 

heroine Yueling’s sacrifice of life while combating patriarchal oppression has long 

been applauded.637 However, more recent studies revealed that Dachu Youlingta and 

Bai Wei’s early plays were not as progressive as they have been traditionally perceived.  

Researcher Katherine Chou pointed out that Yueling “bears little resemblance 

to the passionate, optimistic female reformers portrayed by male writers”, as she is 

“timid and hesitant in her actions” and “when it comes to fighting for herself, her 

behaviour contradicts her words”.638 She used these as evidence to show that Yueling 

was not brave enough to breakthrough Confucian traditions and testified that the feudal 

culture was deeply ingrained. David Wang also stated that critics might have 

underestimated the (self-)destructive power embedded in this play,639 and he used the 

word “indecisive” when he described how revolution and the disavowal of patriarchy 

formed an intertwined polemic in Bai Wei’s early works.640 Both of them suggested 

that those contradictory actions signify a rejection of male authors’ ignorance of the 

complex situations faced by women, but they did not specify those situations and their 

implications.  

                                                
634 She indicated that her autobiographical novel Beiju shengya is about “how a Nora fought for freedom 
after casting off the shackles of the feudal culture”. See Bai Wei, "Xu  (Preface)," 1. 
635 For example, she was one of the speakers invited to speak at a talk to share her experiences of being 
a Chinese Nora. See ibid.; Luo Qiong , Qian  and Yi Fan , "Nala zuotan 9  (A panel 
discussion on Nora)," Funü shenghuo  (Women's life) 2, no. 1 (1936): 110-15. 
636 Wang, Zhongguo xinwenxue shigao, 267. 
637 Meng and Dai, Fuchu Lishi Dibiao161-64. 
638 Chou, "Staging Revolution: Actresses, Realism and the New Woman Movement in Chinese Spoken 
Drama and Film, 1919-1949," 103-04. 
639 Wang, The Monster That Is History, 58. 
640 Ibid., 94. 
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In this section, I will explore why Bai Wei had arranged her heroines to 

deliberately give up chances of self-redemption, and argue that those hesitations are in 

fact constructive as they were induced by thoughtful inquiries into the ethical 

dilemmas arising from the prevailing pursuit of independence, love and freedom. 

Apart from providing a woman’s perspective to the Nora discourse in modern China 

and peculiarly depicting hesitation about leaving home, I will discuss how Bai Wei’s 

renditions are distinct from the other Nora-themed plays in terms of content and style. 

 

3.4.1    Nora’s Ethical Restraints  

Following the intellectual revolution against Confucian traditions triggered by 

the May Fourth Movement, the paradigms of ethics - moral principles that govern a 

person’s behaviour and defining what is right and what is wrong - 641 had shown a 

significant shift. Leo Lee Ou-fan pointed out that love had become “an over-all symbol 

of new morality” and “an easy substitute for the traditional ethos of propriety which 

was now equated with external restraint”; it was also identified with freedom, as “to 

love was also considered an act of defiance and sincerity, of renouncing all the 

artificial restraints of a hypocritical society so as to find one's true self and expose it 

to one's beloved.” 642  Love and freedom thus become indisputable rights that the 

younger generation fought for at all costs. 

However, whether the liberated youngsters, especially young women, could 

survive after walking out on their families was a pressing concern. Lu Xun showed 

that he was pessimistic about their fate in his talk “What Happens After Nora Leaves 

Home?” (1923). 643  He believed that without the ability to maintain economic 

independence, liberated young women in modern China would either return home or 

be steeped in depravity.644 So, his discussion was focused on the worrying impacts 

relevant to the socioeconomic status of new women. 

                                                
641 Julia Driver, Ethics: The Fundamentals (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub., 2006), 9-18. 
642 Leo Ou-fan Lee, The Romantic Generation of Modern Chinese Writers (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1973), 256-57. 
643 Lu Xun, "Nala zouhou zenyang 9  (What will happen after Nora leaves home)," Funü 
zazhi  (The Ladies’ Journal) 10, no. 8 (1924): 1218-22. 
644 Ibid., 1218-22. 
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Bai Wei was indeed bound to face financial difficulties after her father refused 

to support her, but she did not return home or become steeped in depravity as Lu Xun 

predicted. She worked as a maid, waitress and labourer at the ports throughout the 

early years in Japan. Later on, she attained a scholarship to attend a prestigious 

university in Tokyo.645 She also managed to support her brother who also left home 

and she paid for his medical fees.646 Following her return to China, she was employed 

as a translator, lecturer and school principal, as well as becoming a famous author. 

Although she still constantly starved in poverty, she showed her determination to live 

an independent life.  

While she battled to live with the financial constraints, Bai Wei was also 

confronted with many ethical dilemmas. Having escaped from an arranged marriage, 

endured combat in defiance of her parents, acquired freedom of love and participated 

in the national revolution much earlier than her peers, Bai Wei’s tragic encounters 

defied the false promise of women’s emancipation. She realised that running away 

from home is not a simple solution to seeking individuality, as she was constantly 

trapped in the conflicts of pursuing her own needs and performing her role as a 

daughter to her parents, a sister to her siblings, as well as a partner to her lover. For 

instance, she wanted to preserve her new-found freedom and support herself at all costs, 

but she was devastated when her father disavowed their father and daughter 

relationship, and she wished her parents would understand her rebellion.647 She also 

felt obliged to fund her brother despite her extreme poverty,648 while haunted by guilt 

for not being able to rescue her sister who also suffered in an arranged marriage and 

later on was tortured to death.649  

Under the heading of “The Ethics of Gendered Revolution”, David Wang noted 

that Bai Wei was prompted to make decisions “at the juncture of ethical (father versus 

daughter), gendered (man versus woman), and generational (the old versus the young) 

trajectories”. 650  Wang also indicated that the political, ethical and emotional 

                                                
645 Bai Wei, "Wo de shengzhang he moluo  (My growth and downfall)," Wenxue 
yuebao  (Literary monthly) 1, no. 1 (1932): 177-78. 
646 "Wo toudao wenxue qianli de chuzhong," 18. 
647 Ibid., 19. 
648 Ibid., 18. 
649 Bai Wei, "Jiusi ji," 1072-104. 
650 Wang, The Monster That Is History, 94. 
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irrationalities once unleashed among the characters in Dachu Youlingta, never really 

settle as the curtain drops.651 Bai Wei is, in fact, an illustrative example of how modern 

women dealt with the shifting paradigms of ethics. In the following section, I will show 

that Bai Wei not only depicted ethical issues as she did in every genre of her writing, 

but she also utilised drama as a platform to exploit the complexities of ethical 

dilemmas and endeavoured to resolve them with the aid of elements of this literary 

genre. I will also argue that the characters’ withdrawal gestures should not be simply 

seen as a result of lacking courage and determination, but a revelation of the ethical 

restraints faced by young women of the era which are often overlooked.  

 
3.4.2    New Content: Ethical Inquiries on Love and Freedom  

The struggles faced by Nora in A Doll’s House were transformed and 

simplified in the modern Chinese drama adaptations, while Bai Wei’s renditions were 

more comparable to the original script. The differences can be summarised in three 

aspects: Firstly, the call for freedom of love and battle against patriarchy flourished 

after the May Fourth movement, the pursuit of individuality by a married woman in A 

Doll’s House was transformed into rebellion against pre-arranged marriage. The Nora 

figures in Bai Wei’s plays also sought to leave their parents’ custody, but at the same 

time, they strove to break free from their partner’s control. Secondly, Nora’ 

expectations, disillusionment, as well as her dilemma such as leaving her children were 

all ignored or simplified,652 but these were depicted and explored in Bai Wei’s plays. 

Thirdly, most of these plays are only comprised of one act which tends to highlight the 

final departure of the heroine,653 while plays by Bai Wei contains many long parts in 

addressing the psychological stress that leads to the moment of rebellion. 

Bai Wei’s Nora-themed plays not only focused on showing the need for 

youngsters to fight for their freedom, but also reflected the psychological and ethical 

struggles confronted by new women while considering escape from their families. For 

example, she addressed issues like relationships in couples, obligations to parents, and 

responsibilities of motherhood. Her real-life conflicts prompted her to re-consider the 

                                                
651 Ibid., 57. 
652 Chang, "Casting Off the Shackles of Family," 42. 
653 He, Henrik Ibsen and Modern Chinese Drama, 25. 
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suitability of letting personal freedom override traditional ethics, and I will illustrate 

that the agonizing struggle between the two is the reason why critics found the Nora 

figures in her plays “timid”, “hesitant” and “indecisive” in combating patriarchal 

oppression.  

Unlike the other well-known playwrights, in most cases, she did not have a 

distinct message that she wished to advocate and use to convince the readers. Instead, 

she projected the ethical dilemmas that she had been facing into the plays, and made 

use of the on-going dialogue between characters to debate the issues. The characters 

were either her divided-self which held conflicting views, or other individuals who 

would allow her to step into another position and acquire new perspectives. This was 

not incorporated in her other genres of writings, as her essays, poems and fiction only 

include a single narrative voice.654 I observed that while Bai Wei did not tend to use 

first person narrative in fiction as most modern Chinese women writers were inclined 

to,655 for instance, both Beiju shengya and Zhadan yu zhengniao both used third person 

narrative even though both were largely autobiographical. Her male characters only 

hold a simple conversation and were often described from a distance, which were both 

common features among the women writers’ work.656 So, the alternating third person 

narration with the limited and occasionally omniscient point of view in her fiction did 

not contain the in-depth debates found in her plays.  

Bai Wei tended to replicate her experiences in her fiction and prose, but the 

imagined nature of the plays had allowed her to consider different options, so 

playwriting for her is a process to meditate and inspire alternative choices in life. This 

diverged usage of literary genres is found in her work with topics of love, family and 

                                                
654 I had first observed this particular playwriting practice from the close-reading of three of Bai Wei’s 
masterpieces Linli, Dachu youlingta, and Gemingshen de shounan, which I had conducted in my MPhil 
thesis. In this section, I will provide examples to show that such practice is also reflected in other plays 
authored by Bai Wei during 1922-1928. For my previous findings, please refer to Keung Hiu Man 

, "Aiqing, lunli, geming: Bai Wei xiju zaitan   (Love, Ethics 
and Revolution: A Re-examination of Bai Wei’s Drama)" (MPhil diss., The Chinese University of Hong 
Kong, 2014), 177-180. 
655 For discussion on most women writers’ inclination, please refer to Liu, Di Er/ xiandaixing: wusi 
nüxing xiaoshuo yanjiu, 89-91. 
656 Liu Bingling , Xunmi "xin nanxing": Lun wusi nüxing xiaoshuo zhong de nanxing xingxiang 
shuxue  (Searching for the "new men": On 
the writing on male characters in May Fourth women’s fiction) (Taibei: Wenshizhe chubanshe 

, 2006), 103-09. 
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revolution. Prime examples include the following: she recorded her stormy romance 

with Yang Sao in the fiction Beiju shengya, but in Linli, as I will analyse later, she 

examined the nature and extent of love to help to decide what was the right move in a 

love triangle; she recorded her escape from husband and parents in the prose Tiaoguan 

ji, while in Dachu youlingta, there are controversies over young women’s decisions to 

leave their families as I will discuss below; the fiction Zhadan yu zhengniao tells what 

she witnessed in the revolutionary army in Wuhan, while in Gemingshen de shounan, 

she explored ways to remedy the downfall of the revolution. 

The ethical inquiries in Bai Wei’s drama could be summarised into three 

categories.657 The first one is revenge against gratitude between parents and child, as 

well as between siblings. For instance, the father Hu Rongsheng in Dachu youlingta 

was autocratic, and his son refuted him by arguing that “a father who regards his 

daughter as property is plainly a criminal father.” While this was a common stance 

shared by the May Fourth youth and the heroine Yueling agreed, she felt obligated to 

remain thankful for her adoptive father’s upbringing – he rescued her and afforded her 

a life of luxury.658 So, even being abused by Hu, she hesitated to inflict punishment on 

him. In Sufei, the father confessed that he could not cancel his daughter’s engagement 

as that is the last wish of the fiancé’s deceased father,  and this conveyed that parents 

also had their ethical dilemmas in extracting themselves from their promise. In Yiliang, 

perplexing sisterhood in two generations unfolded debate on the necessity of sacrifice 

for parents and siblings. The Chinese Noras were largely portrayed as fearless in 

cutting off ties of kinship, but Bai Wei’s inquiries revealed the ethical tension that had 

overshadowed their decisions. 

The second category is betrayal versus loyalty between couples, in traditional 

marriage and in modern courtship. For example, in Dachu youlingta, Hu Rongsheng 

had a wife and seven concubines. With rising concerns over women’s rights, 

concubinage was seen as an abnormal marriage, so Hu was blamed for the lack of 

                                                
657 I had first identified the three categories of ethical inquiries through close-reading of Bai Wei’s play 
Dachu youlingta in my MPhil thesis. In this section, I summarise my previous findings, and further 
explain how these inquiries could also be found in other plays authored by Bai Wei during 1922-1928. 
For my previous discussion, see Keung, "Aiqing, lunli, geming: Bai Wei xiju zaitan," 79-98.  
658 Bai Wei , "Dachu youlingta - Act 2," 275. 
659 Suru nüshi , "Sufei," 10. 
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loyalty to his wife and existing partners. At the same time, Hu repeatedly asked if it is 

a crime for him to express love for someone of whom he was very fond of.660 He did 

not get to choose his wife, so having concubines was his way of being responsible 

while searching for his true love. This echoes with some of the debate over the 

shallowness of abolishing concubinage in Chinese society. 661  In Gemingshen de 

shounan, Fan Ying was an activist who opposed concubinage, but after she met the 

officer, she turned to believe that “I would be better off being a concubine to a 

confidant, rather than be a wife to a mediocre person.”662 This belief in fact resonates 

with the heartfelt wishes of some young woman of the era.663 On the other hand, Bai 

Wei kept on exploring what should be the extent of freedom of love in Linli. The 

characters had liberated themselves from their families, and they had extended debate 

on the nature of love, for instance, whether their love is dedicated to a particular person 

or just a type of person with certain qualities:  

Qinlan: [……] I love your beautiful soul,  
             [I] love your unique temperament,  
             I will always love these aspects of you, 
             I don’t just love you as if you are a [typical] woman. 
Linli:   Oh! So, you just love a woman like me [who has  
              these qualities], but you are not in love with me.  
              (Revealing infinite sadness, Standing still.)664 

 
Qinlan did not agree with her interpretation, but after a series of discussions, he finally 

changed his mind: 

                           Qinlan:  Yes! I now understand!  
                         (Arms around his chest, yelling into the sky.)  

              I have not loved a particular woman so far,  
                 I only fell in love with the phantom that I have  

               composed in my fantasy.665 
                                                
660 Bai Wei "Dachu youlingta - Act 1," 101; "Dachu youlingta - Act 2," 242-65.  
661 Zhang Xichen , "Feiqie lun de qianbo  (The absurdity of the theory of 
abolishing the concubines)," Chenbao  (Morning Post) (1925): Liuzhounian jinian zengkan 

 (The sixth anniversary supplement), 59-64.  
662 Bai Wei, "Gemingshen de shounan," Yusi 4, no. 12 (1928): 29. 
663 For example, a nineteen years old girl Yu Juanzhen  fell in love with a married man, whose 
current wife was not able to conceive a baby and so he planned to get a concubine. Yu was willing to 
take up that role, but her father had arranged a marriage for her. Yu’s father negotiated with Yu’s lover, 
and they had endless disputes. Yu attempted to commit suicide, but she was rescued. See "Shaonü 
ganzuo taren qie  (A young girl willing to be a concubine)," Linglong  (Linloon 
Magazine) 2, no. 77 (1932): 1281. 
664 Linli, 44-45. 
665 Ibid., 54. 
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Their interpretation suggests that instead of having a designated lover, love is easily 

transferrable to another person with the same qualities. With this consciousness, they 

have different views on whether love should be exclusive or inclusive: 

Qinlan: To me, no matter what kind of a woman one is,  
         she will never be able to fully occupy my heart. 
         I cannot ask a woman to love me to death, 

              there will not be any woman who would make me  
         love her until death either.666  

 Linli:    I cannot accept that 
              you kiss me with your lips which have a rosy scent  

         that another left behind.667 
                        Lili:   Love, affection, is nothing but accidentally meeting  
                                    someone that you admire, 

            Sincerely fall for him for the moment. 
            When the love is over, just change to another one. 
            Sister! If I am eager to love as you are, 
            I will love thirty people and toss the thirty.668 

 
Linli represents the common stance which expects loyalty. Qinlan’s view sounds too 

self-centred and irresponsible, but he further defended his rationality in the quote 

below. Lili had a similar stance with Qinlan, but clearly converted after she also fell 

in love with Qinlan: 

   Qinlan:  If a life is only to be burnt for one single love, 
                 wouldn’t I be burnt to death? 
    Lili:       Why don’t you speak in a straightforward manner? 
                 If a life is only to be burnt for one single love, 
                 wouldn’t it become too ordinary? 
                 Love till you feel bored then love another one, 
                 the first kiss with a fresh lover, 
                 particularly bears a unique significance. 
                 In addition, to love the red lotus today, 
                 and turn to love lily tomorrow, is the only way to  
                 have life, the only way to create arts. 
                 (Spreads clothes and dances insanely, hair down.) 
   Qinlan:  (Catches her immediately, and calmly.) 
                 Now that you know how it is, 
                why are you still mad [at me]? 
   Lili:      Are women born to provide males with 
                a ladder to reach the heaven of Art? [……] 
   Qinlan: Then you can just treat me as an evil,  

                                                
666 Ibid., 43. 
667 Ibid., 47. 
668 Ibid., 140. 
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                however, it is not solely my fault. 
                On one hand, you need to partly plead guilty, 
                on one hand, just blame God who should not  
                have made male and female. 
                Even he is to make male and female, he should not 
                make any spiritual and physical differences. 669 

 
While Qinlan’s reasoning might seem ruthless, he raised an important question: If an 

individual owns the right to choose his or her partner, why does one not have the 

freedom to fall in love with others too? Similarly, the significance of becoming 

involved in a love triangle was also discussed in Qiangweijiu.670 The May Fourth 

youths’ vision of love was mainly about the severance of ties with family and 

traditions, and, usually, less about freedom of love or marriage per se.671 Bai Wei’s 

inquiries into the nature of love are very complex as shown above, and these are rarely 

found in other drama scripts of the same era.  

The third category is individualism versus altruism. The notion of 

individualism is one of the most important slogans in the May Fourth period, as 

consciousness of the self and self-realisation were encouraged. Bai Wei’s negotiation 

with this notion already developed in the first two categories of ethical inquires, as the 

tension in family and love relationships both require a decision to put an individual or 

others’ benefits on a higher priority. It had further developed in her plays with regard 

to the roles and identity of women in the modern society. A prime example is 

questioning the suitability of Xiao Sen’s past decision to pursue an education in the 

Arts in France, after being raped and giving birth to Yueling. She was regarded as a 

role model for other victims, as she recovered from the trauma and transformed her 

life. However, Hu Rongsheng criticised her for escaping from her parental role. The 

play also showed the immense hardship that Yueling suffered due to this desertion. 

Xiao Sen could count as a courageous Nora, but she was also portrayed as an 

irresponsible mother. In Gemingshen de shounan, Fang Ying also knows that it was 

unwise to give up her commitment to passing on messages of enlightenment to fellow 

young women, and blindly fall in love with a corrupting military officer; but her 

                                                
669 Ibid.,. 139-41. 
670 "Qiangweijiu," 12-13. 
671 Haiyan Lee, Revolution of the Heart: A Genealogy of Love in China, 1900-1950 (Stanford, Calif.: 
Stanford University Press, 2007), 91-96. 
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struggles show that choosing the well-being of others over personal pursuits in love is 

far more easily said than done.672  

Bai Wei’s ethical inquiries reflected modern women’s position straddled 

between traditional values and the new culture, and provoked meditation on the true 

meaning of love and freedom. Despite advocating independent womanhood, she 

denied that personal interests should always override one’s duties towards parents, 

siblings and children. On the other hand, she questioned if the commitment to social 

affairs has absolute priority over personal pursuits. The characters’ indecision was not 

induced by insufficient courage in embracing independent womanhood, but came from 

cautious consideration of the consequences of maximising one’s freedom in love and 

in life. These messages were embedded in lengthy monologue, prolonged dialogism 

and occasionally in abstract discussion, which made them difficult to comprehend. The 

two-sided negotiations also made the characters’ and author’s stance seem confused. 

For instance, in Linli, the three young people in the love triangle who had varied views 

on love never achieved reconciliation; in Dachu youlingta, Yuelin shuffled between 

leaving or not leaving and could not make up her mind; in Gemingshen de shounan, 

Fang Ying was not able to reach consensus with her friend, parents nor the officers’ 

other concubines. The abrupt endings of Qinlan torn to pieces by chimpanzees, Yuelin 

being shot to death after retrieving her identity, as well as the fact that Fang Ying 

disappeared in the middle of the play with no indication of her whereabouts given until 

the end, collectively show that Bai Wei could not find a resolution to the complex 

ethical dilemmas despite her constant attempts. 

 
3.4.3    New Style: Romantic and Abstract Expressions  

To spread clear messages to the audience and follow the trend of realist social 

problem plays, the Nora-themed plays are generally written in a realist style.673 Bai 

Wei’s approach to Romanticism is particular. While most social problem plays have a 

household setting,674 especially for Nora-themed plays, as they used to highlight the 

scene in which the heroine slams the door and leaves home just like Nora; many of 

                                                
672 Bai Wei, "Gemingshen de shounan," 17-35. 
673 He, Henrik Ibsen and Modern Chinese Drama, 24-26. 
674 Chen, Aimei de xiju, 316. 
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Bai Wei’s early plays, uncommonly, took place in remote and rural locations.675 For 

instance, both Sufei and Gemingshen de shounan have major scenes on deserted 

mountains.676 Linli is set in an “unnamed city in East Asia” with three scenes taking 

place in “a garden with winter scenery”, “in front of an old temple”, and “an open 

wilderness under a clear sky at night”.677 It also includes exotic scenes in Russia.678 

Other plays which do have a household setting are also rendered in a claustrophobic 

atmosphere. Dachu youlingta, for example, takes place in a haunted mansion in the 

suburbs.679 

The dialogue in her early plays is written in poetic language, those in Linli are 

even printed in the layout of a poem as seen in the quotations above. The stage 

directions and scene setting are also often written in lyrical text. Songs and dances are 

frequently found. For instance, at the end of Sufei, the young monk’s soulful song 

mourning a dear one’s death and turning to nature for comfort,680 echoes with the 

heroine’s sorrow in losing close relatives – the unbearable price that she had to pay for 

gaining her own freedom from a pre-arranged marriage. Linli sings to the moon when 

she is frustrated and does not know what to do. 681  In Qiangweijiu, Xiaoqian’s 

performance “Death of a Peacock” conjures up her struggles in facing her previous 

boyfriend’s betrayal, her suicidal impulse and the planned assassination. She is excited 

to take matters into her own hands, but she is sad that she cannot find a better option 

than ending her own life. Bai Wei described in detail the changes in dance movements 

to express her conflicting emotions: 

Xiaoqian: ( [……] Dances slowing along the piano tunes for a 
while, changes to a joyful and lively dance, then the 
joyful tune gradually becomes sorrowful, and she 
unhurriedly rests on the floor. Slowly raises up and 
continue to dance, the melancholic emotions are 
blazing, frequently jumps with overflowing sadness. 
Suddenly flies through the air, suddenly spins 
extremely fast. The more she dances, the more she 
feels sad and the more she becomes confused. Her 

                                                
675 Keung, "Aiqing, lunli, geming: Bai Wei xiju zaitan, " 159-167. 
676 Suru nüshi, "Sufei," 1; Bai Wei, "Gemingshen de shounan," 1. 
677 Linli, 1. 
678 Ibid., 157, 81. 
679 "Dachu youlingta - Act 3," 708. 
680 Suru nüshi, "Sufei," 27-29. 
681 Bai Wei, Linli, 1-4. 
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miserable moves make people weep, the vigorous 
waves catch people’s eyes. Abruptly falls from the 
spinning twirls, repeatedly tries to get up, looks 
around the room, and miserably sinks into a reverie. 
Still sad, disappointed, slammed the floor and fells on 
the ground, arms and legs remain slightly shaking in 
attempts to rise, and finally, the moves turn from rapid 
to gentle and to completely silence, in eternal rest.)682 

 
Similarly, the hysterical singing and insane whirling dance at the end of Dachu 

youlingta both embodies Yuelin’s psychological stress that prompted her rebellious 

act of shooting Hu Rongsheng:  

Yuelin: (Dancing and singing) 
             One dark night when I was seven,  
             [……] 
             Enduring humiliations, enduring humiliation… 
             I couldn’t stand it, 
             Revenge, revenge…I swore to the wide seas. 
             Ah, what a world it was then! (Points toward the crowd) 
             Red, yellow, green…a menagerie of colours! 
             (Even more insane, flaunting herself, dances insanely) 

                    Ha, ha, ha! … 
             Rebel! … Rebel against everything! 
             The world has been turned upside down!...  
              New and wonderful!  
              [……] 
             (Her air of insanity gradually subsiding, she suddenly      
              cringes in pain and crumples. Xian Sen has been    
              supporting Xiao Yuelin up until her collapse.)683 

The musical ceremony in Gemingshen de shounan, on the other hand, is used to show 

how the power of nature is needed to combat the evil on earth, as well as stressing the 

determination needed to solve the existing dilemmas.684  

Bai Wei encompasses a variety of fantastic elements in her plays, including 

dreams, myths with different supernatural beings like the God of Death and the 

Goddess of Flowers, as well as distorted visions. She also packed them with a striking 

intensity and they are presented in a very bizarre manner: for example, in Gemingshen 

de shounan, the military officer and his concubines are transfigured into a tiger and 

                                                
682 "Qiangweijiu," 54. 
683 "Dachu youlingta - Act 3," 728-30. 
684 "Gemingshen de shounan," 29-32. 
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caterpillars on the stage after death.685 In Linli, there are frequent changes of lighting 

with varied luminosity and in different shades of the rainbow colours.686 There are 

unusual plots like the death of the God of Death, a dialogue with a crow,687 and dreams 

within dreams. She indicated that the last two scenes are in dreamland on the first page, 

but the heroine only realises it was a dream when she wakes up at the end of each of 

these scenes. From a spectator’s perspective, this is also only revealed in the end. To 

enhance the validity of those fantasies, Bai Wei inserted the following conversation to 

convince readers or the audience the plots were not only a dream: 

Linli:    (Pulls up from his [Qinlan’s] arm, slightly smiles, 
and slowly touches his shoulder and face.)   

               Qinlan, this is not a dream? (In a nebulous tone) 
Qinlan:   How would this be a dream? 
Linli:     (Touches different parts of his body) 
               Ah! [I] can feel your skin and bones, 
               but I always feel like I am in a dream.  
               Don’t you think we are dreaming? (Weep) 
Qinlan:   It’s so clear [that this is not a dream], 
               you take a look at my possessions! (Point to the box) 
Linli:     (Not concerned. Picks a handkerchief to wipe tears.) 
               I will not have time to see you again! 
               I am afraid it is because I missed you too much, 

                        so this [meet up] is dreamlike. (Stand up)688  

This quote shows that the fantastic elements are intricately woven into the plays, and 

Bai Wei had a strong will to frame all of her storylines in a romantic setting as it helps 

to portray the complexity of the characters’ struggles.  

Her bizarre style has been associated with her interest in the western Neo-

Romanticism works.689 Neo-romanticism was popular among Japanese literary circles, 

and aroused attention from Chinese writers who were studying in Japan.690 Tian Han, 

                                                
685 Ibid., 41. 
686 For example, faded silver, light purple and cerulean blue. Linli, 91,114,43,54. 
687 Ibid., 63, 83-84 127. 
688 Ibid., 83-84. 
689 Bai Wei’s favourite plays The Sunken Bell and The Blue Bird were both symbolist plays with a fairy-
tale setting, and were both regarded as a model of Neo-Romanticism. See "Wo toudao wenxue qianli 
dechuzhong," 21-22. 
690 For these Chinese writers, whose understanding of the genre was influenced by the Japanese scholars’ 
interpretations, their interpretations differ from the European context: Neo-Romanticism was a term 
used between the 1910s and the1920s which arose alongside Naturalism. In terms of theatre, the term 
usually refers to the aestheticism of Wilde, German Expressionism, as well as the symbolism of 
Hauptmann, Maeterlinck and Strindberg. See Siyuan Liu, "Tian Han, Western Theatre, and Japan: The 
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who also had an affection for Neo-Romanticism, once explained that instead of only 

depicting reality by showing its appearance, the mysterious writings in this genre 

skillfully use intuition, suggestion and symbols to reveal what is hiding behind the 

reality. 691  He recalled how watching the performance of The Sunken Bell has 

stimulated his understanding of the essence of Neo-Romanticism:  

While we artists should expose the dark side of human life, 
suppress all forms of hypocrisy and establish a foundation of 
life, we will only be satisfied when we have introduced our 
audience to an artistic world where arts beautify life, relieves 
the audience of daily worries and introduces them to a 
harmonious ecstasy. [……] As Chesterton indicated, sorrow 
and joy are two sides of the same coin. A clear division 
between sorrow and joy is the spirit of realism whereas 
turning sorrow and joy into an eternal bliss that transcends 
both is the power of Neo-Romanticism.692  

As for Bai Wei, the Neo-Romantic plays not only offered her speculative explorations 

on values that she was concerned with, but also provided her contentedness by 

transcending the sorrow that she resonated with into a wish for joy. 

However, her imitations of western Neo-Romantic works have been regarded 

as unskillful and not successful. Researcher Zhu Weihua thinks there is always a gap 

between her feelings and expressions, and between her ability and her preferred 

literary skills. He ascribes these discrepancies to her inability to digest western plays 

that she had read.693 I agree that her romantic and neo-romantic expressions were not 

polished, but I would argue that she had assimilated many characteristics of those 

western plays. In a previous paper, I conducted a close reading on Linli, and 

investigated the connection between the romantic elements of the play and her 

endeavour in setting her mind free from distressing love affairs. 694 It showed her 

                                                
Problem with Source-Based and Target-Based Intercultural Models," in Text & Presentation 2005, ed. 
S.E. Constantinidis (Jefferson: McFarland, 2006), 108. 
691 Tian Han 」, "Xinluomanzhuyi ji qita  (Neo-Romanticism and other issues)," 
in Tian Han quanji 」  (Collected works of Tian Han), ed. Dong Jian , Vol. 14, 
(Shijiazhuang: Huashan wenyi chubanshe , 2000), 176. 
692 “Zhi Guo Moruo de xin”  (Letters to Guo Moruo). In ibid., 126-56. (The letter was 
first published in 1920). 
693 Zhu, "Yu shengming tonggou de xiju yishu," 159. 
694 I analysed how the dreams were used to construct her ideal conditions of love, how the myths and 
supernatural beings were employed to find the glory of nature, as well as how the distorted visions were 
created to deform and rebuild a utopia of love. Hiu Man Keung, “The goddess of love: A Re-
examination of Bai Wei’s Romanticism in the Poetic Drama Linli” (Paper to be published.) 
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attempts to utilise Romanticism “to overcome the split between subject and object, the 

self and the world, the conscious and unconscious” just like the great poets of England, 

Germany, and France. 695  The paper could serve as a prime example of her 

achievements in imitating characteristics of Western Romanticism – to stress the 

importance of the imagination; testify to an all-embracing higher reality; to probe 

man’s infinite capacity for both good and evil - aspects that Chih-tsing Hsia found 

lacking in the Romantic tendencies in modern Chinese literature.696  

 

3.5    Brief Popularity and Hidden Dilemmas in Publication 

Some of Bai Wei’s plays written in the 1920s became very popular after they 

were published. For example, after her debut play Linli was printed in 1925 by the 

Commercial Press (Shangwu yinshuguan ), it received positive feedback 

in both China and Japan. It was reprinted several times in subsequent years due to 

popular demand.697 It was regarded as one of the ten major works published between 

1911 and 1926,698 and it was one of the twenty-two most reprinted plays during the 

early period of modern Chinese huaju  (spoken drama) creation.699 Hong Shen 

planned to include it in the Volume of Drama of Zhongguo xinwenxue daxi 

 (Compendium of modern Chinese literature), which means he considered it 

one of the most significant plays during 1917-1927. Unfortunately, they failed to get 

reprint approval from the Commercial Press, so it was not included, 700 and people 

have, to date, lost sight of this intended inclusion.  

Several plays by Bai Wei were printed in reputable journals such as Xiaoshuo 

yuebao  (The Short Stories Monthly), Yusi  (Thread of Talk) and Benliu 

 (Torrent). Some of her plays were so popular that they were selected to be 

                                                
695  Summary of the utilisation of Romanticism by the western poets taken from René Wellek, 
"Romanticism Re-Examined," in Concepts of Criticism, ed. Jr. Stephen G. Nichols (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1963), 220. 
696 Chih-tsing Hsia, A History of Modern Chinese Fiction (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1999), 18. 
697 Bai Wei, Linli, 74; Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan. 
698 Shen Congwen , "Xiangren duiyu xinwenxue de gongxian –  
(Contributions to modern literature by people from the Xiang province) " Dagong Bao, 30 July 1946. 
699 Record fromYin Xueman , ed. Zhonghua minguo wenyi shi  (History of 
literature and art of the Republic of China). See Bai Wei pingzhuan, 74. 
700 Hong Shen, "Daoyan," 70. 
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included in different compiled collections. Her own collection which includes four 

plays was printed in 1931 and reprinted in 1935.701 Yiliang was included in Nüzuojia 

xijuxuan   (Selected plays of women writers) (1934) and Xiandai 

zhongguo nüzuojia chuangzuoxuan   (Selected works of 

modern Chinese women writers) (1936) which was reprinted twice. 702 Fang Wen was 

included in Xiandai mingju jixuan  (Collection of famous modern plays) 

(1941) and three other collections.703 

The publishing and reprinting records suggest that Bai Wei’s plays were being 

recognised and were popular in print, but as shown at the beginning of the chapter, a 

substantial number of her plays were left unpublished. In this upcoming section, I am 

going to reconstruct her plays’ winding pathway to publication, and discuss how her 

plays written for her own private needs met difficulties in printing. After that, I will 

cite the printed plays’ advertisements and reviews to show that there were big gaps 

between the author’s intention and the readers’ understanding of the plays, which will 

establish a new perspective from which to evaluate her plays’ achievements – while 

her ethical dilemma and inquiries were hardly identified by readers of the Republican 

era, those plays offered alternative play-reading experiences and triggered reflection 

over the potential function of drama other than serving as propaganda.  

 
3.5.1    Trudging between the Literary Societies 

The authors’ strong preference for working in literary societies and their 

preference for publishing in literary journals are two noticeable characteristics of 

                                                
701 Bai Wei, Dachu youlingta, Shanghai: Hufeng shuju , 1931; Dachu youlingta, Shanghai: 
Chunguang shuju , 1936. 
702 "Yiliang," in Xiandai Zhongguo nüzuojia chuangzuoxuan  (Selected works 
of modern Chinese women writers), ed. Xue Fei  (Shanghai: Wenyi shuju , 1932), 301-
38; "Yiliang," in Nüzuojia xijuxuan  (Selected plays of women writers), ed. Zhang Liying 

 (Shanghai: Kaihua shuju , 1934), 77-103; "Yiliang," in Xiandai nüzuojia xijuxuan 
 (Selected plays of modern women writers), ed. Jun Sheng  (Shanghai: Fanggu 

shudian , 1936), 125-54. 
703 "Fangwen," 50-76; "Fangwen," in Xiandai nüzuojia xijuxuan  (Selected plays of 
modern women writers), ed. Jun Sheng  (Shanghai: Fanggu shudian , 1936), 97-125; 
"Fangwen," in Xiandai mingju jixuan  (Collection of famous modern plays), ed. Wei 
Ruhui  (Shanghai: Juyi chubanshe , 1941), 53-80; "Fangwen," in Xiandai mingju 
jixuan  (Essence of famous modern plays), ed. Wei Ruhui  (Shanghai: Chaofung 
chubanshe , 1947), 53-80. 
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Chinese literary practices of the Republican era.704 These two phenomena were closely 

related, as a majority of literary magazines were organs of or associated with a certain 

literary society.705 Bai Wei, one of the important figures within this literary scene, had 

conversely expressed reservations regarding both practices.  

Many of Bai Wei’s peers from the same epoch and researchers have claimed 

that she was a member of The Creation Society,706 while others consider her writings 

immensely influenced by this society.707 Existing studies often emphasise her success 

by referring to the records that her early publications were all printed in renowned 

magazines, without realising that these magazines were issued by rivals of the Creation 

Society. On the other hand, her reluctance to publish in any of the Creation Society’s 

magazines, as well as her rejection of invitations to publish in other societies’ 

periodicals have also been largely overlooked. In this part, I will discuss how and why 

she showed detachment from different literary societies, and more importantly, in what 

ways these decisions altered her playwriting style as well as her publication 

inclination.708 

                                                
704 Michel Hockx, Questions of Style: Literary Societies and Literary Journals in Modern China, 1911-
1937 (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2003), 1; Chen Pingyuan , "Xiandai Zhongguo wenxue de 
shengchan jizhi yu chuanbo fangshi  (The production 
mechanism and the mode of circulation in modern Chinese literature)," in Wenxue de zhoubian 

 (The periphery of literature) (Beijing: Xin shijie chubanshe  2004), 134-37. 
705 Fan Quan , ed. Zhongguo xiandai wenxue shetuan liupai cidian  
(Dictionary of modern Chinese literary societies and schools) (Shanghai: Shanghai shudian , 
1993), 8. 
706 For example, Gong Chiping  (Gong Binglu ) and Tao Jingsun , members of 
the Creation Society, both listed Bai Wei as an important person of the society and introduced her. Xian 
Liqiang , a researcher who focused on examining the membership of the Creation society, also 
listed her as a foundation member (rather than an external associate member). The judgement was made 
entirely on her acquaintance with certain other members, as Xian could not trace any other connection 
or proofs. See Gong Chiping , "Chuangzao she de jige ren  (A few people of 
the Creation Society)," Fengyu tan  (Talks in wind and rain), no. 4 (1943): 15; Tao Jingsun 

, "Ji Chuangzao she  (Memories of the Creation Society)," in Niuguji  (The cow 
bone collection) (Shanghai Taiping shuju, 1944), 152-53; Xian Liqiang , Xunzhao guisu de 
liuliangzhe: Chuangzaoshe yanjiu  (Wanderers seeking a shelter: A 
study on the Creation Society) (Shanghai: Dongfang chuban zhongxin , 2006), 59.  
707 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 2; Qian, Wen, and Wu, eds., Zhongguo xiandai wenxue sanshinan, 
177. 
708 I had initially started to examine Bai Wei’s reluctance to publish through the Creation Society and 
the Thread of Talk Group (Yusi pai) in my MPhil thesis. However, the discussion centered on Bai Wei’s 
entanglements with the two groups while creating two of her plays Gemingshen di shounan and Dachu 
youlingta; also, the discussion evolved around how Bai Wei’s authorial choices on the depiction of 
“revolution” were being altered. Building on the preliminary findings, this section extends the 
discussion to cover Bai Wei’s interaction with more literary societies across a longer duration of her 
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 Bai Wei Pingzhuan is the only study that attempted to examine Bai Wei’s 

connection with the Creation Society, and mentioned her struggle when she was forced 

to submit her works to Benliu in 1928.709 Bai and He indicated that Bai Wei had 

developed an acquaintance with members of the Creation Society when she was 

studying in Japan – a representative was sent to visit her after her nose surgery in 1926. 

Bai and He also listed ten members with whom Bai Wei kept frequent contact after 

returning to China.710 Regarding Bai Wei’s reluctance to submit to Chuangzao yuekan 

 (The Creation Monthly) despite being invited, Bai and He rephrased her 

recollection and stated that she did so because she felt unprepared as she was not well 

cultured in literature, and only had an obscure understanding of the new ideologies 

and proper route.711 Judging from the wordings used, this reference was taken from 

Beiju shengya.712 I would suggest referring to her essay written to commemorate Lu 

Xun, as this quote below provides us with a more detailed account of her justifications:  

I first made acquaintance with Mr Lu Xun through Mr Yu 
Dafu . Mr Yu repeatedly persuaded me to write for 
Benliu [which was co-edited by Mr Lu and Mr Yu], [but] I 
did not comply. [I was] a Biology student, [who] wrote a few 
drama scripts during [my] student years; [after] the return to 
China, [I] did not understand any state or human affairs, so I 
had refused Mr Cheng Fangwu’s  invitation to write 
for Changzao yuekan in the first place, how could I promise 
to write for Benliu? Yet, Mr Dafu insisted that I should 
comply. For the sake of prudence and in order not to fall into 
disgrace, I refused to write. [Even] Yang Sao and Lin Yutang 

 repeatedly persuaded me to write, I still did not 
comply.713  

Here Bai Wei candidly admitted that a major reason for not submitting to Changzao 

yuekan was her ignorance of “state and human affairs”, but there was another 

underlying reason - the fear of ruining her reputation through publishing inappropriate 

content. She tried not to violate the hidden rules in the literary community, so, in order 

                                                
playwriting career. More primary materials are also presented to help to develop a more in-depth 
analysis of the impacts exerted on her playwriting and publication decisions. For my previous findings, 
please refer to Keung, "Aiqing, lunli, geming: Bai Wei xiju zaitan, " 159-167. 
709 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 104-05. 
710 Ibid., 105. 
711 Ibid. 
712 Bai Wei, Beiju shengya, 730-31. 
713 "Cong Lu Xun xiansheng mudi guilai," 47. 
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to avoid offending Cheng Fangwu who appreciated her potential in an earlier stage, 

she chose not to publish elsewhere.  

Bai Wei Pingzhuan briefly indicated that Bai Wei’s reservation about working 

with Lu Xun, was another reason she refused to write for Benliu.714 The original text 

of her confession in another memorial essay on Lu Xun again provides more details 

of her reservation:  

Since the Ninghan reunion [ ], I moved from 
Wuhan to Shanghai with great sadness. I lodged at the 
Creation Society [’s site] and depended on their free meals, 
[so] emotionally, I was entirely fond of the Creation Society. 
At that time, [a series of] written polemics were launched 
between the Thread of Talk Group (Yusi pai ) and the 
Creation Society. My spirit was with the Creation Society, 
so I had ideologically stood against Mr Lu Xun – though I 
did not make any declaration [on this]. Notwithstanding the 
boss of Beixin  [publishing house] and Mr Yu Dafu 
persuaded me to submit my trial writing to Benliu, I was very 
reluctant about the greyness [- ambiguous nature] of Benliu 
and my spirit was still with the Creation Society. As my 
spirit and my writings were split between two incompatible 
fractions, I felt an agonising pain – that pain is like a woman 
who already has a lover, but is unwillingly married to 
another man.715 

Bai Wei was deeply indebted to the Creation Society as she would not be able to 

survive without the free food provided, so she was emotionally attached to it. She kept 

the agony entirely to herself during that period, which is a clue to why her peers kept 

on persuading her to publish without understanding her refusal. Also, she was aware 

that the polemics were directed to the Thread of Talk Group instead of only being 

targeted at Lu Xun,716 which shows her resistance to publishing in Benliu was related 

                                                
714 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 105. 
715 Bai Wei , "Wo dui Lu Xun xiansheng de huiyi he ganshou  (My 
memories and feelings About Mr Lu Xun)," Shen Bao, October 23, 1936. 
716 Lu Xun and Mao Dun , representative of the Yusi pai and the Literary Association, were in 
basic agreement with revolutionary literature but not satisfied with the means proposed and the ideas 
expressed by the reation Society and Taiyang she  (The Sun Society). The polemics started from 
the early spring of 1928 were in fact sparked by fierce arguments between the two groups. See Wang-
chi Wong, "The Pre-League Period: Debate on Revolutionary Literature (1927-1929)," in Politics and 
Literature in Shanghai: The Chinese League of Left-Wing Writers, 1930-1936 (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1991), 9-38. 
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to the ideologies of the Thread of Talk Group. All of these will be further discussed. 

The reasons why she considered Benliu’s nature as ambiguous, as well as how she 

found herself and her work incompatible with this particular faction will also be 

investigated.  

Despite her clear reluctance to write for Benliu, later on, she surrendered. Her 

explanation can be found in one of her essays:  

I suffered in distress being whipped by life. My close friend 
Ms Yu Minshi  [……] [said], “My good sister, just 
write articles and sell them to get some money, in order to 
rescue yourself and me. Just write our life in Wuhan – the 
Wuhan during Beifa  (The Northern Expedition), it will 
provide enough [materials] for you to write. 
This was an inspiration, and I thoroughly accepted her 
words.717  

She tried to ease her guilt by saying it was a matter of life and death, and she only did 

what she did as she had no alternative choice as expressed in Beiju shengya – “she has 

no sincerity throughout that period, but unavoidably submitted many manuscripts to 

that magazine though it was against her will.”718 The work inspired by Yu Minshi 

clearly is Zandan yu zhengniao,719 which makes her justification not entirely valid as 

this serialised novel was not her first debut in Benliu. Three acts of Dachu youlingta 

were printed in earlier issues of this magazine.720 Moreover, Gemingshen di shounan 

was printed in Yusi which was also edited by Lu Xun much earlier on in 1926.721 What 

prompted her to submit manuscripts to Lu Xun before complying Ms Yu’s urging, and 

why she had published through another rival group of the Creation Society earlier both 

remain unexplained.  

Following the popular demand for Linli which was printed as a book by the 

Commercial Press for the first time in November 1925, Bai Wei’s Sufei and Fangwen 

were published in Xiaoshuo yuebao in the next year. This magazine published by the 

Commercial Press was revamped from 1921 onwards and became one of the journals 

                                                
717 Bai Wei, "Cong Lu Xun xiansheng mudi guilai," 47. 
718 Bai Wei used third person narrative in this autobiographical novel. See Beiju shengya, 731. 
719 Among the novels that she wrote, only this one features two girls’ encounters during the Northern 
Expedition. 
720 Bai Wei, "Dachu youlingta - Act 1," 79-114; "Dachu youlingta - Act 2," 251-83; "Dachu youlingta 
- Act 3," 673-734. 
721 "Gemingshen de," 17-42. 
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issued by the Literary Association (Wenxue Yanjiuhui ), the literary group 

criticised by the Creation Society for its endorsement of realist literature with the “wei 

rensheng er yishu  (art for life’s sake) ” view.722 The conflict between 

the two groups which started in late 1922 also included a clash in the practical aspects, 

as the Literary Association was accused of monopolising the literary scene.723 No 

collective activities of the association were identified after 1925, but most scholars 

claim that it gradually dissolved in either 1929 or 1932. 724  So, when Sufei and 

Fangwen were published on Xiaoshuo yuebao in January and July 1926 respectively, 

the association was still in function. 

Sufei and Fangwen have been regarded as showing a marked tendency towards 

“wei yishu er yishu  (art for art’s sake) ”, for they have allegedly shown 

significant segregation from real life.725 While I found this interpretation arguable as 

both plays resonate with the prevailing pursuits in the freedom of love, the romantic 

style of both plays is seemingly incompatible with the Literary Association’s 

endorsement of realist literature with the “art for life’s sake” view.726 I would relate 

these plays’ acceptance to the journal to the personal preference of the editor Xidi

 (Zheng Zhenduo), founder member and key figure in the Literary Association. He 

was one of the members who revealed strong romantic and neo-romantic leanings in 

the realist group.727 He worked as an editor at the Commercial Press when Linli was 

published there and had good sales records,728 so there is a possibility that he had a 

                                                
722 This is a traditional and common perception of the conflicts between the two society. Michael Hockx 
indicated that the slogan being marked as from the Literary Association is not representative of the 
Association as a collective, as this label is often based on a corpus of texts from Xiaoshuo yuebao. See 
Hockx, Questions of Style, , 48. 
723 Ibid., 68-74. 
724 After Literature Weekly stopped appearing or after the bombing of the Commercial Press by the 
Japanese. See ibid., 74. 
725 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 75. 
726 Xiaoshuo yuebao published by the Commercial Press was revamped from 1921 onwards and became 
an organ of Wenxue Yanjiuhui  (The Literary Association). 
727 Bonnie S. McDougall, The Introduction of Western Literary Theories into Modern China: 1919 - 
1925 (Tokyo: Centre for East Asian Cultural Studies, 1977), 118-24; Zheng Zhenwei , Zheng 
Zhenduo qianqi wenxue sixiang  (Zheng Zhenduo's early literary thoughts) 
(Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe , 2000), 45-66. 
728 He worked there from 1921-1931. See Jin Mei  and Zhu Wenhua , Zheng Zhenduo 
pingzhuan  (A critical biography of Zheng Zhenduo) (Tianjin: Baihua wenyi chubanshe 

, 1992), 323-25.  
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favourable impression prior to accepting her plays for publication on Xiaoshuo yuebao. 

Her track record of publishing through a renowned publisher and gaining recognition 

from a key figure in the Literary Society indicates a promising publication prospect. 

However, her reluctance to talk about these early publications, and having no other 

publication issued by or associated with the Literary Society, suggest that she avoided 

being affiliated with this group – conceivably because it was a rival group to the 

Creation Society. 

 Researchers used to indicate that her works were similar to those written by 

members of the Creation Society, and this judgement is mainly based on her close 

contact with the society as well as the fact that the style of her works converted from 

romanticism to realism in the late 1920s - a transition identical to the society’s. What 

has not been identified is that there was a period in between the transition, during 

which style of her works did not match with the society’s latest pursuit. Ever since 

Guo Morou’s essay Geming yu wenxue  (Revolution and literature) 

published in Chuangzao yuekan in May 1926, which argues that revolutionary 

literature should be “a socialist art that is thoroughly sympathetic to proletarian values” 

and “realistic art that completely opposes Romanticism”, the society began to 

transform and members passionately advocated their view.729 As discussed, Bai Wei 

marked Dachu youlingta as “a social tragedy”,730 despite the fact that the peasant’s 

movement and class conflicts only occupied a minor part of the play. This shows her 

attempt in following society’s transition, however, ethical issues within a wealthy 

family were still dominant. The play was written with a romantic approach, as was 

Gemingshen di shounan which was even more immensely romantic with a fantastic 

setting. So, Bai Wei’s self-evaluation of not being qualified to write for Chuangzao 

yuekan might sound like a humble opinion, but it was a rather accurate judgement. Her 

confession in Beiju shengya could serve as a cross-reference of how she felt at this 

stage. The heroine said her shortcomings in writing had struck her a heavy blow: 

I am also very disappointed with myself – the 
disappointment is twofold. I am annoyed. I am nervous. So, 
I am more and more eager to work harder: on the one hand, 

                                                
729 Guo Moruo , "Geming yu wenxue  (Revolution and Literature)," Chuangzao 
yuekan  (The Creation Monthly) 1, no. 3 (1926): 9. 
730 Bai Wei , "Dachu youlingta - Act 3," 733-34. 
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read more and make more friends, in order to learn and 
make acquaintances; on the other hand, I still follow my 
passion for scribbling and for expressing my grievances, so 
I could sustain my living.731 

She denied the value of her work as they could not keep up with the Creation Society’s 

transition. She was disappointed as she failed to meet the expectation from Cheng 

Fangwu and other members who invited her to write in their journal, as well as not 

being able to repay the society’s kindness by contributing suitably written works. She 

refused to give up and strove to keep up her momentum as seen in her pledge: “[I] 

always wanted to be able to write something that will not be teased, and get it published 

in a great journal which advances the frontiers of New Literature.”732  

 As Bai Wei was decidedly hostile to the Thread of Talk Group (Yusi pai), she 

never realised that Yusi was a platform that could let her creativity shine. Yusi was a 

weekly periodical founded in 1924. Sun Fuyuan  gathered people to issue this 

paper after he found his editorial rights at Chenbao fukan  (Morning Post 

Supplement) were being infringed.733 So, their immediate impetus to create the paper 

came from a desire to be free of stylistic or ideological censorship, as seen in the 

foreword of the first issue which states that Yusi “advocates the promotion of free ideas, 

independent judgement, and the beauty of life.”734 Sun Fuyuan stated that “everyone 

is free to say whatever he or she wants, the only condition is to be bold and with 

sincerity.”735 Lin Yutang further elaborated Sun’s statement, and indicated that authors 

are encouraged to “fully express their private opinions and personal views”.736 Bai 

Wei’s plays, with unconventional content and style as discussed, would have a much 

higher chance of being accepted in this publication as it tended to allow writers to 

pursue their own interests. However, she was biased against this periodical and was 

unwilling to contribute. Various sources recorded that Sufei and Fangwen were 

                                                
731 Beiju shengya, 184. 
732 Ibid., 276. 
733 Lu Xun , "Wo he "Yusi" de shizhong," 47. 
734 "Fakanci  (Foreword)," Yusi  (Thread of Talk), no. 1 (1924): 1. 
735 Fuyuan , "Yusi de wenti  (The literary style of 'Thread of Talk')," ibid., no. 52 
(1925): 8. 
736 Yutang , "Chalun Yusi de wenti: yinjian, ma ren, ji fei e po lai 

 (On the literary style of 'Thread of Talk': Moderation, invective, and fair play)," ibid., 
no. 57: 4. 
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published on Yusi other than on Xiaoshuo yuebao,737 but this does not seem to be 

accurate.738 After checking against publication records of Yusi,739 only Gemingshen di 

shounan was published in volume 4 issue 12 in March 1928.740 This “scribble” and 

“not up to standard work” as perceived by Bai Wei (according to the Creation Society’s 

realist transition notion), was, in fact, a realization of what Yusi promoted: it was bold 

in containing a biting satire on Chiang Kai-shek, it was written in a style that the author 

found expressive, and it advocated that treasuring beauty of life was an indispensable 

factor in reversing the revolution downfall. Lu Xun was the editor-in-chief when this 

was published. He once concluded the characteristics of Yusi as “free to talk, without 

scruples”.741 He upheld this, and it was particularly evident in publishing Bai Wei’s 

play, as the sensitive content triggered an alert from the National Government and they 

issued a warning to Yusi.742 The inclusiveness of Yusi could have proved to Bai Wei 

that her unique writing choices were also valuable, but she had lost sight of this and 

could not acknowledge the advantages of keeping her own style.  

 Benliu eventually became the platform where Bai Wei found a sense of 

accomplishment, after she had a better understanding of Lu Xun. While she tried to 

convince herself that she only submitted manuscripts to Benliu to sustain life, the 

dilemma of writing for the literary figure that the Creation Society was strongly 

criticising pained her so much that she considered quitting writing and “going 

elsewhere to make a living”.743 Lu Xun, conversely, did not hold prejudice towards 

Bai Wei who had an obvious inclination towards the Creation Society. He published 

Dachu youlingta in the first, second and fourth issues, which again propelled Bai Wei 

                                                
737 Bai and He , Bai Wei pingzhuan, 282; "Bai Wei zhuzuo," 195; Li, "Bai Wei nianpu (1894-1944)," 6. 
738 Drama scripts “are rare in the beginning but after the first change in format (issue eighty-one) they 
become more common, perhaps because dialogue requires so much blank space on the printed page to 
be easily readable.” Mark Miller, "The Yusi Society," in Literary Societies of Republican China, ed. 
Michel Hockx and Kirk A. Denton (Lanham, Md.: Lexington Books, 2008), 201. 
739 I checked contents of the 52 issues printed in 1926, but these two plays were not included. Also, 
during 1924-1927, the issues were not categorised into volumes. Only until 1928 when Lu Xun became 
the editor-in-chief, he began to compile volumes. He started with volume 4 for that year, and new 
volumes were added every year after. To count backwards, issues printed in 1927 should be put into 
volume 3. On the other hand, the total number of volumes for Yusi is 11. Existing records of Sufei and 
Fangwen printed in Yusi indicate that they were printed in volume 17 issues 1 and 7 respectively. 
However, as shown, there was never a volume 17 for this periodical.  
740 Bai Wei , "Gemingshen de shounan," 17-42. 
741 Lu Xun , "Wo he "Yusi" de shizhong," 47. 
742 Ibid. 
743 Bai Wei, "Cong Lu Xun xiansheng mudi guilai," 48. 
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to fame making her considered as one of the first rank authors.744 Benliu was not 

associated with any literary society, but it had good reputation conceivably because 

most of the editors and contributors were well-established authors. To include works 

by a budding writer, Xu Guangping  recalled that Lu Xun had put in an extra 

effort: 

He divided Bai Wei’s long poem [play] Dachu youlingta 
into instalments and published it in a few issues. Here, for 
the sake of both the readers and author, Lu Xun put in an 
extra effort. He once said “A long poem [play] like this has 
to be well arranged and interspersed properly, so that people 
will read it. This is the reason each issue has to be edited in 
discretion.” This shows that when he feels sympathetic 
towards a writer, he will spare no effort to assist her.745 

Each part published was a complete act, so the typesetting mentioned might refer to 

typographic arrangements on the pages. He also arranged Yang Sao’s articles to be 

printed directly before or after Bai Wei’s,746 possibly trying to make it more eye-

catching. Although Lu Xun recognised Bai Wei’s talent, she still hesitated to publish 

as she believed that her way of writing was inappropriate. Yang Sao conveyed her 

worries to Lu Xun, and the latter responded: 

Her text is completely tender, lush and lively – like a field of 
thriving spring grass. Do you want me to change it into an 
exquisite style like yours? Or alternatively, change it into an 
aged and concise style like mine? [I am] afraid the editing 
will only make patches of withered yellow and dark green 
among the field of light yellow new grass, which will not 
seem to reconcile. So, I will let her writings be immature, I 
do not change her [text].747  

 
Bai Wei also recalled that Lu Xun only corrects the wrongly written characters, and 

made slight changes to sentences that were not fluent. Moreover, he returned clean 

manuscripts, paid remuneration promptly every month, and explained all the 

arrangements clearly through correspondence. Bai Wei was particularly grateful, as 

other editors used to make substantial changes to her plays which altered and even 

                                                
744 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 81. 
745 Xu Guangping , Lu Xun huiyilu  (Reminiscences of Lu Xun) (Beijing: Zuojia 
chubanshe, 1961), 152-53. 
746 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 106-07. 
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reversed her original meaning without her consent. 748  According to Bai Wei, 

regardless of what she gave him – novels, drama scripts, poems, he published them 

without rejecting the manuscripts once. 749  Benliu was actually where she first 

published her serialised novel and poem. The encouragement and trust that she 

received changed her impression of Lu Xun. She started to appreciate him, and she 

said this prompted her “naïve inclination towards the Creation Society being swept 

away”.750 However, Benliu only published for one year and a half and ceased printing 

at the end of 1929. She did not have further opportunity to work with him, and by the 

time that she realised it was not necessary to comply with the Creation Society in every 

way, she had already moved away from Romanticism and the uniqueness of her 

creations began to fade.  

 Literary societies are supposed to gather like-minded authors to build up a 

support network and to advance literary creation. However, the experience of being 

trapped between the literary societies during the 1920s had mostly posed challenges 

to Bai Wei’s career. Her eagerness to join and contribute to the Creation Society 

confined her to her lack of compliance, and she largely lost sight of her strengths and 

other writing possibilities. She had also got a much lower publication incentive as a 

whole – she believed she was underqualified to publish in any magazine of the 

Creation Society, and she had a consistent reluctance to submit to the society’s rival 

groups until late 1929. On the other hand, the unwillingly submitted scripts printed in 

varying journals had induced many rumours in the popular press, for example: she had 

a love relationship with all the literati in Shanghai, all members of the Creation Society 

were her lovers, she lived with Lu Xun for few years, and she was jealous when Lu 

Xun’s wife gave birth.751 Bai Wei said these slanders were directed at her with the aim 

to destroy her reputation and her work,752 but it might simply have been because those 

people could not believe she had the talent to be recognised by these conflicting groups.  

 

 

 
                                                
748 Ibid. 
749 Ibid. 
750 Ibid., 49. 
751 "Di zhi qizi," 999. 
752 Ibid. 
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3.5.2    Rejections from Editors and Losing Manuscripts  

 Bai Wei had varying reasons to hold back her drama scripts as discussed, but 

when she finally decided and was able to prepare some of her plays for publication, 

very often she faced rejection from editors. In 1934, when an interviewer proposed 

that she could publish the drama scripts that had piled up at home, she asked “Where 

can I submit them to?” in return. She then disclosed that Shi Zhecun sent her a letter 

of condemnation, saying that Linli was naïve, but he was deeply impressed by the 

beautiful wording and dreamlike enthusiasm; what she wrote afterwards is regressive 

and poisonous to young people, so he asked her not to submit any writings to their 

Xiandai  (Modern) journal if she did not change her style.753 The comments 

“naïve” and “regressive and poisonous” indicate that the messages that Bai Wei tried 

to articulate were disapproved of by this editor. This shows that the withdrawal 

gestures of the heroines, which were posed to reflect on prevailing pursuits, were 

mistaken as regressive behaviours. Although she was previously crowned as “a shining 

star” and “one of the leading figures in the literary field” after the publication of Linli 

and Dachu Youlingta,754 the suitability of the convoluted plots and rhetoric in her plays 

remained controversial. The difficulties in finding publishers which would accept her 

plays show a marked discrepancy between the expectations of plays between Bai Wei 

and the editors, and indicated that keeping the manuscripts unpublished was not 

entirely her own choice. 

Bai Wei also mentioned that she submitted plays to different journals, but 

many did not end up in publication, and in most cases, she did not even receive any 

notification of whether her manuscripts had been reviewed.755 The worst thing is that 

single copies of her unpublished manuscripts were repeatedly lost in the submission 

process. According to Bai Wei’s letter to her friend, she did not have the time and 

energy to copy her manuscripts, 756 and this means she resorted to directly sending out 

the originals without retaining any copies for herself. She had also shared that she 

persistently tried to claim back the manuscripts that were not accepted, but she never 

                                                
753 Anonymous, "Bei Wei fangwen ji," 22-23.  
754 Xiying, "Xianhua," 11; Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 81. 
755 Wang, et al., Bai Wei Wenji, 1032. 
756 Bai Wei, "Di zhi qizi," 974. 



 187  

succeeded in doing so.757 The unfortunate experiences of losing her manuscripts might 

well be one of the major reasons why she hesitated to continue submitting her scripts 

later on, despite the fact that she was in need of money. 

Bai Wei recorded some of her unpleasant experiences of losing her drama 

scripts: a major one was in autumn 1928 when Xiang Peiliang borrowed her script Qu, 

si qu! (Go! Let’s die!), then continued to avoid her and refused to return 

it. He claimed that he was planning to stage the play at a theatre called Xuehua shijie

 (The world of blood-flowers) in Hankou 」 , but the performance never 

happened. She asked in grief: 

 Is there any law that could stop Xiang from keeping my 
script? Would any one show sympathy and offer help? 
Alternatively, should I conduct a fierce obloquy, just as how 
Xiang criticised my play Linli? 758 

None of these happened, and after falling ill due to this irritating encounter, she had to 

rewrite the whole play from memory. It was done in a rush as it was an assigned 

task,759 and this could explain why the rewritten version which was renamed as Dachu 

Youlingta is not a polished play.  

In spring 1937, Bai Wei developed life-threatening symptoms of the various 

diseases from which she was suffering simultaneously, but she was too poor to afford 

any treatment. Yang Sao suggested his friends could help by compiling her 

manuscripts into a few collections for sale, so she could earn money to pay for the 

necessary medical expenses. Bai Wei did not trust that he could help, so she refused 

even though she was in a critical situation physically and financially.760 After receiving 

unceasing persuasion from her friends, she eventually sent five one-act plays, and the 

three-act play Ying to his friends. Everyone congratulated her as a large sum of 

royalties was expected to come soon and could enable her to survive through the crisis. 

She did not manage to convince editors to accept her plays, so why would she hesitate 

                                                
757 "Cong Lu Xun xiansheng mudi guilai," 48. 
758 "Dachu youlingta Act 3," 733-34. 
759 As mentioned, while Bai Wei was working in the Wuhan regime, the General Political Department 
in which she was serving requested her to write a play. See "Dachu youlingta - Act 3," 733-34. 
760 Some of her friends and women leaders of women’s emancipation had published a fundraising article 
in a newspaper to ask the public to donate money to save her life. See Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 
157-60. 
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to let Yang help out when she was in need of money to save her own life? The potential 

reason would be she was too worried that she would lose her manuscripts. In the end, 

Yang Sao failed to keep his promise and lost her manuscripts (three hundred fifty 

thousand words in total), 761 showing that Bai Wei’s fear to pass on the scripts to him 

was indeed valid.  

The unfair treatment that she had endured reveals that her chances of getting 

her work published were largely altered by decisions and actions of the editors. They 

also explain why some of her plays were lost, why she hesitated to submit plays 

without securing publication opportunities, and more importantly, demonstrated the 

difficulty for a women playwright trying to strive in this male-dominated industry. 

 
3.5.3    Author/ Readers Alienation 

Bai Wei did not create the plays for a wide readership in the first place, and 

given the fact that her plays were rejected by many editors, it is peculiar for these 

printed plays to have aroused popular interest among the public. I would think the 

insatiable curiosity about Bai Wei’s legendary experiences would be a possible reason 

for the popular demand for her plays. As discussed earlier, Bai Wei was a pioneer of 

the Chinese Noras, and she had a stormy romance with Yang Sao. People were eager 

to know how she managed independent womanhood and a distressing courtship, so 

her latest movements, her lifestyle and rumours about her frequently were reported in 

the tabloid press. 762  There was always resemblance between Bai Wei’s personal 

                                                
761 Wang, et al., Bai Wei wenji, 976. 
762 Selected reports in each stage of the couple’s changing relationship: "Fufu zuojia de yama: Yang 
Sao yu Bai Wei zhi lihe  (The riddle of a pair of writers: The 
separation and reunion of Yang Sao and Bai Wei)," Wenyi xinwen  (Literary news), no. 3 
(1931): 2; "Bai Wei zhong yu Yang Sao tongju  (Bai Wei living with Yang Sao 
again)," Sheying huabao  (Pictorial Weekly) 10, no. 13: 6; "Wentan shang de yidui yuanjia: 
Yang Sao Yu Bai Wei You Xuangao juelie :  (A pair of 
quarrelsome lovers in the literary circle: Yang Sao and Bai Wei declare they have broken up again)," 
Yule zhoubao  (Variety Weekly) 1, no. 25 (1935): 609; "Yang Sao yu Bai Wei Wei yidui buji 
buli de fuqi  (The marital status of Bai Wei and Yang Sao is 
ambiguous)," Xinghua  (Starlight) 1, no. 23 (1936): 8; Xia Gu , "Jushuo shi zhen de fenli le? 
Huannan fuqi Bai Wei he Yang Sao  (Rumours or an 
actual spilt? The troubled couple Bai Wei and Yang Sao)," Nanjing texie  (Features in Nanjing) 
1, no. 6 (1937): 7-8; "Peng Xuezhen dama Yang Sao: linbing ganma chuan gei Bai Wei? 

? (Peng Xuezhen cursed Yang Sao: why did you inflict Bai Wei with 
Gonorrhoea?)," Shidai shenghuo (Tianjin) ( ) (Modern Life - Tianjin) 5, no. 4/5 (1937): 
21. 
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experiences and those of the heroines’ in her plays, so they gave readers an illusion 

that her plays were completely autobiographical. For example, a young female student 

directly stated that she thought the heroine in Linli is an incarnation of Bai Wei.763 

Little did readers know that Bai Wei had different motives in playwriting and fiction 

writing – her plays were set to seek for alternative choices and should not be treated 

as equivalent to her own life. 

 The simplification of her plays started out with the advertisements of these 

plays. For instance, an advertisement for Linli found on Shen Bao  introduced the 

two main characters and said there is a love triangle, then summarised the content in 

an unclear manner: “Act one describes the love between the man and the two ladies. 

The other two acts describe these two ladies’ emotional attachments to this man which 

were both framed in a dream.” While this sounds ambiguous, it continued by saying 

“This book is full of sadness and tears, but in fact, it is an expression of beauty and 

love” which is also very abstract. The last line “The plots were well connected and 

well arranged. It is suitable for staging, and other than that, the language used is clear 

and beautiful.” sounds deceptive, especially for the comment on the plots and 

suitability of staging.764 An advertisement of the play Dachu youlingta on Daggong 

Bao  (Impartial daily) indicated that Bai Wei was “writing from a woman’s 

standpoint, and speaking out for the women who had been humiliated and harmed”. It 

also regarded it as “a powerful masterpiece”, “written in beautiful language” and “full 

of passionate emotions”, so “modern women should read it”.765 An advertisement of 

Bai Wei’s compiled collection of plays in the journal Beidou  (The plough) states 

that the plays embedded “strong resistance to oppression of women”, had previously 

been printed in reputable journals, and “attracted many young people’s appreciation 

and discussion”. Similar to the two advertisements quoted above, it also emphasised 

that these plays have beautiful language, passionate emotions and lively dialogues. 766 

These promotions reflect that a common advertising strategy was to highlight the 

                                                
763 H, and W, "Bai Wei nüshi zai aiwang zhong," 198. 
764 "Linli  (Miss Linli)," Shen Bao, 8 Feburary 1926. 
765 "Jinghua yinshuju yundao xinshu  (New arrivals at the Jinghua Bookstore)," 
Dagong Bao (Tianjin), 11 October 1932. 
766 "Xiju chuangzuo: Dachu youlingta  (Dramatic creation: Breaking out of the 
ghost tower)," Beidou  (The plough), no. 1 (1931): 132. 
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exquisite rhetoric and revolutionary spirit in Bai Wei’s plays. The difficulties imposed 

on reading by the bizarre style and complicated contents, on another hand, are 

deliberately omitted.  

The majority of commentaries, regardless of whether written in the Republican 

era or the contemporary period, tended to summarise the stance of Bai Wei’s plays’ as 

lianai zhishang  (love has absolute value).767 For example, Linli was being 

perceived as an embodiment of the greatness of love, as it spreads the following 

message, “People are born to love, if one is separated from love, then he does not have 

a life.”; for Fangwen, it was seen as stressing “the greatness of love that was pure and 

spiritual”.768 Only one review, which is from the Republican era, acknowledged that 

Bai Wei explored four different visions of love which had taken sacrifices, 

responsibilities and other considerations into account.769  

Many readers had an extremely frustrating reading experience. Existing 

versions of literary history and preceding studies often cite Chen Xiying’s 

commendation of Linli published in the renowned magazine Xiandai pinglun 

 (The Contemporary Review) to show how talented Bai Wei was. However, none of 

them mentions criticisms of the obscure style, nor recognises that many readers from 

the Republican era found it completely incomprehensible. Here are some extracts from 

the contrasting comments: 

Its [Linli’s] structure may be too bizarre, the plots are also 
too complicated, and the text may also have some errors… 
A voice of the heart, a voice of the heart amidst the 
distressing love affairs, yelled from the first page to the last 
page without repetition. What an enormous power!  

                                                                     - Chen Xiying, 1926770 

I found the play [Linli] completely incomprehensible. I have 
no idea what is said in this lengthy book… 
In her play script, we could only see some hypocrisy and 
pretence, but nothing else. […] 
She used these [intricate elements] to conquer, fool, deceive, 
intimidate our feelings, hoping to convince us there is real 

                                                
767 Fang, "Bai Wei lun," 59-78; Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 202-03. 
768 Li Zhongfeng , "Cong juzuo shang kan Bai Wei  (Examining Bai Wei 
through Her plays)," Funü yuekan  (The women's monthly) 5, no. 3 (1946): 39. 
769 H, and W, "Bai Wei nüshi zai aiwang zhong," 202-08. 
770 Xiying, "Xianhua," 10-11. 
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art [in this play]. […] 
They [readers of Linli] endured the humiliation of human 
nature and a despicable taste, which they used to divert their 
boring soul. 

                                                                              - Xiang Peiliang, 1927771 

 Linli for me is like a treacherous abyss, without knowing 
how deep the water is; [it is] also like a bush with thorns, 
without knowing a path that could pass through. 

                                                                                        - Miss W, 1946 772 

Miss W expressed her frustration when she found that the play was completely 

incomprehensible. Xiang utterly denies the value of the play due to the same cause, 

and further criticised Bai Wei for misleading readers to believe the play was 

worthwhile to read. Chen Xiying, who highly commended the play, also thought the 

content was unclear, but he recommended it as he was deeply impressed by the 

emotional intensity concealed in the play. There is one other source which also 

recorded that a lot of female students seemed genuinely fond of Qiangweijiu perhaps 

only because the story is impressive and rare.773  

Bai Wei’s friend Liu Haini  tried to explain why it was difficult for 

people to understand her personality and her work, as well as why they were many 

harsh comments: 

She [Bai Wei] is innocent and loving, her mind is 
beautiful…and poetic, she is self-willed, so her sentiments 
often override her rationality, but this personality is 
obviously difficult for general people to understand. People 
are accustomed to customary views, so the fanatical 
paranoids of a poet are not much appreciated by the society, 
and there is no chance to gain sympathy without 
appreciation.774  

Another women playwright An E  also recalled that “many people thought: Bai 

Wei might just be an object of compassion, or a casual topic that one would 

occasionally bring up after tea.”775 These two quotes show that many people in the 

                                                
771 Peiliang , "Zhongguo Xiju Gaipin (Xu) ( ) (An overview of Chinese drama - 
continued)," Kuangbiao  (The hurricane), no. 13 (1927): 385-86. 
772 H, and W, "Bai Wei nüshi zai aiwang zhong," in Zhongguo Xiandai nüzuojia, 212. 
773 Zi Gang , "Ji Bai Wei," 32. 
774 Liu Haini, "Ji Bai Wei," 31. 
775 An E , "Wo xiang Bai Wei  (I am thinking of Bai Wei)," Chuangshi  (Creation), 
no. 13 (1948): 8. 
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Republican era remembered Bai Wei as a tragic victim through the spreading of gossip, 

instead of an outstanding playwright. 

The above discussion reveals that majority of the readers could not 

comprehend the hidden dilemmas embedded in the plays. The plays were popular only 

because they were curious about Bai Wei’s personal life, as well as attracted by the 

novelty of these non-main stream plays. Since the plays’ style was too bizarre and the 

implications are ambiguous, once the curiosity and novelty faded out, they were 

seldom being read and studied in the subsequent period which caused most of these 

plays to remain virtually unknown in the history of modern Chinese drama.  

 

3.6    Conclusion 

Bai Wei did not explicitly state that she would never disclose her plays written 

during the 1920s, on the contrary, in most cases she wanted to get them published, so 

her plays did not have a strictly defined private readership like the western closet plays. 

Her plays were “private” in the sense that they were encrypted, by her authorial choices 

in prioritising her own emotional needs and following her writing intuition without 

careful consideration on the readability and suitability for staging. The bizarre style, 

which was shaped by the convoluted plots and ethical interrogations, hysterical and 

inconstant characterisation, as well as the immensely romantic expressions, had 

greatly reduced the chances of her plays being comprehended. Although a substantial 

number of her plays eventually remained private as they were unpublished and 

unfortunately destroyed during the war, these undisclosed plays had already 

accomplished their primary mission - the writing process was an integral part of her 

playwriting practices, as it allowed her to meditate and inspire alternative choices in 

life. 

The private orientation and romantic mentality encompassed in Bai Wei’s 

printed plays are what set her apart decisively from all her peers of the same epoch. 

The extreme commentaries appear to be contradictory, but as seen from the discussion 

in the chapter, they were actually clear representations of the different expectations on 

her experimental attempts. For those who adored the plays, they enjoyed being 

exposed to the powerful “voices of the heart”, passionate emotions and fantastic 
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imaginations. In other words, they appreciate the sentimental journey that one would 

undertake through reading her plays. For those who criticised her plays, their criteria 

would have been a clear stance and logical development of every detail. Regrettably, 

most editors and performance groups failed to, or chose not to, discern the values 

behind the irregularities of her early plays, and Bai Wei was prompted to change her 

approach. 

Bai Wei’s hidden agenda in negotiating with the May Fourth purely egocentric 

individualism was buried under the winding pathway to publication. While this might 

seem like a failure, I would argue that, according to the analysis of this chapter, Bai 

Wei’s “private scripts” have threefold significance: firstly, her playwriting approach 

showed that modern Chinese drama is not necessarily obligated to address the public. 

This is not a usual and encouraged practice, but she had utilised the dialogism and 

imagined nature to resolve her emotional crisis, as well as to initiate complex ethical 

inquires which she could not have done through fiction writing. Secondly, her 

approach afforded her opportunity to explore the flexibility of the printed drama 

medium, and to articulate the complexity of modern women’s struggles beyond the 

capacity of performance traditions. Lastly, her innovative attempts offered readers an 

exceptional play-reading experience. Although most readers could not understand her 

implications, the diverse ethical inquiries could have stimulated readers to provoke 

meditations on love and freedom during a solitary reading of her printed plays. With 

more previously unpublished biographical materials as well as writings being revealed 

over the years, we now have more references to “decode” and re-interpret her 

encrypted “private scripts”. This enables us to further understand modern women’s 

position straddled between traditional values and new culture, and arouse fresh 

perspectives to evaluate the ethical consequences of the wide-spread Nora phenomena 

in the Republican era.
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Chapter 4   Yuan Changying’s “Scholarly Plays” for an Elite  
 Readership, 1928-1936 
 

4.1   Introduction 

 
I hope our aspiring literary writers, [……], will also be 
inspired to earnestly conduct further investigations on the 
miseries or consolation that the underprivileged have been 
experiencing, and use these [materials] to create modernised 
drama – drama with signs of living, which can influence and 
improve [our] society, [as well as] improve [our] lives. 

 - Yuan Changying, 1926776 

Obviously, this play [Kongqüe dongnanfei by Yuan 
Changying] is an extremely serious tragedy. However, 
judging from the atmosphere in the theatre that night, it was 
turned into a laughing comedy. This is not a failure caused 
by the actors. [Allow me to] be rather straightforward – in 
fact, the audience that night was too shallow to appreciate a 
noble tragedy.  

- Su Xuelin, 1935777 

Not all of the audience in theatres are philosophers, nor 
researchers on dramatic techniques; so, it [Yuan’s Kongqüe 
dongnanfei] will only leave them with [nothing else but] 
scalding tears! After departing from the theatre, I am afraid 
that all will be in vain, as its educational value is rarefied.  

- Tian Qin,1944778 
 
 

In contrast to the private approach that Bai Wei had adopted in the early stage 

of her playwriting, Yuan Changying had shown her intention to face the public at the 

outset of her playwriting career, but ultimately, a majority of Yuan’s plays only 

reached an elite readership. Yuan had gone overseas in 1916 and again in 1926 to study 

Literature and Drama in Britain and France respectively, and became a renowned 

                                                
776  Yang Yuan Changying  trans, "Jiliao shide (Lonesome-like)," by Harold 
Brighthouse, Dongfang zazhi  (The Eastern Miscellany) 23, no. 9 (1926): 125-26. 
777 Su’s commentary was written after the Kongqüe performance staged by students at Guoli Wuhan 
daxue 」  (The National Wuhan University) in 1935. See Su Xuelin , "Kongqüe 
dongnanfei juben ji qi shangyan chengji de piping 「  (Criticism 
over the script and staging of Southeast flies the peacock)," in Qingniao ji, 37. 
778 Tian, "Zhongguo nüjuzuojia lun," 68. 
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scholar in Western Literature following her return to China in 1928.779 She had, 

therefore, a more formulated training in drama as compared to Bai Wei’s amateur 

interest. Both her advanced playwriting techniques and transcultural visions shown 

through her creations both gained many compliments, and her plays written between 

1928 and 1936 met considerable demand from readers in the Republican era as seen 

from the reprinting records.780 Most of the preceding studies on Yuan discuss how she 

offered innovative insights into marriage and family relations through her masterpiece 

Kongqüe dongnanfei, a dramatic adaptation of an old Han ballad of the same name, 

through the integration of western knowledge and dramatic techniques into her 

Chinese playwriting. However, researchers to date have scarcely examined the 

reception of this play during the Republican era, and have lost sight of the fact that the 

play had triggered a series of polemics following its stage performance in 1935.781 As 

reflected in the second quotation listed above, there were varied perceptions of the 

play’s nature and the message that it intended to convey. Some critics, like Su, tended 

to blame the audience having shallow vision and misinterpreting the play; some 

criticised Yuan for engaging in rarefied pursuits distant from ordinary people’s ability 

to understand, and Tian shared this view as seen in the last quotation above. Most 

researchers have also overlooked that the readership of all of her other plays appeared 

to have been predominantly restricted to the highly educated population. 

The discrepancies between Yuan’s motives and the outcomes of her 

playwriting raise many questions: the first quote shows that Yuan Changying had 

appealed to her fellow writers to write about the life of the underprivileged, but how 

deeply had she engaged in the relevant topics when she started playwriting? Why she 

was being accused of creating plays that were not suitable for the general public? Was 

the elite readership intentionally created, or propelled by an external force? Should 

Yuan be held responsible for the miscommunication between her plays and the general 

                                                
779 Yang Jingyuan , "Muqin Yuan Changying  (Mother Yuan Changying)," in 
Xianning ganxiao yiqiantian  (A thousand days at the Xianning Cadre School), ed. 
Yang Jingyuan  (Wuhan: Changjing wenyi chubanshe , 2000), 187-88. 
780 Details of the reprinting records of Yuan’s plays are listed in section 4.2. 
781  Yuan’s Kongqüe dongnanfei was performed at the Wuhan Women’s Teacher Training School 
(Wuhan nüzi shifan 」 ) in April 1935 as part of a fundraising programme. From April to 
June in 1935, scathing reviews on the performance continued to appear on Wuhan Ribao. See Su, "Su 
xu  (Foreword by Su)," in Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita dumuju, 4.  
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public? She had only allowed a certain group of readers to appreciate her work and to 

have a change in perspective, so could her plays still be regarded as successful? This 

chapter addresses these questions by examining the different factors that had led to the 

restricted readership of her work, and traces the actual impact that Yuan brought to 

Chinese society.  

The limited reception of Yuan’s plays was particular and controversial in the 

1930s, as this was the decade in which Proletarian Literature was advocated. Also, in 

the wake of the Japanese aggression in Manchuria in 1931, literature with the theme 

of anti-Japanese resistance started to emerge. A movement of increasing street theatre 

was also initiated, as drama as been employed as a tool to awaken the general public 

and instil a national consciousness in them.782  Many of Yuan’s plays centred on 

discussing marriage as well as other family relations, and her choice of the content 

does not appear to fit in the trend of the time. Since 1925, the focus of literary creations 

gradually shifted from personal liberation to the class struggle and national salvation. 

Content on love and marriage could still be found, but in most of the plays, the pursuit 

of freedom of love was no longer the prime concern of the characters - personal love 

relationships were only encouraged if the couple could join hands to contribute to the 

pressing social imperatives, or else, personal affairs would not override the national 

discourse.783 In Spring 1927, a wide-spread debate on how to create “revolutionary 

literature” emerged. Topics being discussed included whether literature should reflect 

current social reality; whether it should represent a broad social horizon, and be written 

from the point of view of the working class (if that would be possible); and whether it 

should be bound to being positive, forceful, and dynamic. 784  These issues were 

protractedly revisited in the 1930s, when there was a rapid growth of the League of 

Left-wing writers which is usually abbreviated as the Left League (Zuolian ).785  

The Left League was founded in 1930, and it became a very influential group 

in the literary field in the 1930s. The associated group called the League of Left-wing 

                                                
782 Xiaobing Tang, "Street Theater and Subject Formation in Wartime China: Toward a New Form of 
Public Art," Cross-Currents: East Asian History and Culture Review 5, no. 1 (2016): 85–114. 
783 McDougall and Louie, The Literature of China in the Twentieth Century, 159. 
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Dramatists was founded in 1931.786 These unions set writers on a mission to promote 

proletarian revolution through literary writings, as a part of the Communist Party’s 

policy to institutionalise left-wing goals through literature and the arts. The target 

readers of Proletarian literature were the members of the working class, so writers were 

being requested to create content suitable for them.787 This growing trend had exerted 

a notable impact on the theatres, which the party regarded as a focused point to 

influence public opinion.788 Many of the early dramatists, such as Tian Han and Hong 

Shen, accepted the new direction; many others pursued other careers. Playwrights who 

did not become members of the League of Left-wing Dramatists found it increasingly 

difficult to strive for publishing and staging opportunities, as many performance 

venues were gradually coming under the control of the Left League.789  

Unlike Bai Wei, who joined the Left League and the League of Left-wing 

Dramatists as one of the early members, 790  Yuan had different literary pursuits 

throughout her playwriting career. She also advocated that writers should write about 

the life of the underprivileged, but her creations are seemingly different from the 

Proletarian works that were entirely written for the working class. In an article 

published in 1937, Yuan strongly criticised Left-wing Literature for dominating the 

field over an extended number of years, and leaving very limited room for literary 

works from other factions to grow.791 

The conventional views of the Left League dominated the literary field in the 

1930s, and Left-wing drama being the mainstream form of drama for that decade, have 

been questioned in recent research. For instance, Zhao Jianxin points out that left-wing 

drama and anti-Japanese drama both occupied a significant position in the 1930s, but 

they did not monopolise the field of drama production as there were other plays written 

                                                
786 Wong, "A Literary Organisation with a Clear Political Agenda: The Chinese League of Left-Wing 
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790 Sheng, Ershishuji zhongguo nüxing wenxueshi, 154.  
791 Yuan Changying, "Xian jieduan suo xuyao de wenxue ü  (The type of literature 
needed at this present stage)," Wenyi (Wuchang)  (Literature and art - Wuchang) 4, no. 
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by liberal writers who were not from the Left-wing nor the Right-wing.792 Lu Wei 

 shares the same view, and he goes further to argue that the broad range of centrist 

plays and the small amount of Right-wing plays sum up to a much higher proportion 

than the Left-wing drama.793 The accuracy of the statistics provided by Lu require 

further justification,794 but notably, many different playwriting attempts have been 

under-represented in preceding narratives of the modern Chinese drama development. 

Moreover, Lu validated that around one-third of the almost 1000 plays created in the 

years from 1930 to 1935 touched on the topics of love and marriage, but the focus was 

shifted to how the pursuits were being obstructed by the widespread social 

problems.795 Therefore, Yuan’s firm adherence to discussing marriage and family 

relations in drama creations is still particular.  

While the actual degree of the Left-wing’s predominance in the field of drama 

production will need to be re-examined by further studies in the future, it does not 

change the fact that Yuan criticised the Left-wing for dominating the field and 

overshadowing other creations. This perception was formed by Yuan very likely due 

to the following reasons: the Left League not only actively recruited members to join 

their cause, but its members and fellowers also fiercely attacked writers that had 

different views. Yuan was also being attacked primarily because she was considered a 

member of the Contemporary Review Clique (Xiandai pinglun pai ), 

which had entanglements with the Left-wing.796 Yuan might have also developed a 

prejudice against the Left-wing writers as her father and husband both served in the 

Nationalist Government, and Yuan was a supporter of the regime as well as the 

                                                
792 Zhao, Zhongguo xiandai fei zhuliu xiju yanjiu, 65-66. 
793 Lu, "Zuoyi ziju shi sanshi niandai xiju de zhuliu ma?," 8. 
794 Lu argued that among the nearly 1000 plays created in the years from 1930 to 1935, 38 plays are 
Left-wing drama, 71 of them are “Red drama” from the Soviet area in Jiangsu , around 300 are 
anti-Japanese drama, and the remaining 600 plays are mixtures of different plays including historical 
plays, plays created for specific aspects of social education, and those reflect social problems as well as 
the  life struggles of young people. See Ibid., 5-8. 
795 The statistics require further justification due to a few reasons: firstly, Lu only surveyed plays from 
the first half of the decade, and therefore cannot fully represent the drama creations in the 1930s; 
secondly, Lu said there were nearly 1000 plays created between 1930 and 1935 merely because he found 
this number of plays from the Zhongguo xiandai xiju zongmu tiyao  (Synopses 
of modern Chinese drama), and he realised that there might be a double amount of plays have not been 
recorded; lastly, Lu only classified the plays based on his reading of the abstracts of the plays listed in 
Zhongguo xiandai xiju zongmu tiyao, so the classification might not be entirely accurate. For Lu’s 
explaination of his survey, see Ibid., 3-8.  
796 Su, "Su xu," in Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita dumuju, 4-5. 
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Nationalist Literature.797 However, Yuan was not the only one who believed that their 

ideological independence as well as their literary freedom were at risk.798 In this 

connection, the case study on Yuan aims to uncover some of the non-leftist playwriting 

attempts which have previously been marginalised, and reflect the difficulties faced 

by playwrights who did not choose to only write about class struggle or national 

salvation.  

Similar to Bai Wei’s early plays, the reception of Yuan’s plays was 

contradictory. Yuan was raised to fame in the field of playwriting after she published 

her adaptation of Kongqüe dongnanfei in 1930.799 The original Han ballad tells the 

tragic encounter of a young girl who was expelled by her widowed mother-in-law,800 

and Yuan’s version was considered ingenious as she shifted the emphasis to show how 

the latter was also victimised by the way her sexual and emotional needs were 

suppressed in traditional society.801 The collection Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita dumuju 

 (Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays), 

which compiled the first six of Yuan’s plays and was first published in 1930, was 

reprinted in 1933, 1935 and 1940.802 Those plays also appeared in other journals and 

collections printed in the Republican era, which evinced that a continued reading 

demand for her plays existed. In 1933, Wang Zhefu  indicated that although 

Yuan had only created this collection with limited number of plays, it awarded her a 

considerable reputation in the literary field.803 In the same year, scholar Fei Jianzhao 

 reviewed the whole collection and her new play Xiao  (Laugh). He highly 

commended the vivid descriptions of characters, as well as the dramatic yet justified 

                                                
797 Ibid. 
798 McDougall and Louie, The Literature of China in the Twentieth Century, 160; Laughlin, "The Debate 
on Revolutionary Literature," 401-04. 
799 Sun Geng , "Kongqüe dongnanfei de juzouzhe: Yuan Changying xiansheng 

 (Author of the play Southeast Flies the Peacock - Ms Yuan Changying)," Fusheng 
banyuekan  (The women's voices fortnightly) 1, no. 6 (1946): 9. 
800 An English translation of the ballad can be found in Hans H. Frankel, "The Chinese Ballad 'Southeast 
Fly The Peacocks'," Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 34 (1974): 248-71. 
801 Kui Feng , "Yuan Changying de Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita  
(Yuan Changying's 'Southeast flies the peacock and other plays')," Shen Bao, 24 December 1936, 17. 
802 Reprinting records are listed in section 4.2.1 and 4.2.2. 
803 Wang Zhefu , Zhongguo xinwenxue yundongshi  (History of the new 
literary movement in China) (Beijing: Jiecheng shuju , 1933), 252. 
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plots in Yuan’s plays.804 In 1944, Tan Qin appraised that the quality of Yuan’s plays 

has “almost surpassed all those written by the other male playwrights in general”, and 

he believed that everyone who had read her Kongqüe dongnanfei would not find his 

appraisal exaggerated.805  

 On the contrary, much criticism of her plays developed concurrently. For 

instance, after Yuan published her first three plays, literary critic Huang Ying  

(Qian Xingqun ) admitted that Yuan was good at certain aspects of dramatic 

writing, for example selecting materials and developing the storylines, however, he 

thought Yuan’s immaturity was shown through the conflicting plots, weak expressions 

and inappropriate concepts - she was also accused of displaying the ideologies of the 

capitalist class.806 Following the Kongqüe dongnanfei performance in early 1935, 

Yuan’s adaptation was fiercely attacked by criticisms submitted to the newspapers 

Wuhan Ribao and Daguang Bao  (Great Light Newspaper) from April to June 

of the same year.807 The polemics were initially triggered by the varied perceptions of 

the performance, but then they also evolved around the content and style of Yuan’s 

drama script.808  

Several of Yuan’s plays were reprinted between 1932 and 1940, and she 

became a renowned professor at Wuhan University 」  from 1929 to 1955.809 

However, she scarcely captured any attention between 1937 and the 1980s, and has 

remained much less well-known than her fellow women writers to date. One of the 

reasons for this would be related to her retreat from playwriting since 1937 – she only 

published one more play in 1947, and does not seem to have other unpublished plays. 

A more influential factor would be the political persecution that she had continually 

suffered since she was labelled as an “extreme rightist” in 1957. The convictions 

                                                
804 Fei Jianzhao , "Yuan Changying nüshi de xiju  (Plays by Ms Yuan 
Changying)," Pangguan  (Spectacle) no. 20 (1933): 24-27. 
805 Tian, "Zhongguo nüjuzuojia lun," 63. 
806 Huang Ying , Xiandai zhongguo nüzuojia  (Modern Chinese women writers) 
(Shanghai: Beixin shuju , 1931), 110-21. 
807 Su Xuelin , Qingniao ji  (The blue bird collection) (Changsha: Shangwu yinshuguan 

, 1938), 2. 
808 "Kongqüe dongnanfei juben ji qi shangyan chengji de piping," 39. 
809  Luo Xichun , Yuan Changying pingzhuan  (A critical biography of Yuan 
Changying) (Hunan: Xiangtan daxue chubanshe , 2015), 119. 
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charged against her were reviewed and revoked shortly before her death in 1973.810 

Several researchers started to collect scattered materials on Yuan, and started to 

reintroduce her in the early 1980s.811 Many of her literary creations and critical essays, 

which had been  banned, were reprinted in the 1980s and again in the early 1990s.812 

A compilation of memorial essays written by Yuan’s relatives, friends, colleagues, 

students, and researchers was published in 2002, and the collection reveals many 

details of Yuan’s life and works.813 

Since the 120th anniversary in 2014 of Yuan Changying’s birth, more efforts 

have been devoted to further promote studies on Yuan and reading of her work. A 

symposium was held in 2014, which featured sharing of memories from Yuan’s 

granddaughter who lived with Yuan during the early years of the political persecution. 

Her relatives and former neighbours also recounted their interactions with Yuan in her 

                                                
810  Even though Yuan turned to support the governance of the Communist Party from 1949, she 
continually suffered from political persecution. She was labelled as an “extreme rightist” in 1957 
following her participation in the Hundred Flowers movement, and she was sent to work in a library. 
As she had previously served several roles in the Nationalist government, she was charged as a 
“historical counterrevolutionary” in 1958. She was dismissed from her teaching at the university, and 
was ordered to be responsible for street sweeping. The “rightist” label was removed in 1964, but she 
was still forced to stay at home and was never re-employed. After suffering greatly from her husband’s 
suicide and her children’s avoidance of her during the Cultural Revolution, she was expelled to her 
hometown in 1969. See ibid., 201-04. 
811 From 1978 onwards, researchers Li Yang and Yan Dechun  started to collect scattered 
materials relevant to Yuan’s life and works. They published the first introduction and review of Yuan’s 
literary works in 1981 and 1982 respectively. See Li , "Zuojia, xuexhe Yuan Changying," 187-91; 
Zhongguo wenxuejia cidian bianweihui , ed. Zhongguo wenxuejia cidian 

 (Biographical dictionary of Chinese writers), Vol. Xiandai (Er) . (Hong Kong: 
Wenhua ziliao gongyingshe , 1980), 757. Some other early studies which include a 
more detailed introduction to Yuan’s works are published by the end of the 1980s, including Xie 
Yunmei , "Shilun Yuan Changying de juzuo  (A preliminary discussion on 
Yuan Changying's plays)," Qiusuo  (The quest), no. 5 (1988): 93-96; Tang Yongqiu , 
"Jianlun Yuan Changying  (A simple introduction to Yuan Changying)," ibid., no. 6 (1989): 
104-07. 
812  Yuan Changying , Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita dumuju  
(Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays) (Taibei: Taiwan shangyuyin shuguan 

, 1983); Yuan Changying zuopinxuan  (Selected works of Yuan Changying) 
(Changsha: Hunan remin chubanshe , 1985); Su Xuelin , ed. Yuan Changying 
wenxuan  (Selected works of Yuan Changying) (Taipei: Hongfan shudian , 1986); 
Yuan Changying , Shanju sanmo   (Ink sketches from a forest nook) (Shijiazhuang: 
Hebei jiaoyu chubanshe , 1994). 
813 Yang Jingyuan , ed. Feihui de konque: Yuan Changying  (The return 
of a peacock: Yuan Changying) (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe , 2002). 
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later years.814 The Yuan Changying Memorial Park (Yuan Changying jinianyuan 

3 ) opened in Yuan’s hometown Liling  in Hunan on 24 December 

2017. Within the extensive park Yuan’s grave, the former residence where she lived 

in her later years, the neighbourhood with a cherry blossom grove and a small lake, a 

memorial square, and an exhibition hall which showcases a brief history of her life and 

works can all be found.815  

A biography and a critical biography of Yuan were published in 2014 and 2015 

respectively. 816  By gathering and integrating most of the previously published 

materials on Yuan, these two books both provide a chronological and fairly 

comprehensive guide to readers. However, not many materials relevant to her 

playwriting and drama publication experiences are included. The reviewer of the 

critical biography pointed out that it does not offer many critical views.817 Moreover, 

these two books use a similar way of writing as the Bai Wei pingzhuan when they 

narrate the author’s experiences, citations are generally not included. This makes it 

difficult to distinguish whether the descriptions are paraphrased from existing sources, 

or based on the authors’ interpretation of historical sources. Therefore, I have mainly 

analysed the primary materials that I could trace, and only quote from these books 

when a particular source is not available elsewhere.  

Contemporary research on Yuan mainly focuses on western influences shown 

in her works. Most of the western studies on Yuan concentrate on close-reading and 

analysis of her masterpiece Kongqüe dongnanfei. These studies discuss how 

                                                
814 "Wo shi juban jinian Yuan Changying danchen 120 zhounian zuotanhui 
120  (Our city held a symposium commemorating the 120th anniversary of Yuan 
Changying's birth)," Zhuzhou xinwen wang  (Zhuzhou News), published on 28 October 
2014, accessed 18 March 2018, http://www.zznews.gov.cn/news/2014/1028/141913.shtml. 
815 "Liling Yuan Changying jinian yuan kaiyuan  (Opening of the Yuan 
Changying memorial park in Liling)," Zhuzhou xinwen wang  (Zhuzhou News), published 
on 26 December 2017, accessed 11 January 2018; "Yuan Changying jinian yuan kaiyuan 

 (Opening of the Yuan Changying memorial park)," Liling xinwen wang  (Liling 
News), published on 27 December 2017, accessed 11 January 2018, http://www.lilingnews.com/content. 
php?id=14704. 
816 Huang Shaochun , Liling de  Kongqüe: Yuan Changying  (The 
peacock of Liling: Yuan Changying) (Changsha: Hunan renmin chubanshe , 2014); 
Luo, Yuan Changying pingzhuan. 
817 Zhao Yanqiu , "Xu  (Preface)," in Yuan Changying pingzhuan  (A critical 
biography of Yuan Changying) (Hunan: Xiangtan daxue chubanshe , 2015), 3-4. 
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innovative it was for Yuan to integrate western psychological analysis, as well as 

western theories of tragedy within a traditional Chinese literary work, to create a 

rendition that offered insights to family relationship problems relevant to the May 

Fourth context. 818  Other studies identify the traces of psychoanalytic theories, 

modernist art techniques, aestheticism, and resemblance to Shakespearean plays; they 

also indicate that the western influences co-existed with traces of traditional Chinese 

culture in Yuan’s works.819 These studies are mainly based on analysis of the plays 

included in the collection of Yuan’s plays which has been repeatedly reprinted, and 

scarcely examine the less well-known plays. They only point out the employment of 

psychological and psychoanalytic analysis, without discussing discuss how Yuan’s 

approach was different from that of her fellow writers, nor how those “innovative” 

plays were perceived in the Republican era.  

Many of the preceding studies mentioned above have assumed that the western 

influences originated from Yuan’s studies in Edinburgh and Paris, without 

investigating her actual experiences during the overseas exposure. 820  The 

                                                
818 Catherine Chan Li, "Southeast the Peacock Flies, A May-fourth Tragedy" (PhD Diss., University of 
California, Los Angeles, 1987); Elizabeth Eide, "The Ballad of Kongque dongnan fei as Freudian 
Feminist Drama during the May Fourth Period," in Interliterary and Intraliterary Aspects of the May 
Fourth Movement 1919 in China, ed. Marian Galik (Bratislava: Veda, 1990), 129-38; Jingyuan Zhang, 
Psychoanalysis in China: Literary Transformations 1919-1949 (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University, 1992), 
80-81; Haiping Yan, Chinese Women Writers and the Feminist Imagination, 1905-1948, 111-18; Lee, 
Revolution of the Heart, 199-205. 
819 Wang Zhongping , "Shanqiu xinsheng yu yibang: Lun Yuan Changying dui jingshen genxi 
xueshuo de yijie yu yunyong –  (Good 
at seeking for new voices from overseas: On Yuan Changying's translation and application of the theory 
of Psychoanalysis)," Hunan sheng shehui zhuyi xuebao  (Journal of the Hunan 
Provincial Institute of Socialism), no. 3 (2008): 62-65; Song Mengzhi , "Zhongguo xiangdai 
xijushi shang de qiangwei hua: Yuan Changying xiju yanjiu 

 (A rose in the history of Modern Chinese Drama: Study on Yuang Changying's Drama)" 
(Master diss., Suzhou daxue  (Soochow University), 2009); Jin Jie , "Zhongguo xiandai 
nüzuojia Yuan Changying yu Shashibiya  (Modern Chinese 
women writer Yuan Changying and Shakespeare)," Zhongwai wenhua jiaoliu  (China 
and the World Cultural Exchange), no. 6 (1994): 23-24; Yang Jingyuan , "Yuan Changying he 
Shashibiya  (Yuan Changying and Shakespeare)," Waiguo wenxue yanjiu 

 (Studies on Foreign Literature), no. 4 (1994): 1-3; Li Weimin , "Zhongguo shaxueshi 
shang de shuangzi xingzuo: Jiexhu de shashibiya yanjiu zhuanjia Yuan Changying he Sun Jiazhao 

 (The Gemini constellation 
in the history of Shakespeare studies China: outstanding research experts Yuan Changying and Sun 
Jiazhao)," Zhiye jishu  (Vocational Technology), no. 7 (2004): 26-28. 
820 For instance, Zhu Weihua pointed out that Yuan’s "extended years of overseas studies had enabled 
her to have a thorough understanding of the advantages and disadvantages of western civilisations, so 
she did not blindly worship those Western modern civilisations." However, he only supported his 
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specialisation and duration of Yuan’s study in Paris are clearly recorded in existing 

sources.821 Some of her experiences in Paris are briefly recorded in one of her essays 

and in Zheng Zhenduo’s diary, and are retold in her biographies.822 Yuan’s endeavours 

in Edinburgh, however, remained obscure. The scant records of her studies in Britain 

found in her writings and biographical materials have led to many misinterpretations 

and simplifications of her endeavour. For instance, she has been mistakenly described 

as a graduate of the University of Cambridge who received an aristocratic education,823 

which is a distorted understanding as it contradicts the fact that Yuan received a non-

aristocratic education at the University of Edinburgh.824 This is one of the distinct 

examples of people’s vague impression of the education she had received in the United 

Kingdom. 825  Investigation into Yuan’s actual learning experiences from abroad, 

particularly in Scotland, and how that overseas exposure contributed to her playwriting 

style, are still found wanting. 

Yuan’s dual-identity as an academic and a writer have been another major 

focus of the studies. When Yuan’s friend Su Xuelin reviewed her work in 1986, she 

                                                
argument by quoting from essays that Yuan had written more than six years after she settled back in 
China. Zhu Weihua, "Yu shengming tonggou de yishi: shilun Bai Wei, Yuan Changying huaju 
chuangzuo". 
821  Yuan left for Paris in August 1926, and she studied French Literature and Modern Drama at 
Université de la Sorbonne Nouvelle (The New Sorbonne University, also known as University of Paris 
III). She returned to China in spring 1928. See "Mingri fangyang zhi fu Fa xuesheng 

 (Students who are going overseas to France tomorrow)," Shen Bao, 13 August 1926; Yuan, Shanju 
sanmo (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, 1937), 232; Yuan, "Muqin Yuan Changying," 188; Huang, 
Liling de  Kongqüe: Yuan Changying, 72. 
822 Yuan Changying, "Bali de yiye  (A night in Paris)," Zhongxing zhoukan  
(Resurgence weekly) 2, no. 16 (1934), 18; Zheng Zhenduo , Ouxing riji  (Diary of the 
European journey) (Shanghai: Liangyou tushu yingshua gongsi , 1934), 86, 98-99, 
108-11, 113, 131, 151. Huang, Liling de Kongqüe: Yuan Changying, 69-83; Luo, Yuan Changying 
pingzhuan, 40-45. 
823 Zhang Wei , "Yuan Changying: Dangnian zhimei  (Yuan Changying: the 
beauty of those years)," Zhongguo qingnian bao  (The China youth daily) 5 November 
2008. This article was later reprinted with another title: "Jiaoqiao daxue biye de zhewei xiaojie 

 (This lady who graduated from Cambridge University)," Shiye  (Vision), no. 
1 (2009): 10-11. 
824 The Scottish universities, including the University of Edinburgh, had long-standing non-aristocratic 
traditions. See G. S. Osborne, Scottish and English Schools: A Comparative Survey of the Past Fifty 
Years (London: Longmans, 1966),  235-36. 
825Yuan had also been mistakenly regarded as a graduate with a master degree in political science in a 
news report, and in another news report, she was regarded as a graduate of  University of London:  "Liu 
Ying xuesheng lianpian fanguo  (Students who studied in the United Kingdom 
return together to China)," Shen Bao, 14th October 1921; "Xiang nüjie zhi zhengzhi yundong 

 (Hunan women's political movement)," Shen Bao, 1 October 1922. 
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mentioned that “we have to admit that Professor Yuan is a genuinely knowledgeable 

person, who shows a marked difference from the uninformed authors like me.”826 

Yuan Changying’s daughter, Yang Jingyuan states that “she [Yuan Changying] 

is different from the authors who only extract materials from their life and their 

imagination; she is an academic, she is a scholarly author who has a thorough 

knowledge of both Western and Chinese culture.”827 There are studies which regard 

Yuan as a scholarly women writer and playwright,828 and one of them is devoted to 

discussing how her life in academia affected her writing style.829 However, the distinct 

differences of Yuan’s plays as compared to those written by other authors who were 

also academics, and how the scholarly content and style affected where her plays could 

be published, as well as what kind of readership they eventually reached, are yet to be 

addressed. 

 The majority of the preceding studies on Yuan have emphasised her invaluable 

contribution. However, they scarcely discuss the shortcoming of those plays. 

Zhongguo xiandai xiju shigao is a source that includes criticism of her plays. It 

indicates that Yuan’s plays are considered to have “clearly exposed her emotional 

attachment to the traditional rituals and ethics”, and “reflected her limitations and 

conservatism” as she “failed to see the historical trend behind complex phenomena”.830 

This seems to contradict some other studies which focused on examining the female 

consciousness in Yuan’s creations, and which found that she projected advanced 

understanding and thoughts on women’s rights in modern China.831 Some suggest that 

                                                
826 Su Xuelin , "Xu  (Foreword)," in Yuan Changying wenxuan, 3. 
827 Yuan, "Muqin Yuan Changying," 200. 
828 Hu Decai , "Nü xuezhe de beixiju: lun Yuan Changying de xiju chuangzuo 

 (Tragedies and comedies of a women scholar: On Yuan Changying's 
dramatic creation)," Shehui kexue zhanxian  (Social Science Front), no. 4 (1991): 339-
46; Zhou Rui , "Lun xiandai xuexhexing nüzuojia Yuan Changying de wenxue chuangzuo 

 (On the literary creation of a modern scholarly women writer Yuan 
Changying)," Shaoyang xueyuan xuebao  (Jounal of the Shaoyang University) 7, no. 2 
(2008): 114-17. 
829 Liu Xin , "Xueyuanpai juzuojia Yuan Changying de shihua xiju 

 (The poetic plays of a scholarly playwright Yuan Changying)" (MA diss., Guizhou shifan daxue 
 (Guizhou Normal University), 2008). 

830 Chen and Dong, eds., Zhongguo xiandai xiju shigao, 212. 
831 Peng Caiyun , "Lun Yuan Changying de xiandai yishi  (On the 
modern consciousness in Yuan Changying's works)," Hunan wenli xueyuan xuebao 

 (Journal of Hunan University of Arts and Science) 30, no. 2 (2005): 52-53; Zou Yanjiu , 
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Yuan attempted to reconcile the new ideas from the West with traditional Chinese 

culture,832 but they have not continued to explore why her attempts were considered as 

progressive by some people and as conservative for others.  

This chapter aims to clarify many obscure facets of Yuan’s life and works, and 

to offer new interpretations of her playwriting career by examining her elite approach 

as well as bringing in a more comprehensive analysis of their reception. To achieve 

this, I will conduct a case study by making reference to a wide range of materials. The 

first group is the memorial essays written by Yuan’s relatives, friends, and students. 

These essays are included in the collection edited by Yuan’s daughter, and in the 1980s 

reprinted editions of Yuan’s works. Apart from this group of contemporarily edited 

and printed sources, I will also present and study four other groups of rarely studied 

and newly found materials: The second group comprises of historical sources related 

to Yuan’s academic endeavour in Edinburgh, including selected records from the 

University of Edinburgh archives, history of the university, education policies of 

Scotland and the city's cultural heritage. The third group is the scarcely studied works 

by Yuan, including the less well-known plays and her essays on drama theories as well 

as literature views. The fourth group is publication and sales records of Yuan’s plays. 

The fifth group is reviews and commentaries by critics, established writers and general 

readers from the Republican era.  

In this chapter, I will trace the target readers and the details of the reception of 

Yuan’s plays; instead of merely acknowledging the unique drama content and style 

                                                
"Yuan Changying xiju de nüxing yishi tanyuan 。 (Exploration on the 
orgins of Yuan Changying’s female consciousness)," Xiangtan xueyuan xuebao  
(Journal of Xiangtan Normal University) 29, no. 1 (2007): 74-76. 
832 Kang Wenqing , "Rong xinsichao yu chuantong wenhua de Yuan Changying –

 (Yuan Changying, who integrated new thoughts with traditional culture)," Chuanshan 
xuekan  (Chuanshan journal), no. 2 (1999): 30-31; Zhou Mi , "Yuan Changying bixia de 
nüxing xingxiang: lizu yu zhongxi wenhua jiaorong de guankui –

 (Images of women in Yuan Changying's writings: based on the merging of 
Chinese and Western cultures)," Anhui ligong daxue xuebao  (Jounal of the Anhui 
University of Science and Technology), no. 3 (2004): 37-40; Liu Xin , "Yuan Changying dui 
Zhongxi wenhua de xuanze yu jieshou  (Yuan Changying's selection 
and acceptance of Chinese and Western cultures)," Anshun xueyuan xuebao  (Journal of 
the Anshun University), no. 4 (2009): 3-5; Yang Xiaobo , "Shilun Yuan Changying de nüxing 
yishi ji zhonghe zhi mei  (A preliminary discussion on Yuan 
Changying's female consciousness and the beauty of her notion of compromise)," Qinzhou xueyuan 
xuebao  (Journal of Qinzhou University) 25, no. 3 (2010): 104-07. 
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that she brought to the literary scene on which all the existing studies have focused. 

The first section will provide an overview of Yuan’s dramatic creation, and suggest 

how the mode of publication changed through four different phases. The second 

section will trace her experience of Scottish education with brief references to her 

experiences in Paris,833 and how these exposures influenced her playwriting style. The 

third section will argue that Yuan adopted an elitist approach in playwriting, by 

comparing her approach to the approaches concurrently adopted by her peers. This 

includes an investigation into Yuan’s attempts in keeping a distance from the Left–

Right literary spectrum. The fourth section will discuss how Yuan’s authorial choices 

had generated scholarly representations of the genre of National Literature, and how 

her plays deviated from the May Fourth and post May Fourth pursuits. This is followed 

by the last section which focuses on discussing the ways in which Yuan’s plays 

reached out to particular groups of readers, and how she attained knowledge transfer 

through the publishing of her plays in specific types of publications.   

Through in-depth analysis of Yuan’s authorial choices in playwriting, and the 

responses from readers and critics in the 1930s, this case study will establish new 

perspectives from which to re-evaluate her actual influence in the Republican era. 

Moreover, this case study will identify the obstacles to drama publication other than 

the Republican playwrights’ mastery of professional dramaturgy, and it will also 

evaluate the room for playwrights’ ideological independence under the prevailing urge 

for Proletarian literature during the 1930s.  

 

 

                                                
833 I will not be discussing Yuan’s experiences in Paris in detail, as I have only been able to gather very 
sketchy information on her exposure in Paris between 1926 and 1928. It is difficult to access relevant 
materials. I have searched, but I cannot find any materials other than the two sources I quoted in the 
literature review earlier in this introduction which had previously been identified. The two sources 
include Yuan’s essay Bali de yiye which tells her encounter with a heartbroken young French lady after 
she spent a night at an opera house, and Zheng Zhenduo’s diary which records his meet-ups with Yuan 
Changying in Paris as well as their visits to the opera house. Yuan’s study records do not seem to be 
available at the New Sorbonne University, and a possible reason is that, according to Yuan, she audited 
at the university – this means that she might not have enrolled in an official study programme. Also, 
none of the existing sources have mentioned that she graduated from this university with a degree. 
Therefore, unlike her degree studies at the University of Edinburgh which could be traced from records 
at the university, it is not possible to trace what classes and extra-curricular activities she had attended 
in Paris. See Yuan, "Bali de yiye,"; Zheng, Ouxing riji, 86, 98-99, 108-11, 13, 31, 51; Yuan changying, 
"Yuan Changying zizhuan xiaozhuan  (A short personal statement from Yuan 
Changying)," in Kongqüe dongnanfei  ji qita dumuju, 1. 
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4.2   An Overview of Yuan’s Four Playwriting Phases 

 Yuan established an well-rounded career in drama following her return to 

China: she first taught Shakespeare’s drama in 1922,834 first published translated 

plays in 1925,835 and started to publish her plays in 1928.836  The total numbers of 

plays authored by Yuan recorded in existing bibliographies differ: the ones included 

in Yang Jingyuan’s collection,837 in researcher Lu’s compilation,838 and on display in 

the newly opened exhibition hall in Yuan’s memorial park both listed nine;839 the 

ones compiled by researcher Chen and Song both listed ten.840 In the overview below, 

I will show that Yuan published eleven plays, and discuss why two of them are often 

overlooked. Yuan also published five short stories, over fourteen prose works, nine 

translated works, and almost thirty critical essays on literary works as well as on 

literary theories.841 Due to her expertise in drama as seen from her teaching and 

research, her plays attracted most attention among her other writings.  

Unlike Bai Wei’s plays, most of Yuan’s plays do not have a clear timeframe 

of creation that could be traced. Also, Yuan did not have an obvious change in style 

during her playwriting career. However, the way that her plays were published 

changed over time. There were clear-cut differences between four phases of her 

playwriting career: in the first phase, her plays were published in well-known journals; 

in the second phase, her new plays were published directly in her compiled collection; 

in the third phase, her new plays were published in politically neutral publications; in 

the fourth phase, her final play was published as a monograph. These changes, on the 

one hand, show Yuan’s changing authorial choices in targeting different groups of 

                                                
834 Luo, Yuan Changying pingzhuan, 192. 
835 Chen, "Yuan Changying zheyi nianbiao  (Chronological list of Yuan's translated 
works and creations)," Huayin shifan xueyuan xuebao  (Journal of Huayin Teachers 
College), no. 3 (2008): 365. 
836 Ibid. 
837 Yuan, Feihui de konque, 200-07. 
838 Lu Yingjuan , "Yuan Changying xiansheng zheyi mulu  (Bibliography 
of Ms Yuan Changying's creations and translated works)," Wuhan daxue xuebao 」  
(Wuhan University Journal) 56, no. 6 (2003): 745-46. 
839  "Yuan Changying jinianyuan kaiyuan  (Opening of the Yuan Changying 
memorial park)," Zhuzhou fabu  (Announcements from Zhuzhou), published on 28 December 
2017, accessed 11 January 2018, https://weibo.com/zhuzhoufabu. 
840 Chen, "Yuan Changying zheyi nianbiao"; Song, "Zhongguo xiangdai xijushi shang de qiangwei 
hua," 58. 
841 Chen, "Yuan Changying zheyi nianbiao," 364-68. 
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readers; on the other hand, they hint at the decreasing number of publications that 

would have accepted her unconventional plays. In the later sections, I will discuss 

these circumstances in detail, with further analysis on the nature of publications and 

their associated printing press or issuing bodies. In the upcoming parts, I will first 

offer an overview for each phase along with the relevant plays’ publication and 

reprint details, and I will also include abstracts for the plays that I will cite as 

examples in the rest of the chapter.  

 
4.2.1   1928-1929: Publishing in Well-known Journals 

 During 1928, Yuan taught at the China National Institute located in Shanghai, 

and she gave lectures on Shakespeare’s works and on English essays.842 In 1929, she 

was appointed as professor at the newly established Wuhan University, and she 

became a faculty member at the School of Foreign Languages and Literature.843 She 

published her first few plays during these two years, and they are all first printed in 

well-known journals Xiandai pinglun and Zhen mei shan. Her first play is on a 

revolutionary theme, but the theme of her playwriting switched to love and marital 

relationships from her second play. 

 
Details of these plays are listed in order by the date of writing: 
 

Title Time of 
Creation 

Time and Venue of Publication 

Qianfang zhanshi 
 (Warriors 

on the front-line) 
[One-act play] 

Unknown  1928 Xiandai pinglun  (The 
Contemporary Review) 7, no. 
179: 9-15. 

October 1930 Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita 
dumuju 

 (Southeast flies the 
peacock and other one-act 
plays)(Compiled 
collection)[hereafter Kongqüe]. 
Shanghai: Shangwuying 
shuguan , 141-160. 

March 1933 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu,  
141-160. 

January 1935 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
141-160. 

                                                
842 Luo, Yuan Changying pingzhuan, 194. 
843 Ibid.; Yuan , "Muqin Yuan Changying," 200. 
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January 1940 Kongqüe. Changsha: Shangwu, 
141-160. 

February 1983 Kongqüe. Taibei: Taiwan 
shangwu, 107-122. 

May 1985 Yuan Changying zuopinzuan
 (Selected works of 

Yuan Changying), Hunan: 
Hunan renmin chubanshe

, 81-91. 
Jiehun qian de 
yiwen 

 (A kiss before 
marriage) 
[One-act play] 
 
Other name: 
Wen hun  (The 
soul of the text) 
[New title used in 
the 1940 Shangwu 
edition.] 

Unknown 1928 Xiandai pinglun. 8, no. 209: 9-
17. 

October 1930 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
161-184. 

March 1933 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
161-184. 

January 1935 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
161-184. 

October 1935 Xiqu jiaxuan  (A 
selection of the top drama), 
edited by Xie Yanzi , 
Shanghai: Qunzhong tushu 
gongsi , 471-486. 

January 1940 Kongqüe. Changsha: Shangwu, 
161-184. 

February 1983 Kongqüe. Taibei: Taiwan 
shangwu, 123-140.  

May 1985 Yuan Changying zuopinzuan. 
92-104. 

Jiujing shui shi 
saozhouxing 

 (Who 
actually is the jinx) 
[One-act play] 

Unknown 1929 Zhen mei shan, no. Nüzuojia 
hao: 1-22.  

October 1930 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
119-140. 

March 1933 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
119-140. 

1934 Nüzuojia Xijuxuan 
 (Selected plays of women 

writers), edited by Zhang Liying 
. Shanghai: Kaihua shuju

, 33-50.  
January 1935 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 

119-140. 
January 1940 Kongqüe. Changsha: Shangwu, 

119-140. 
February 1983 Kongqüe. Taibei: Taiwan 

shangwu, 91-106. 
1985 Yuan Changying zuopinzuan, 

69-80. 
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Yuan’s first play, Qianfang zhanshi, has a military setting. It depicts the agony 

experienced by a soldier Zhang Yi , who is serving in one of the Northern 

Expedition armies under the leadership of Sun Yat-sen . He has been given a 

mission to launch an attack on the warlord Zhang Zongchang  secretly, but he 

finds out that his family members are held hostage by that warlord. The warlord said 

if Zhang Yi is willing to turn to help with the warlord’s campaign, then his family 

members will be released. He later experiences two visions: In the first, he sees Sun 

Yat-sen leading a team to rescue a sinking boat, and Sun seeks his help, but his wife 

and children hold him tight to restrain him from moving. In the second one, his family 

members stood by Sun, and they are having a cordial talk. The second vision 

encouraged him to believe that his family members are being protected by Sun, so he 

rejects the idea of becoming a traitor, and dedicates himself to prioritise the Northen 

Expedition’s mission over his personal concerns.   

Jiehun qian de yiwen is about people’s cognitional ability in identifying a 

soulmate, and how to fully exercise their freedom of marriage under parents’ partial 

control. After Junxin  proposed to Yazhen , and their parents agreed their 

engagement, they were allowed to send letters and meet in public. Yazhen asked her 

cousin Aizhen to help her to draft some thoughtful love letters. Before the 

wedding, Junxin praises “his fiancée” Aizhen and passionately kisses her – he has 

mistaken Aizhen for Yazhen. The mix-up happened as the two ladies are so close that 

they never leave each other’s side, and Junxin has started to spiritually bond with 

Aizhen through their correspondence even though she signed the letters with Yazhen’s 

name. Despite her parent’s reluctance, Yazhen let Aizhang be the bride, and 

generously offered her orphan cousin a large sum of the family assets which her 

parents had decided to give her as dowry.  

Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing evolves around the question of whether one 

should satisfy one’s personal desire or respect social orders. When Qinming  

studies overseas, he asked his friend Weiwo  to look after his fiancée Yufang 

. Weiwo tempted Yufang, and the two fell in love. As Qinming returns, Weiwo is 

being told by Yufang of her wish to cut the ties. Qinming wrote a letter to say he would 

sacrifice his own wishes for her happiness, but his loving act makes Weiwo feels 
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disturbed. Weiwo curses Yufang out of jealousy, which prompted her to return to 

Qinming.  

 
4.2.2   1930: Publishing a Compiled Collection 

 In 1930, the second year of Yuan’s teaching at Wuhan University, a compiled 

collection of her plays was published by the Commercial Press. The collection used 

the name of one of the plays, Kongqüe dongnanfei, as the title. It includes three plays 

that had been previously printed, and included three other newly written plays. The 

Commercial Press had become one of the leading publishers in China since the 

1920s, 844  and it only published printed dramatic works by a limited number of 

distinguished authors. 845  Yuan was able to publish through this printing press 

presumably because she was a renowned scholar, and had started to build her 

reputation in playwriting through the publishing of her earlier plays. Another relevant 

factor would be her husband’s appointment as the director of the accountancy 

department of the Commercial Press since 1921; he remained in close contact with the 

other staff after his seven to eight years of service, and a majority of the couple’s 

masterpieces were printed through this particular publisher.846 

Most drama scripts in the Republican era were first printed in magazines or 

newspapers, and only those that proved popular or were considered valuable would be 

reprinted as a book or in collections. The fact that Yuan was able to debut three of her 

plays in a collection suggests that her creations were highly appreciated.847 On the 

other hand, with the establishment of the Left League in 1930, directly printing new 

                                                
844 Yang Yang , Shangwu yinshuguan: minjian chubanye de xingshuai 

 (Commercial Press: the rise and fall of a civil publishing industry) (Shanghai: Shanghai 
jiaoyu chubanshe , 2000), 96-105. 
845 Only thirty printed plays by twenty distinguished modern Chinese playwrights were printed by 
Shangwu. See Shangwu yinshuguan , ed. Shangwu yinshuguan tushu mulu 1897-1949 

 1897-1949 (Commercial Press books catalogue 1897-1949) (Beijing: Shangwu 
yinshuguan , 1981), 211. 
846 Yang Jingyuan , "Yang Duanliu, Yuan Changying yu Shangwu yinshuguan 

 (Yang Duanliu, Yuan Changying, and the Commercial Press)," in Shangwu 
yinshuguan jiushi nian: wo he Shangwu yinshuguan 1897-1987 

 1897-1987 (Ninety years of the Commercial Press: Me and the Commercial Press 1897-1987), ed. 
Shangwu yinshuguan  (Beijing: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1987), 244-47. 
847 There is a smaller possibility of the high valuation of her plays being due to the success of her 
previously printed plays, as there are scarcely any reviews of those first versions.  



 214  

plays in a collection could be a result forced by the decreasing number of publishers 

that would accept literary creations not focused on class struggle.  In other words, 

fewer editors would have been willing to accept Yuan’s plays, and it was probably 

easier to work with one that was dedicated to complying with her authorial choices. 

 
Title Time of 

Creation 
Time and Venue of Publication 

Huo shiren  
(A living poet) 
[One-act play] 

Unknown October 1930 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
81-118. 

1932 Xiandai Zhongguo Nüzuojia 
Chuangzuoxuan

 (Selected works of 
modern Chinese women 
writers), edited by Xue Fei , 
Shanghai: Wenyi shuju, 265-
298. 

March 1933 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
81-118. 

1934 Nüzuojia Xijuxuan, 33-50. 
January 1935 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 

81-118. 
1936 Xiandai Zhongguo Nüzuojia 

Chuangzuoxuan, 237-270. 
1937 Xiandai Zhongguo Nüzuojia 

Chuangzuoxuan, 237-270. 
January 1940 Kongqüe. Changsha: Shangwu, 

81-118. 
February 1983 Kongqüe. Taibei: Taiwan 

shangwu, 61-90. 
May 1985 Yuan Changying zuopinzuan, 

47-68. 
Kongqüe 
dongnanfei 

 (Southeast 
flies the peacock) 
[Two-act play] 

January 
1929–May 
1929848 

October 1930 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
1-80. 

March 1933 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
1-80. 

January 1935 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
1-80. 

1936 Xiandai nüzuojia xijuxuan 
 (Selected plays 

of modern women writers), 
edited by Jun Sheng . 
Shanghai: Fanggu shudian 

, 1-69. 

                                                
848 Yuan Changying , "Xuyan (Yi) (Preface - One)," in Kongqüe dongnanfei  ji qita 
dumuju  (Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays) (Shanghai: 
Shangwu yinshuguan , 1930), 2-4. 
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January 1940 Kongqüe. Changsha: Shangwu, 
1-80. 

1942 Xiandai zuijia juxuan 
 (A selection of the best 

modern plays), edited by 
Changyan . Shanghai: 
Xiandai xiju chubanshe 

, 1-65. 
February 1983 Kongqüe. Taibei: Taiwan 

shangwu, 1-60. 
May 1985 Yuan Changying zuopinzuan, 

47-68  
1998 Dooling, Amy D., and Kristina 

M. Torgeson. 1998. Writing 
women in modern China: an 
anthology of women's literature 
from the early twentieth century. 
New York: Columbia University 
Press, 209-52. 

2007 Zhongguo huaju bainian 
juzuoxuan 

 (Selected plays from a 
century of spoken dramatic 
creation), edited by Liu 
Housheng , Hu Ke  
and Xu Xiaozhong . 
Beijing: Zhongguo duiwai fanyi 
chubanshe 

, 259-95. 
Ren zhi dao 

 (The morality of 
human beings) 
[One-act play] 

Unknown October 1930 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
185-232. 

March 1933 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
185-232. 

January 1935 Kongqüe. Shanghai: Shangwu, 
185-232. 

January 1940 Kongqüe. Changsha: Shangwu, 
185-232. 

February 1983 Kongqüe. Taibei: Taiwan 
shangwu, 141-176. 

December 1985 Zhongguo xinwenxue daxi 1927-
1937  1927-
1937 (Compendium of modern 
Chinese literature 1927-1937), 
edited by Shanghai wenyi 
chubanshe . 
Shanghai: Shanghai wenyi 
chubanshe, 105-33. 
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Huo shiren starts with a discussion on what the indispensable elements of a 

good poem are, and what is the purpose of writing a poem. A young lady Xuemei 

 decides to hold a poetry  writing competition in order to find out the ideal partner 

among three young poets that she admires. During the competition, a small cat is 

ferociously chased by a big yellow dog. Only one of the poets Wang Junyu  

fights with the dog in efforts to rescue the small cat, and he fails to finish the poem on 

time. Professor Zhang, who was invited by Xuemei to be the judge, suggests that Junyu 

should be the winner as he has a noble character and high moral sentiment. She stresses 

that only this kind of poet is in tune with life and can write poems that are beneficial 

to the readers. 

Yuan’s rendition of Kongqüe dongnanfei shifts the emphasis from the 

daughter-in-law Lanzhi’s  suffering to Jiao mu ’s (Mother Jiao). Mother Jiao 

does not want her son Zhongqing  to get married, until a respected old woman in 

their village convinces her that they should not keep their children to themselves even 

though they do not have other dependents in their widowhood. Mother Jiao agreed to 

prepare the wedding to lift her son’s spirit from his prolonged sickness, which she did 

not realise had been lovesickness (which he suffered from not being able to marry his 

pre-arranged partner Lanzhi). Three years into the couple’s marriage, Mother Jiao is 

still miserable that his son’s heart has been “stolen” by Lanzhi. She is also dissatisfied 

with Lanzhi in many ways, and constantly blames her for trivial matters. She 

eventually decides to evict Lanzhi accusing the latter of intentionally destroying their 

mother and son bonding, and she plans to help her son to seek another wife. Zhongqing 

persuaded Lanzhi to go home first, promising that he will bring her back later. Shortly 

after she has been expelled, Lanzhi’s mother and elder brother force her to remarry as 

they feel it is disgraceful to let an unwanted woman to stay at home. Zhongqing and 

Lanzhi commit suicide by drowning themselves in a lake. The news hits Mother Jiao 

hard, and she has an illusion that she is holding her baby son in a swaddle cloth. When 

she tries to feed him, she realises that it is just a bunch of grass, and she continues to 

hysterically mourn her son’s death.  

Ren zhi dao depicts the prevailing practice of the time in which some more 

learned individuals abandon their spouses who are less educated. Ruolei  and 
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Sulian  get married following their return after their overseas studies. While 

Ruolei is on a business trip, Sulian hires a new housemaid Wang Ma  (Mother 

Wang), and hears her rough story –having been abandoned by her husband back in the 

village, she has now come into town to search for him with the hope of  having their 

two children better taken care off. When Ruolei arrives home, they are shocked to find 

out that he is the husband that Mother Wang is searching. The younger child who has 

been ill dies in the arm of his long-lost father Ruolei. Mother Wang deliberately rushes 

on to the road, and is crushed to death by a passing car.  

 
4.2.3   1933-1936: Publishing in Politically Neutral Publications 

Yuan and her family moved to the Luojia mountain (Luojia Shan ) in 

1932, when Wuhan University built its campus there.849 Yuan’s daughter and many 

other critics have recognised that the eight years that Yuan spent on the Luojia 

mountain was the peak season of her writing career, as she wrote a great deal of literary 

criticism and much of her creative writing there.850 Yuan Changying, Su Xuelin, and 

Ling Shuhua  were close friends and all excelled in literary writing, so they 

have been honoured with the group title “Luojia sanjie  (three outstanding 

women writers on the Luojia mountain)”.851 However, Yuan only published four plays 

over a four year period. It seems that Yuan intentionally published these plays in 

politically neutral publications. They have not been added to her collection of plays in 

the reprinting editions, nor to other collections of her works, and these plays remain 

much less known than her previous plays. Xiao and Xuanwu Hu bin  (Shore 

of the Xuanwu Lake) are often missing in lists of Yuan’s works.  

After the founding of the Left League on 1930, and the outbreak of the Mukden 

incident in 1931 followed by the Japanese invasion, most writers had moved away 

from the writing themes of the past decade which were mainly on the May Fourth 

pursuits such as overthrowing traditions and fighting for freedom – especially on the 

freedom of love. Yuan, however, had continued to reflect on the consequences of these 

pursuits in the early 1930s. From 1934 onwards, she added content about other social 

                                                
849 Yuan, "Muqin Yuan Changying," 199-200. 
850 Ibid., 200-01, 06-08. 
851 Ibid., 209. 
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issues including corruption in the literary field and excessive scientific advancement, 

but still persisted in retaining issues concerning love as a main focus until 1936 which 

was the end of her third phase of playwriting.  

 
Title Time of 

Creation 
Time and Venue of Publication 

Xiao  (Laugh) 
[One-act play] 

Unknown 1 March 1933 Dalu zazhi  (La 
Terre) 1, no. 9: 169-74. 

1936 Mofan xiju duben 
 (A reader of exemplary 

plays), edited by Zhu Shaozhi 
. Shanghai: Sanmin 

yushu gongsi , 
[unknown]. 

Chunlei zhi ye 
 (The night of 

spring thunder) 
[One-act play] 

Unknown 1934 Wenyi yuekan  
(Literature and art monthly) 7, 
no. 1: 11-23. 

Wentan hunwu 
 (The 

illusionary dancing 
in the literary field) 
[One-act play] 

Drafted in 
first month of 
the lunar year 
1935 [4 
February – 4 
March]852 

1935 Wenyi yuekan  
(Literature and art monthly) 7, 
no. 4: 17-29. 

1985 Zhongguo xinwenxue daxi 1927-
1937 ,134-153. 

Xuanwu Hu bin 
 (Shore of 

the Xuanwu Lake) 
[One-act play] 

Completed on 
12 September 
1936853 

8 November 
1936 

Dagong Bao (Shanghai) 
(Impartial daily - 

Shanghai) 
Dagong Bao (Tianjin) 

(Impartial daily - 
Tianjin) 

 
As in her earlier plays, Xiao also tells a story of unfaithful individuals, but this 

play unfolds in a rural setting. In a sparsely populated valley, the Lee family recruited 

Hesheng  as a husband for their eldest daughter who is simply called “Dajie 

 (the elder sister)” in the play. While settling in this matrilocal marriage, Hesheng 

realises that the family is still wealthy, so he applies to study in the high school and 

ignores all the farm work. He also seduces his sister-in-law Yu mei  (Sister Yu), 

and this makes his wife who is now pregnant very distressed. When the wife gives 

birth, she laughs hysterically and passes away with indignation. Her younger sister is 

                                                
852 Yuan, "Wentan hunwu," Wenyi yuekan 7, no. 4 (1935): 23. 
853 "Xuanwu hu bin," Dagong Bao (Shanghai) , 8 November 1936, 13. 
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meeting Hesheng outside their family home. When they hear the prolonged laugh and 

realise she has died, they both feel extremely frightened.  

Chunlei zhi ye shows the dilemma between paying respect to parents and 

catering the needs of one’s spouse, as well as the tension between scientific 

development and the preservation of local culture. Yide , who is only a farmer 

but well informed by constant reading, insists on sitting on his mother’s grave to keep 

her company whenever there is thunder as she had been terrified of that throughout 

her life. Despite his wife’s persuasion to stop this “ignorant act”, Yide claims this is 

the way he finds inner peace when he misses his mother. As a respected and influential 

leader in the village, he refuses to support a campaign that introduces excessive 

scientific advancement. After repeatedly turning down the negotiation, he is brutally 

attacked by the campaigners.  

Wentan hunwu reflects how corruption has started to exert an adverse impact 

on the literary field. Eying , a young women poet who just finished writing a 

poetry collection, joins a Literati gathering with the hope of meeting fellow writers 

and gaining recognition. However, during the event, she finds out that many well-

known writers and artists had to offer money and flatter wealthy people in exchange 

for support and fame. She tears the draft of her book to show her unwillingness to 

submit to these unworthy practices in the culture circle.  

Xuanwu Hu bin is a short piece on an extramarital affair. Mr Zong  falls 

in love with Zhigu , who is the wife of his senior colleague. They try to convince 

each other that there is are no sin in to falling in love with whoever they want at the 

time. When Mr Zong asks where Zhigu came from and details of her upbringing, they 

are both shocked to find out that Zhigu is Mr Zong’s daughter who was kidnapped at 

a young age. They could not bear the offence of incest, so they commit suicide by 

drowning themselves in a lake. 

 
4.2.4   1947: Publishing a Monograph 

 When the Second Sino-Japanese war began in 1937, Yuan and her family 

moved to Leshan in Sichun  as Wuhan University temporarily moved there 
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due to the war.854 They moved back to the Luojia mountain in 1946.855 During the time 

in Sichun, she published short stories, prose works, translated works, and literary 

criticism, but not plays. She published her final play in 1947. There is a gap of ten 

years between this last play and the second last play she published, which means a lot 

of circumstances had changed. The theme of her playwriting also changed, as the last 

play turned to tell how a woman handles life at home during the war while her husband 

is on the frontline. So, this play listed below will not be one of the main texts to be 

discussed in this case study, but there will be a brief review of a debate over pre-

arranged marriage in the play which shows Yuan’s continued endeavour to explore the 

suitability of sustaining such a traditional practice in the Republican era.  

 
Title Time of 

Creation 
Time and Venue of Publication 

Yinma 
Changchengku 

 (Feeding the 
horse at a cave by 
the Great Wall) 
[Five-act play] 

Unknown January 1947 Yinma Changchengku 
(Monograph), Shanghai: 
Zhengzhong shuju . 

 

 

4.3   Scottish Education and its Influences on Playwriting 

According to her biographers, Yuan Changying was raised in a wealthy family, 

who had high expectations for her to become an outstanding woman. Her father Yuan 

Xuean  was studying in Japan when she was born in Liling in Hunan. He 

followed the rules of genealogy to start her given name with 3 Chang, then selected 

the word Ying  as it implies elite. Her mother, who was continuously ill-treated by 

her mother-in-law and local villagers for not being able to have a baby boy, passed 

away when Yuan Changying was only five years old. Her three younger sisters also 

died soon after, due to lack of parental care and malnutrition. To nurture the only 

daughter who survived, Yuan Xuean strived to provide her with a fine education.856  

                                                
854 Luo, Yuan Changying pingzhuan, 196. 
855 Ibid. 
856 Huang, Liling de Kongqüe, 4-7, 9; Luo, Yuan Changying pingzhuan, 7-8. 
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Before heading to Edinburgh, Yuan Changying had received education for 

sixteen years in seven locations. During 1902-1905, while other girls in the village 

stayed home to learn needlework, Yuan attended a traditional style private school 

(sishu ) in her hometown at the age of seven.857 Demanding a modern education, 

she switched to Zhengben Girls’ School (Zhengben nüxiao ) in Jiangxi 

Pingxiang  and studied there from autumn 1902 to summer 1911.858 To help 

her prepare for overseas studies, her father transferred her to the Evangelical 

Association Mission School for Girls (Zundaohui nüxiao ) in Changsha

 in autumn 1911, and hired a private English teacher for her when she moved to 

Beijing and Nanjing  between 1912 and 1914.859  In autumn 1914, she was 

admitted to McTyeire School for Girls in Shanghai (Shanghai zhongxi nüshu

).860 In summer 1916, she set off for England by sea.861 As she realised that she 

could not attend university without passing an entrance examination, she started to 

prepare by attending Blackheath High School in London.862 Her father could afford all 

these educational expenses, as he was appointed to senior positions in institutions for 

higher education and government in different provinces. With continued financial 

support from her father, her self-funded studies in Edinburgh were made possible.863  

Edinburgh was the chief intellectual centre during The Scottish Enlightenment in 

the eighteenth century. Being the focal point of Scottish culture’s transfiguration, it 

also provided Yuan Changying with a unique and advanced enlightenment in 

knowledge and life experiences during her stay from late 1910s to early 1920s, quite 

different from that encountered by other elite Chinese women students in other western 

universities and those admitted to college education back in China during the early 

Republican era.  

Yuan Changying scarcely wrote about her experiences at Edinburgh. Her 500 

word short essay Pulangyin jiaoshou 9  (Professor Pulangyin) is the only 

                                                
857 Huang, Liling de Kongqüe, 14-20. 
858 Ibid., 24-25. 
859 Luo, Yuan Changying pingzhuan, 12. 
860 Ibid., 13. 
861 Ibid., 14. 
862 Yuan, "Yuan Changying he Shashibiya," 1. 
863 Luo, Yuan Changying pingzhuan, 12-14, 189-90. 
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source in which she ever unfolded a glimpse of her overseas school life. The essay 

commemorates a dedicated professor who persisted in performing her teaching duty 

despite mourning her son who had just been sacrificed at the front-line.864  Yuan 

published two other essays, namely Daxue nannü tongxiao shuo  (On 

co-education in universities) (1920) and Lun nüzi liuxue de biyao  

(On the necessity for woman to study abroad) (1920), while she was enrolled at 

Edinburgh.865 She focused on arguing the benefits for women to study with male 

students and/or study abroad, but she did not directly share her own experiences in 

both aspects.  

A very few relevant accounts were sporadically retold in memorial essays written 

by her relatives and friends. Yuan Changxiong 3 , her younger half-brother, 

noted that she gained the offer to the University of Edinburgh under the supervision of 

a very strict landlady in England during her first year in Britain.866 Yang Jingyuan, her 

daughter, recorded that she stayed at the Buchanan Hostel while studying at Edinburgh, 

and she used to cycle to rural Scotland with her friend Helen Blackey who was a 

medical student from the same hostel.867 Jingyuan also revealed that her mother met 

Yang Duanliu  under an arrangement made by her grandfather Yuan Xuean 

after commencing studies at Edinburgh. The couple then became engaged, and they 

travelled in European countries during holidays.868 Yu Runqun 〕 , one of her 

distant relatives, recalled that Yuan told him her graduation dissertation written at 

                                                
864  Yuan Changying , "Pulangyin jiaoshou  (Professor Pulangyin)," in Yuan 
Changying wenxuan, 25-26. 
865 "Daxue nannü tongxiao shuo  (On co-education in universities) " Taiping yang 

 (Pacific Ocean) 2, no. 6 (1920): 1-2; "Lun nüzi liuxue de biyao  (On the 
necessity for woman to study abroad) " Taiping yang  (Pacific Ocean) 2, no. 8 (1920): 1-8. 
866 Yuan Changxiong , "Zhi Yang Jingyuan  (To Yang Jingyuan)," in Feihui di konque, 
ed. Yuan,  175. 
867 Yang Jingyuan indicated Helen as her mother’s “roommate”, but according to the university record, 
there were only single study-bedrooms at the Buchanan Hostel during their stay. See Yuan, "Yuan 
Changying he Shashibiya," 1; "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  in The University's 
Archives, Centre for Research Collections, The University of Edinburgh, 455-56.  
868 "Muqin Yuan Changying," 187-88. 



 223  

University of Edinburgh was a study on Hamlet.869 Su Xuelin indicated that apart from 

majoring in Drama, Yuan also studied Psychology, Mythology and Philosophy.870  

Yuan’s biography by Huang Shaochun has a section called “Studying at 

Edinburgh”, but it only took reference from Yuan Changxiong’s note and tried to 

further illustrate how she worked hard in London to fight for a university place.871 

Huang elaborated on Yuan’s acquaintances with Yang Duanliu and Xu Zhimo 

 during her time at Edinburgh. He described how Xu invited Yang to join a drama 

performance group organised by Chinese students in Britain, as well as the scene when 

Xu invited Yang to his home near to Cambridge.872 While the later part appears to be 

based on the memoir of Xu’s first wife Zhang Youyi ,873 the first part’s original 

source remains unknown. Another biography by Luo Xichun had very similar content, 

and the only difference is that she quoted some parts from the two essays Yuan wrote 

during her studies at Edinburgh and the one on the professor.874 Luo named the section 

“Studying in England”, but Yuan only spent her first year in England, and his heading 

echoes the fact that historical materials on Yuan’s study experiences in Scotland have 

remained inadequate to date.  

 Given the fragmentary records, there have been varying descriptions and 

misrepresentations on the duration, nature and focus of Yuan’s studies at Edinburgh. 

These inconsistent details have tended to distort Yuan’s overseas experiences, its 

impact on her development as a well-rounded dramatist are also largely simplified. In 

the following section, I will employ records from the University Archives preserved 

by the Centre of Research Collections at the University of Edinburgh, including 

Yuan’s matriculation, class attendance and graduation records, as well as excerpts 

from University Calendars to rectify the existing discrepancies on her academic 

endeavour, and to specify the drama studies that she had experienced within the 

curriculum. In addition, I will cite sources from the history of the university, education 

                                                
869 Yu Runqun 〕 , "Hunan zuizao de xiandai nüzuojia Yuang Changying 

 (Yuan Changying, the earliest modern women writer from Hunan)," in Feihui di konque, ed. 
Yuan, 114. 
870 Su, "Su xu," 1; "Ku lanzi  (Weeping for Lanzi)," in Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita dumuju, 179. 
871 Huang, Liling de  Kongqüe, 31-34. 
872 Ibid., 34-49. 
873 Pang-Mei Natasha Chang, Bound Feet & Western Dress (London: Bantam, 1997), 118-22. 
874 Luo, Yuan Changying pingzhuan, 14-26. 
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policies of Scotland and the city's cultural heritage, to discuss how the informal 

education in this Scottish institution influenced her playwriting style. Having reviewed 

the cultural, social and intellectual inspirations that attributed to her growth as a 

dramatist, I will then move on to investigate the ways she shared her new insights 

through playwriting after she return to China. 

 

4.3.1   Pursuit of a Multi-Disciplined Scottish “Master of Arts” 

According to Yuan Changying’s academic records,875 she first attended the 

preliminary examinations at the University of Edinburgh in September 1918.876 She 

passed the examinations in English and Chinese (as an alternative to Latin or Greek) 

on the higher standard, and Mathematics on the lower standard.877 Having fulfilled the 

basic entry requirements,878 she commenced study at the university on 1st October 

1918.879  After three years of studies, she graduated with the Degree in Master of Arts 

on 14th July 1921.880 A Scottish newspaper published in Edinburgh recorded that the 

conferment of a degree on Yuan was featured during the graduation ceremony - she 

was acknowledged as “the first Chinese lady to take the full course of Master of Arts 

(M.A.) in Edinburgh University”, who “gained distinction in several of her classes”.881 

Another local newspaper in Scotland published a short article on Yuan’s graduation, 

and remarked that she will be “returning to China in autumn to be married to a Chinese 

gentleman [Yang Duanliu] who had also taken a distinguished degree in one of our 

                                                
875 The romanisation of Yuan’s Chinese name in the university’s records is either “Chang Ying Yuen” 
or “Chang-Ying Yuen”. To match with preceding Western studies on this author, and to allow other 
researchers to easily locate this research study, I have used “Changying Yuan” according to the Hanyu 
Pinyin which is widely used in the contemporary period. Records that states the original romanisation 
of Yuan’s name include "On First Matriculation [Chang Ying Yuen],"  in The University's Archives, 
Centre for Research Collections, The University of Edinburgh; "Curriculum Schedule [Chang-Ying 
Yuen],"  in The University's Archives, Centre for Research Collections, The University of Edinburgh ; 
"Degree of Master of Arts [Chang Ying Yuen],"  in The University's Archives, Centre for Research 
Collections, The University of Edinburgh. 
876 "Curriculum Schedule [Chang-Ying Yuen]."   
877 "Preliminary Examination [Chang-Ying Yuen]," in The University's Archives, Centre for Research 
Collections, The University of Edinburgh; "Curriculum Schedule [Chang-Ying Yuen]. "  
878 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  26. 
879 "On First Matriculation [Chang Ying Yuen]."; "Degree of Master of Arts [Chang Ying Yuen]."   
880 Yuan was awarded the degree at the Graduation Ceremonial held in McEwan Hall at University of 
Edinburgh on 14 July 1921. See "Graduation Ceremonial Programme (Thursday, 14th July 1921)," 7, 
in The University's Archives, Centre for Research Collections, The University of Edinburgh. 
881 "University of Edinburgh Summer Graduation Ceremonial," The Scotsman 15 July 1921. 
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Universities [in the United Kingdom]”.882 Reuters, the international news agency, 

transmitted this news and the Press in China straight away published it widely. 

Regrettably, Yuan’s name was misinterpreted as Ms Zheng Ying in the

Chinese reports.883 The eulogies printed in the Scottish newspapers were read aloud at 

her wedding to celebrate her excellence.884  

 Yuan’s Master of Arts qualification has often been simply referred as “a master 

degree”.885 As she only completed high school prior to her enrolment at Edinburgh, 

Yu Runqun once expressed amazement over her capability in directly attaining a 

master degree.886  Contemporary researchers have also regarded Yuan as the first 

Chinese woman who attained a master degree in the United Kingdom as well as in 

Europe,887 but this information might not be accurate. What has gone unnoticed is that, 

the Master of Arts that Yuan studied was not a postgraduate degree as assumed. 

According to the historical tradition of the ancient Scottish universities, many 

undergraduate degrees are named “Masters”.888 This is unlike elsewhere in the UK, 

                                                
882 "A Chinese Romance - M.A. of Edinburgh Going Home to Wedding," Dundee Evening Telegraph 
and Post, 14 July 1921. 
883 Yuan, "Yuan Changying he Shashibiya," 1. 
884 "Yang Duanliu Yuan Changying zhi jiehun meitan  (Pleasing note on the 
wedding of Yang Duanliu and Yuan Changying)," Shen Bao, 24 October 1921. 
885 Yuan Changying, her close friend Su Xuelin, and many other researchers for example Sun Shiyue 

 indicated that Yuan “got a master degree” from the University of Edinburgh. This has also been 
recorded in different versions of literary and historical dictionaries published from the 1980s till present. 
See Yuan, "Yuan Changying zizhuan xiaozhuan," 1; Su, "Su xu," 1; Sun Shiyue , Zhongguo 
jiandai nüzi liuxueshi  (History of modern Chinese women's overseas studies) 
(Beijing: Zhongguo heping chubanshe , 1995), 374; Zhongguo wenxuejia cidian 
bianweihui, ed. Zhongguo wenxuejia cidian, 621; Huaxia funü mingren cidian bianweihui 

, ed. Huaxia funü mingren cidian  (Biographical dictionary of 
Chinese women celebrity) (Beijing: Huaxia chubanshe , 1988), 1212; Hunan sheng 
difangzhi bianzuan weiyuanhui , ed. Hunan shengzhi  (Hunan 
provincial annals), vol. 30 (Changsha: Hunan chubanshe , 1995), 368; Wang Xiaotian 

 and Wang Guoyu , eds., Hunan gujin renwu cidian  (Biographical 
dictionary of ancient and modern figures of Hunan) (Changsha: Hunan renmin chubanshe 

, 2013), 907. 
886 Yu , "Hunan zuizao de xiandai nüzuojia Yuang Changying," 114. 
887 Zhu Xiaoping , Xiandai Hunan nüxing wenxueshi  (Modern Hunan 
women's literary history) (Changsha: Hunan shifan daxue chubanshe , 2005), 64; 
Luo Ting  and Wang Zhongping , "Yuan Changying dui nüxing zhuyi de jieshou yu 
chaoyue  (Yuan Changying's reception and transcendence of 
Feminism)," in Zhongguo nüxing zhuyi  (Feminism in China), ed. Huang Lin  
(Guilin: Guangxi shifan daxue chubanshe , 2006), 113. 
888 The four ancient Scottish universities are the University of St Andrews, the University of Glasgow, 
the University of Aberdeen and the University of Edinburgh.  
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where first degrees are generally “Bachelor” degrees. Master of Arts (M.A.) at the 

University of Edinburgh is a conventional undergraduate degree, not equivalent to a 

postgraduate masters.889 This has traditionally been the only arts course available, 

except during 1842-1863 when there was a Bachelor of Arts (B.A.) with lower 

requirements.890 Some of Yuan’s friends and relatives claimed that she studied for five 

years at Edinburgh,891 while some stated six years;892 but as seen from her academic 

record, she only spent three years to finish an ordinary degree and had not entered any 

Honours stream which would require an additional year.893   

 Literature and Drama have been assumed as Yuan’s specialisations at 

Edinburgh. For instance, Yang Jingyuan indicated her mother had studied “English 

and European Literature” with “a major in classical and modern drama”; 894  Yu 

Runqun recalled that Yuan focused on “English Literature”;895 Su Xuelin stated that 

Yuan specialised in “Drama”.896  The Scottish M.A. programme, on the contrary, 

conventionally embraces a multi-disciplined curriculum. The Scottish universities 

were strongly oriented towards broad and liberal teaching,897 so the breadth of study 

remained typical of the Scottish system.898  G.S. Osborne indicated that “if there is one 

thing on which most Scottish teachers are quite clear, it is that they do not wish to 

adopt the English system of specialisation.” 899  Students of the Scottish M.A. 

programme follow courses of study in two or three different departments each year, 

all of equal importance, so they do not “belong” to any particular department in 

preference to the others.900  

                                                
889 "Names of Our Degrees," The University of Edinburgh, last modified 23 February 2017, accessed 2 
June 2017, http://www.ed.ac.uk/studying/undergraduate/student-life/academic/degree-structure/degree 
-names. 
890 Robert D. Anderson, The University of Edinburgh: An Illustrated History, ed. Michael Lynch and 
N. T. Phillipson (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2003), 113. 
891 Yu, "Hunan zuizao de xiandai nüzuojia Yuang Changying," 114; Su, "Xu," 3. 
892 Yuan, "Zhi Yang Jingyuan," 175. 
893 "Results of Examinations in Subjects for Ordinary Degree of M.A. [Chang Y. Yuen.],"  in The 
University's Archives, Centre for Research Collections, The University of Edinburgh. 
894 Yuan, "Yuan Changying he Shashibiya," 1. 
895 Yu , "Hunan zuizao de xiandai nüzuojia Yuang Changying," 114. 
896 Su, "Su xu," 1; "Ku lanzi," 179. 
897 Anderson, The University of Edinburgh: An Illustrated History, 118. 
898 Ibid., 161. 
899 Osborne, Scottish and English Schools: A Comparative Survey of the Past Fifty Years, 256. 
900 Ibid., 320. 
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An Ordinary M.A. in Scottish Universities represents “a suitable balance 

between general education and specialization”.901 It used to be a uniform and rigorous 

programme based on the traditional subjects: Latin, Greek, Logic and Moral 

Philosophy, Mathematics and Natural philosophy (i.e. physics), Rhetoric, Astronomy 

and Music.902 From 1889 onwards, the prescribed curriculum began to change, while 

the necessary number of subjects was retained as seven. All the qualifying courses in 

four departments are arranged into four groups: “Language and Literature”, “Mental 

Philosophy”, “Science” and “History and Law”. Between 1908 and the late 1930s, 

students were allowed to choose subjects from three of four groups, none being 

compulsory.903 The University Calendar of 1918-1919, the academic year in which 

Yuan was admitted, states that students are required to study five subjects, of which 

two subjects shall be studied for two academic years, and the examinations in these 

two subjects shall be on a higher standard than the other three subjects. Alternatively, 

with an approval of the University Court, two cognate subjects could be reckoned as 

two courses in one subject and counted as “double courses”. 904  Students were 

responsible for proposing their own choice of curriculum, which had to embrace 

subjects taken from at least three out of the four departments.905 Therefore, Yuan was 

prompted to arrange her own combination of equally important subjects from four 

different departments, instead of choosing one single major as her specialisation.  

Su Xuelin claimed that apart from specializing in Drama, Yuan took subsidiary 

subjects including Psychology, Mythology and Philosophy.906 She was the only one 

who realised that Yuan was being exposed to a broad spectrum of knowledge at 

Edinburgh. However, the weighting and areas of the subject were not completely 

accurate.  

According to Yuan’s transcript, she took British History and Political 

Economy in Year 1 (1918-1919); English, Moral Philosophy and Education in Year 2 

                                                
901 Ibid., 259. 
902 Ibid., 241; Anderson, The University of Edinburgh: An Illustrated History, 122. 
903 This was partly reversed in 1919 to make one philosophy compulsory. The University of Edinburgh: 
An Illustrated History, 161. 
904 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  67, 74. 
905 ‘Every student at the beginning of his first term must submit the subjects which he proposes for his 
Curriculum, and at least a provisional order of study, for the approval of the Official Advisers, who act 
under the control of the Faculty.’ See ibid., 75. 
906 Su, "Su xu," 1; "Ku lanzi," 179. 
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(1919-1920); French and Philosophy (Logic and Meta-physics) in Year 3 (1920-

1921).907 She did not take any Honours subjects, so she pursued an ordinary MA 

degree without an entry for Honours.908  With reference to the curriculum outline 

during her endeavour at the university, 909 the distribution of her subjects among the 

four departments of studies are as follows: 

1. Language and   
    Literature 

Latin.  
Greek.  
English.  
French.  

German.  
Italian.  
Spanish.  
Sanskrit. 

Hebrew.  
Arabic.  
Syriac.  
Celtic. 

2. Mental Philosophy Logic and Metaphysics.  
Moral Philosophy. 
Political Economy. 

Education (Theory and 
History of). 
Philosophy of Law. 

3. Science Mathematics. 
Natural Philosophy. 
Astronomy. 
Chemistry. 

Zoology. 
Botany. 
Geology. 
Geography. 

4. History and Law 
 

History. 
Archaeology and Art (History of). 
Constitutional Law and History. 
Ancient (Greek and Roman) History. 

General Jurisprudence. 
Roman Law. 
Public International Law. 
International Private Law. 
Geography.  

Her choices show that she tried to maximise her chance to be exposed to different 

subject knowledge, as she chose two sets of cognate subjects - English with British 

History, and Moral Philosophy with Political Economy, which were two of the three 

double courses recognised by the university in 1918.910 In this way, she took seven 

subjects in total, two more than the basic requirement. The distribution also shows that 

she took more subjects in the Mental Philosophy department than in Language and 

Literature, presumably because English and French were the only two foreign 

languages that she had mastered. 911  Another possible reason is that Yuan had a 

particular interest and talent in learning the subjects in Mental Philosophy. Under the 

“Personal News” column in the second issue of The Chinese Student, which was 

published by the Edinburgh Chinese Students’ Union four months after Yuan’s 

                                                
907 "Curriculum Schedule [Chang-Ying Yuen]."; "Results of Examinations in Subjects for Ordinary 
Degree of M.A. [Chang Y. Yuen.]." 
908 "Curriculum Schedule [Chang-Ying Yuen]." 
909 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  68-69. 
910 Ibid., 74-75. 
911  For the preliminary examinations, Yuan passed the examinations in French and Chinese. 
"Curriculum Schedule [Chang-Ying Yuen]."; "Preliminary Examination [Chang-Ying Yuen]."  



 229  

graduation, Yuan shared that she had gained disctinction in many of her classes, 

especially those in the department of Mental Philosophy.912  

 The multi-disciplined curriculum stimulated Yuan to develop broader 

perspectives, which were later reflected in her playwriting. There were various 

adaptations of Kongqüe dongnanfei in the Republican era, 913  but only Yuan’s 

approached the inherent conflict from a psychological perspective. She shared her 

inspiration for writing this adaptation: 

Mother Jiao’s disgust at Lanzhi involves a psychological 
effect. [……] Mothers raise their dear sons through 
hardships, and they usually become a bit indignant once their 
son is taken up by an unrelated woman. Those who are aged 
or have a calm personality, would naturally and quietly 
endure this kind of agony. If it happens to a young, violently-
tempered and unfortunately widowed woman, the tragedy 
between Zhongqing and Lanzhi would then be 
unavoidable.914  

 
Based on this observation, her play evolves around the distorted mentality of Mother 

Jiao. She devoted all her affection to her son, and became uncontrollably attached to 

him. She showed an abnormal fondness for her son’s beautiful hair, made all sorts of 

excuses to delay her son’s marriage, evicted the daughter-in-law after she joined the 

family, and became enraged to the point of breakdown after the couple’s suicide. By 

considering how Mother Jiao’s love for her son generated jealousy and hatred against 

his wife, which would possibly happen to other mothers-in-law, Yuan called for 

understanding and compassion towards these women’s psychological stress. Her 

inspiration of re-approaching the conflict from a psychological perspective, and 

probing the ethical dilemma, would have a close connection to her academic pursuit 

at Edinburghn the subject of Moral Philosophy, the fundamental ethical concepts and 

theories from different schools were introduced.915  In the subject on Theory and 

History of Education, students were required to read books on Psychology,916 and the 

                                                
912 "Personal News," The Chinese Student 1, no.2 (1921): 43.  
913  Man He, "The Peacock on Stage and in Print: A Study of the 1920s New Drama Adaptations of 
Southeast Flies the Peacock" (MA Diss., The Ohio State University 2009). 
914 Yuan, "Xuyan (Yi)," 1-2. 
915 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1919-1920," in The University's Archives, Centre for Research 
Collections, The University of Edinburgh, 187. 
916 Ibid., 200-01. 
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reference books list briefly depicts how Yuan’s background in Psychology was formed: 

Yuan should have read some generic references like William McDougall’s An 

Introduction to Social Psychology – the sections on “The Nature of Instincts and Their 

Place in the Constitution of the Human Kind” and “The Reproductive and the Parental 

Instincts” might be of particular interest to Yuan as she wrote about the power of 

instincts in her second play Jiehun qian de yiwen and parental attitude in Kongqüe 

dongnanfei; on the other hand, the section on “Imitation, Play, and Habit” suggests a 

linkage between psychology and drama.917 She would have also read John Dewey’s 

How We Think, which offers a brief description on the scientific explanation for “the 

attitude of mind” and “habit of thought”, and how to relate reflective thinking to the 

educative process;918 as well as Irving Elgar Miller's Psychology of Thinking, which 

analyses the significance of thinking from the biological point of view and discusses 

how to incorporate techniques in thinking into education.919 Yuan’s inclination to 

approach conflicts from a psychological perspective in her playwriting evinces her 

attempts to encourage the readers to reflect on familial and social relations from a 

fresh angle. However, it is difficult to establish a direct link between these western 

studies and Yuan’s works, as she had her own interpretation of this knowledge and 

she tried to apply it to her playwriting without using a specific theory.  

Su Xuelin claimed that Yuan’s other plays also show traces of her breadth of 

study: in Jiehun qian de yiwen, the mystery of the pair being able to connect spiritually 

through exchanging letters, and to recognise each other among strangers, was in fact, 

rooted in psychological studies; in Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing, the description of the 

comet demonstrated profound astronomical knowledge; in Ren zhi dao, Yuan cited 

George Bernard Shaw’s Theory of Life Force to criticise people who engage in modern 

romance through purely sensual impulses.920 Apart from these observations by Su, I 

also found that there is a discussion of the similarities between the cosmic order and 

the social organisation, as well as consideration of the differences between fidelity and 

                                                
917 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1919-1920," 201; William McDougall, An Introduction to Social 
Psychology, 3rd ed. (Boston: John W. Luce & Co., 1910). 
918 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1919-1920," 201; John Dewey, How We Think (Boston: D. C. Heath 
& Co., 1910). 
919 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1919-1920," 201; Irving Elgar Miller, Psychology of Thinking (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1909). 
920 Su , "Su xu," 2-3. 
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abiding by the legal contact of marriage in one of Yuan’s plays.921 Yuan’s introduction 

of new perspectives to evaluate traditional and contemporary issues through 

integrating multi-disciplined academic knowledge in playwriting, and her attempts to 

avoid biased judgment, was a rare practice among the Chinese playwrights in the same 

period who were largely inclined to promote unified messages according to their take 

on the political agendas. 

 Yuan described her experience of a Greek Tragedy class in her essay Pulangyin 

jiaoshou, which suggests that she took a course on this particular topic or a Greek/ 

Drama course. However, none of the outlines of the courses that she enrolled included 

any reading or discussion of Greek Tragedy. The professor’s name has been printed 

with slight variations in different editions:  Pulangling 9 ,922 Pulangyin 9

,923 and Pulangning 9 .924 Yang Jingyuan believed that name is a translation of 

the common British surname “Browning”.925 After reviewing the name of the teachers 

who taught at the Faculty of Arts during Yuan’s studies,926 I discovered that these 

names have a close resemblance to Professor Baldwin Brown – the only teacher at the 

University of Edinburgh who had a similar name during Yuan’s studies. 

Professor Baldwin Brown taught the Honours Course in Classical Archaeology 

(Greek and Roman).927 Content related to Greek Tragedy is found in the syllabus of 

this course, for instance, the general history of the Arts in Greece, a general survey of 

the field embracing a notice of the ancient city with public structures such as the 

Theatre, and an examination of selected passages from ancient authors bearing on the 

                                                
921 Yuan, Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita dumuju, 94-96, 100-01. 
922 "Pulangling jiaoshou  (Professor Pulangling)," in Yuan, Shanju sanmo, 223-24. 
923 Su, Yuan Changying wenxuan, 25-26. 
924  Yang Jingyuan suspected that the name “Molangning ” printed in Yuan Changying 
zuopinzuan (1985), as well as the thereafter editions including the Yuan Changying sanwen xuanji 

 (Selected essays of Yuan Changying)(1996) contains an emendation error. She believed 
that Pulangning  is correct, as Su Xuelin used this according to a draft which Yuan Changying 
personally adjusted. (Name printed in Su’s edition is, in fact, Pulangyin .) See ibid.; Yuan, 
"Muqin Yuan Changying," 207. 
925 "Muqin Yuan Changying," 207. 
926 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  54-60; "Edinburgh University Calendar 1919-1920,"  
118-124; "Edinburgh University Calendar 1920-1921,"  in The University's Archives, Centre for 
Research Collections, The University of Edinburgh, 112-118. 
927 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  2-3, 51; "Edinburgh University Calendar 1919-1920,"  
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earliest history of the Arts in Greece.928 Yuan did not choose this course as part of her 

curriculum as it is not recorded in her class attendance record,929 but she could have 

audited in this course or some of its lessons.930  

However, there is a discrepancy between the course stated above and the one 

Yuan described – Professor Baldwin Brown was a renowned male professor,931 while 

Yuan emphasised that the teacher of the Greek Tragedy class she attended was a 

female professor. As mentioned, Professor Baldwin Brown was the only teacher who 

taught at the Faculty of Arts that had a similar name to the one Yuan translated. The 

foundation courses in Greek, which had emphasised on mastery of the language and 

only requires a general knowledge of the history of Greek Literature,932 were also 

taught by a male professor.933 No other courses included Greek Tragedy as part of the 

syllabus.934 Therefore, Yuan might have put a twist on her experience in reality or 

wrote entirely out of her imagination in the relevant essay which has appealed to 

readers as a factual record. 

Yuan’s essay has focused on portraying the professor’s character, rather than 

entailing the prescribed course content. The essay only described a particular lesson, 

during which the class was astonished when the mourning professor appeared at the 

lecture hall, despite her son having been sacrificed at the front-line just the day before. 

The students paid a silent tribute to her as she lost three sons to the war, and yet the 

professor persisted in teaching  and discussing  the Greek tragedy The Seven against 

                                                
928 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919," 92; "Edinburgh University Calendar 1919-1920," 148, 
51; "Edinburgh University Calendar 1920-1921,"  149-50, 52-53.  
929 "Curriculum Schedule [Chang-Ying Yuen]." 
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Thebes while stricken with grief. Yuan was deeply moved by her tragic yet composed 

posture, and expressed her utmost respect to her perseverance in embracing 

catastrophe as well as dedication to the teaching profession.935 Yuan’s interest and 

admiration for western tragedies, as well as her keen spirit in attempting to learn and 

create tragedies in later years,936  would, it appears, have been kindled in in this 

particular class – however, this might only be a fictional story as discussed. On the 

other hand, there is a high possiblity that Yuan would have heard of similar real life 

tragedies as World War One raged on for two more years after she arrived in London 

in summer 1916 and only ended one and a half months after she commenced her 

studies at Edinburgh.  

The re-examination of the essay Pulangyin jiaoshou not only reiterates that 

Yuan’s studies at Edinburgh did not specialise in Drama, or include any full course on 

a particular branch of drama such as Greek Tragedy; it further suggests that Yuan 

might not have actually attended the course/class that she indicated. Also, if she had 

audited in Professor Baldwin Brown’s course in Classical Archaeology or any of the 

Greek foundation courses, the learning of Greek Tragedy should have only consituted 

a very small part of her academic endevour at Edinburgh – it is the same for the 

learning of English drama which I will elaborate below. 

Yang Jingyuan indicated that her mother wrote a thesis to fulfil the graduation 

requirement at Edinburgh.  In 1948, Yu Runqun asked Yuan Changying about her 

thesis topic, and the latter said it was a study on Hamlet.938 This dissertation is no 

longer extant, and it was not recorded in her university records.939 Candidates of an 

ordinary MA degree would be qualified for graduation having passed all the subjects 

in their curriculum, with no further requirement for conducting independent research 

and completing a thesis.940 So, the thesis that Yuan and her relatives mentioned might 

be an essay prescribed for the English subject that she had taken. According to the 

course outline, assessments include one or two short examinations during the term, a 

                                                
935 Yuan, "Pulangyin jiaoshou," 25-26. 
936 Yuan, "Xuyan (Yi)," 2-4. 
937 The exact term she used was “biye lunwen  (Graduation thesis)”. Yuan, "Yuan Changying 
he Shashibiya," 1. 
938 Yu, "Hunan zuizao de xiandai nüzuojia Yuang Changying," 114. 
939 "Results of Examinations in Subjects for Ordinary Degree of M.A. [Chang Y. Yuen.]." 
940 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  67-69. 
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two-hour examination towards the end of each term, and an essay in each of the first 

two terms.941  

The English course that Yuan enrolled in did not have a heavy weighting on 

drama, as seen from the teaching arrangements: on Mondays and Tuesdays, the 

lectures dealt with the history of prose, including the novel, and poetry from Chaucer 

(with introduction) to the end of the nineteenth century. The lectures dealt in a little 

more detail with selected authors and the prescribed works, and on Wednesdays, 

during the first two terms some additional lectures on the prescribed books might be 

given in place of tutorials. On Fridays, during the first two terms the lectures dealt with 

Rhetoric and Criticism. 942  While drama seems not to have been included in the 

syllabus, the prescribed works for examinations in June and October 1920 (the two 

Yuan attended),943 included Shakespeare’s Hamlet and King Lear.944 As prescribed 

texts were discussed in more detail during the course, it would make perfect sense if 

students are instructed to write their essay on one of these works, or Yuan herself chose 

from these more familiar texts and wrote her essay on Hamlet. 

The practice of including different literary genres in the prescribed text, was 

also evident in the English preliminary examination prior to admission. The 

examination consisted of two papers, one on the history of the British people, and one 

on composition and English literature. For the second paper, candidates were required 

to write a short essay and answer four to five questions, both upon subjects derived 

from a prescribed group of texts. They were allowed to select between two groups, 

each including four texts from different genres – novel, poems, prose, drama, 

biography and critical essays.945 In 1918, Shakespeare’s Macbeth was listed in Group 

A, and his Julius Caesar was listed in Group B.946 An Essay on Dramatic Poesy by 

John Dryden was also included in Group B.947 This essay is structured as a dialogue 

                                                
941The essay for the first term was done at home. The other one was either done at home or in the 
examination hall in accordance to the teachers’ instruction. Yuan’s “thesis” could be either one of these 
essays. See "Edinburgh University Calendar 1919-1920,"  153-54. 
942 Academic year commences on the first day of October. Includes at least twenty-five teaching weeks, 
and is divided into three periods.  "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  67; "Edinburgh 
University Calendar 1919-1920,"  153-54. 
943 "Results of Examinations in Subjects for Ordinary Degree of M.A. [Chang Y. Yuen.]."  
944 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1919-1920,"  155. 
945 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  27. 
946 Ibid., 28. 
947 Ibid. 
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between four friends on dramatic poetry, a relatively new genre at that time which had 

in some ways broken with classical traditions. They have a debate over the definition 

of drama, and the value of English drama against that of the ancients and the French. 

The group discusses playwrights such as Ben Jonson, Molière, and Shakespeare with 

great insight, and have a final round of arguments over the suitability of rhyme in 

drama.948  Whether Yuan chose Group A or B remains unknown, but she would 

certainly have been aware of Dryden’s essay while she was preparing and choosing 

study materials for the preliminary examinations.  

 The prescribed texts by Shakespeare had kindled Yuan’s interest in this English 

playwright. Her half-brother recalled that, after her studies at Edinburgh, she would 

often dramatically and tirelessly recite Shakespeare’s works aloud in a dark room.949 

Following her return to China, she started to teach Shakespeare’s drama at different 

institutions,950 and published two relevant studies – one is a new interpretation of 

Shylock’s character in The Merchant of Venice,951 the other analysed the humour in 

five Shakespeare’s plays with reference to Brander Matbeus’s classification of 

humour.952 She is regarded as “the first woman scholar in China who conducted 

research on and introduced Shakespeare”.953 Her expertise was also reflected in her 

playwriting. Preceding studies indicate that the prominent personality of characters, as 

well as the elegance and lyrical style of Yuan’s plays displayed influences from 

Shakespeare’s plays.954 However, these characteristics can actually be found in the 

                                                
948 John Dryden and Thomas Arnold, An Essay of Dramatic Poesy (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894). 
949 Yuan, "Zhi Yang Jingyuan," 175-76. 
950 She worked at the Beiping Nüzi gaodeng shifan  from 1922 to 1923, to teach 
English Literature with a focus on Shakespeare. In 1926-1927, she taught Shakespeare’s works and 
English essay at the China National Institute.  After she became a professor at Wuhan daxue 」  
(Wuhan University) in 1929, she opened a specialised course on Shakespeare at the Foreign Literature 
Department. Yuan, "Yuan Changying he Shashibiya," 192-94; Zhang Zhenbang , "Huainian 
Yuan Changying jiaoshou  (Remembrance of Yuan Changying)," in Feihui di konque, 
ed. Yang Jingyuan, 12-19; Sun Fali , "Enshi yi wo shaweng qing  (My 
respected teacher left me with an attachment to Shakespeare)," ibid., 35-42; Luo, Yuan Changying 
pingzhuan, 192-94. 
951 Yuan Changying , "Shylock," Xin shidai  (New era) 1, no. 2 (1931): 39-46. 
952 "Shasibiya de youmo  (Shakespeare's Humour)," Guoli Wuhan daxue wenzhe jikan 

」  (The national Wuhan University literature and philosophy quarterly) 4, no. 2 
(1935): 341-71. 
953 Yuan, "Yuan Changying he Shashibiya," 1. 
954  Jin, "Zhongguo xiandai nüzuojia Yuan Changying yu Shashibiya," 23-24; Song, "Zhongguo 
xiangdai xijushi shang de qiangwei hua," 11. 
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work of many other playwrights. More significant influences would be the close 

resemblance of characters and plots, for instance: Xuemei’s quick-witted conversation 

with a group of her admirers in Huo shiren is reminiscent of the witty wooing of 

Beatrice and Benedick in Much Ado About Nothing.955 The disguised love letters, 

tangled emotions caused by the mistaken identities, the accidental discovery of ideal 

couples after revelation of the trick, and the declaration of marriage by the newly 

recognised couples in Jiehun qian de yiwen, are all very similar to the plots in Twelfth 

Night.956  

 The French Language and Literature academic training that Yuan gained at 

Edinburgh was also comprehensive and foundational. The prescribed text for 

preliminary examination carried out in Spring 1919, which Yuan attended,957 also 

included texts from four different literary genres. The drama text prescribed was 

Molière’s Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme - a five-act play intermingled with music, dance 

and singing. Other parts of the examination included translation, composition, 

grammatical and philological question.958 This particular examination was rigorous, 

and this is possibly the reason why Yuan took longer time to prepare,959 but she 

eventually managed to pass it on higher standard.960 The French subject that she 

studied in her third year consisted of lectures and discussions on the history of French 

Literature, as well as on the history of French Civilization in its relation to Literature, 

interpretation of French authors, translations, and lectures on French Philology and 

grammar.961  Prescribed materials in drama included Théâtre Classique (Classical 

Theatre) printed by Hachette, and Théâtre Choisi de Molière (Selected Works for 

Theatre by Moliere).962  Students had to choose either to complete their linguistic 

                                                
955 Yuan, "Huo shiren," 81-118; William Shakespeare, Much Ado About Nothing (Oxford Clarendon, 
1993). 
956 Yuan, "Jiehun qian de yiwen," Xiandai pinglun, no. 209 (1928): 9-17; William Shakespeare, Twelfth 
Night, or, What You Will (Oxford Clarendon, 1885). 
957 "Curriculum Schedule [Chang-Ying Yuen]." 
958 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  28-29. 
959 Candidates were obliged to pass four subjects in one or not more than two preliminary examinations. 
Yuan attended and passed the English, Chinese, and Mathematics examinations in September 1918, 
prior to her matriculation; then she attended the preliminary examination in French in March 1919, five 
months after she commenced her studies at the University of Edinburgh. See "Edinburgh University 
Calendar 1918-1919,"  26; "Curriculum Schedule [Chang-Ying Yuen]." 
960 "Curriculum Schedule [Chang-Ying Yuen]." 
961 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1920-1921,"  161-62. 
962 Ibid., 163. 
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training by residence in France, or to attend tutorials in the summer term to have oral 

practice and study of the French way of life.963  

French literary studies remained an integral part of Yuan’s professional career, 

and had an influence on her playwriting. In January 1923, one and a half years after 

Yuan had graduated, she published a monograph Falanxi wenxue  (French 

Literature).964 It has a general introduction to the topic, followed by three chapters 

introducing the major authors and characteristics of French poetry, drama, and prose 

work. This book was printed with a new title Faguo wenxue  (French 

Literature) (the different Chinese translation of “French” was used)  in 1929,965 and it 

was further developed into a more comprehensive guidebook upon the publisher’s 

invitation in 1943.966 After she returned from another overseas academic endeavour in 

Paris between 1926 and 1928, she wrote an essay Faguo jin shinianlai de xiju 

xinyundong  (France’s new drama movement in the last 

decade). It summarised the development of theatres and playwriting in France in the 

preceding ten years, including sections on experimental theatres, the prevailing trend 

at the time of including distorted visions, and attaining illusions through newly 

developed stagecraft.967 Their experimental dramaturgy offered Yuan insight into the 

exciting possibilities of modern drama, and provided her with an impetus to include 

unconventional attempts in her plays such as frequent usage of illusions. However, her 

attempts were considered to be impractical in 1930s China, and largely reduced the 

staging possibilities of her plays.968  

Her literary studies in English and French at Edinburgh had prompted Yuan 

Changying to value play-reading, and textual analysis of the drama script. In her essay 

Juzuozhe de xiuyang  (The mastery of playwrights), she advocated that 

                                                
963 Ibid. 
964 It was reprinted twice after the first edition was published: Yang Yuan Changying , Falanxi 
wenxue  (French Literature) (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , January 1923); 
Falanxi wenxue (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan, October 1923); Falanxi wenxue (Shanghai: Shangwu 
yinshuguan , 1926). 
965 Yuan Changying, Faguo wenxue  (French Literature) (Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan 

, 1929). 
966 Faguo wenxue  (French Literature) (Zhongqing: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1944). 
967 "Faguo jin shinianlai de xiju xinyundong  (France’s new drama 
movement in the last decade)," Xiandai pinglun, The third anniversary memorial issue (1928): 77-87. 
968 To be further discussed in section 5.4.2. 
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a person aspiring to become a playwright should read masterpieces in detail to study 

the skills that made them successful. She stressed “read more and read closely, as this 

has to be the first step of becoming a playwright.”969 Her students, whom she taught 

at Wuhan University, also recalled that she had adopted teaching methodologies of the 

British academic schools, which emphasise close reading of the drama scripts.970  

 
4.3.2   Informal Education in a Non-aristocratic and Co-educational  
           University  

Tian Qin believed that the dearth of women playwrights in traditional Chinese 

history was not a result of women’s lack of an inborn dramaturgic gift; instead, it was 

the confined living environment that hampered their life experiences and observation 

of society which are much needed for playwriting.971  Following the May Fourth 

movement, the emancipation of women was advocated. However, women in early 

Republican China still faced many restrictions in society in terms of public appearance, 

social engagement, as well as studying and career opportunities. In response to these 

restrictions, Yuan wrote an essay to discuss why women should study abroad.972 She 

stated that studying western knowledge at university is important, but that the 

university is also a major school for learning social communication skills which can 

hardly be acquired through books.973 This shows that she valued the extra-curricular 

learning experiences. She, as a student of the University of Edinburgh which had a 

long history in providing non-aristocratic and co-educational schooling, was given 

precious opportunities to engage and interact with a much wider community as 

compared to her woman peers in China, and her exposure was later reflected in her 

writings. 

Quite a number of Yuan’s friends and researchers assumed that the elite 

education she received in the United Kingdom was dedicated to nurturing gentleman 

and noble ladies.974 However, the Scottish universities, in fact, had long-standing non-

                                                
969 Yuan, "Juzuojia de xiuyang," 14-15. 
970 Sun, "Enshi yi wo shaweng qing," 39-40. 
971 Tian, "Zhongguo nüjuzuojia lun," 61-62. 
972 Yuan, "Lun nüzi liuxue de biyao." 
973 Ibid., 7. 
974 A prime example is that Su Xuelin, who was Yuan’s close friend, indicated that “It is said that 
overseas students who study in Britain all have a bit of the ladies and gentlemen’s habits. Ms Changying 
and her husband received education at Oxford and Cambridge for many years, so there is no reason for 
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aristocratic traditions. A strong body of Scottish opinion held that any restriction on 

entry to university was inappropriate, as those were public institutions which ought to 

be open to all citizens.975 This vision was difficult to achieve fully, but ever since their 

establishment, the Scottish universities attempted to set lower barriers: the tuition fees 

were considerably lower than those in England;976 the study period was shortened from 

four to three years in 1889, to make the overall cost more accessible to the working 

class.977 Students were only responsible for half of the tuition fees, and the other half 

was covered by the universities. 978  These democratic policies at the Scottish 

universities attracted a more diverse student body. For instance, by 1860, at University 

of Edinburgh, one-fourth of the Arts students’ fathers came from the working class;979 

whereas at the University of Cambridge, until 1961, the population of students coming 

from this lower sector of the society still had not passed 10 percent.980 Since the 1900s, 

Scottish students were entitled to free university education.981 In 1912, around two-

thirds of the arts students at Edinburgh were beneficiaries, and of those a third had 

fathers in manual occupations.982  

The non-aristocratic culture was also evident in the lecture rituals, which 

traditionally included singing before the professor’s entry, whistling, and desk-

banging.983 Hu Yunhua , a Chinese student who studied at the University of 

Edinburgh in 1937, recorded that students kept stamping on the floor to show 

appreciation to the lecturer’s teaching, while some kept sliding their feet along the 

floor to show disapproval, and the classroom would be disorderly and noisy when there 

                                                
them not to become one of those ladies and gentlemen.” She continued to describe Yuan’s manners and 
clothing to prove that she lives like a typical British noble lady. Zhang Wei also wrote about Yuan’s 
ladylike manners which were comparable to those of the higher class’, and ascribes them to her 
education received at the University of Cambridge. Su Xuelin, "Ji Yuan Changying nüshi 

 (A memoir of Ms Yuan Changying)," Yuzhou feng  (Cosmic Wind) (1937): 617-19; Zhang, 
"Yuan Changying: Dangnian zhimei."; "Jiaoqiao daxue biye de zhewei xiaojie."  
975 Anderson, The University of Edinburgh: An Illustrated History, 119. 
976 Osborne, Scottish and English Schools: A Comparative Survey of the Past Fifty Years, 235-36. 
977 Anderson, The University of Edinburgh: An Illustrated History, 131-32. 
978 Ibid., 173-74. 
979 Ibid., 131-32. 
980 Osborne, Scottish and English Schools: A Comparative Survey of the Past Fifty Years, 290. 
981 Anderson, The University of Edinburgh: An Illustrated History, 131-32. 
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were mixed opinions.984 The rowdy conduct was reportedly modified when women 

were present, but had lingered on until after 1945.985  

Having grown up in a wealthy family and attended several elite schools mainly 

for students from rich families, Yuan only experienced hardship for the first time after 

she arrived to study in Britain, at first in England. As World War One raged on for two 

more years after she arrived in London, she was entitled to have only black bread for 

a prolonged period.986 She had the chance to interact with students from the lower 

classes following her enrolment at the University of Edinburgh. While she was still 

studying there, she encouraged fellow Chinese students in the United Kingdom to 

observe the habits and social interaction of the middle-class and working-class 

families.987 Her social awareness was later on shown through her appeal to aspiring 

Chinese writers, asking them to earnestly conduct further investigations into the 

miseries or consolations that the underprivileged were experiencing.988 Most of the 

characters in Yuan’s plays are intellectuals, but in some plays, she put the spotlight on 

the lower class. For instance, in Qianfang zhanshi, she paid attention to an ordinary 

and powerless solider, who is trapped in a dilemma between adhering to the loyalty of 

his camp and safeguarding the safety of his family members;989 in Ren zhi dao, she 

showed solicitude for the housemaid Mother Wang, who has been abandoned by her 

husband and was having a difficult time taking care of her two young sons.990  

Yuan also showed concern over modern Chinese women’s opportunities to 

receive higher level schooling and co-education. Very few Chinese women received 

university education in early Republican China, and very few among them had a 

chance to study with their male peers.  In China, a plea for co-education only appeared 

in Autumn 1919. Three female students Wang Lan , Xi Zhen , and Deng 

Chunlan  requested that Peking University lift the ban on women’s admission. 

As they had missed the examination period, they were only allowed to audit the 

                                                
984 Hu Yunhua , "Aidingbao daxue yu xuesheng  (University of Edinburgh 
and the students)," Qingnian yuekan  (Youth monthly) 4, no. 5 (1937): 42. 
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986 Yuan, "Zhi Yang Jingyuan," 175. 
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classes.991 Hu Shi , one of the leaders of the New Cultural Movement in China, 

was disappointed that they only asked to join the affiliated secondary school’s class 

which was below the matriculation level. He also pointed out that women’s schooling 

at that time was still rather shallow, and could hardly be connected to university 

education.992 Lu Yin  expressed the same concern, and appealed to the public to 

discuss and reflect on how to lessen the practical and ethical hindrances for women to 

enter universities.993 From 1920 onwards, Peking University and other institutions 

started to accept the admission of a small number of women. The first batch admitted 

to Peking University consisted only of two graduates from the Beijing advanced 

teacher training school for women.994 This shows there was a high threshold for the 

female students wishing to enter universities and experience co-education. 

On the contrary, co-education is an essential characteristic of the Scottish 

educational tradition. From 1872, the University of Edinburgh started to award a 

Certificate in Arts for women who successfully completed a range of courses. In the 

same year, a protest was sparked after some women were refused access to most 

classes in the medical school. 995 In 1884, the Scottish Government established an 

ordinance to sanction the official admission of women to pursue regular degrees, and 

in 1892, institutions were allowed to award graduation certificate to women.996 The 

law stated that instruction of women might be given either in mixed classes or 

separately, and the Scottish universities all adopted the first alternative.997 Women 

students were then allowed to attend the same classes as men, but they were still 
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excluded from many aspects of school life. For instance, they were not allowed to 

travel around or attend dances or parties without approved company by a married 

woman. They were also prohibited from joining the student union, or from being 

involved in student journalism and politics.998 A movement to set up the Women 

Students’ Union was started in 1903, and in 1905 a meeting place was opened on 

campus to allow women students to gather for dining, reading, and holding social 

functions.999  

While Yuan Changying was studying at the university, the membership of the 

Women Students’ Union rapidly increased, 1000  and the university’s restrictions 

imposed on women students were largely reduced. Women played an even more 

prominent part in the university’s school life and affairs during wartime, and this was 

mainly because ahead of conscription in 1915, young men started to volunteer to join 

the army and left school. As a result, the total number of women rose from 552 in 

1913-14 to over a thousand in 1919-20.1001 In the academic year 1918-19, the year that 

Yuan was admitted, 2187 men and 823 women matriculated at the university, with 483 

men and 381 women enrolled in the Faculty of Arts.1002 In 1920-1921, the year Yuan 

graduated, 3656 men students and 1202 women matriculated at the university, with 

796 men and 665 women enrolled in Arts.1003 The ratio between men and women 

students in this particular faculty was nearly 1 to 1, and this meant that Yuan had many 

opportunities to interact with the male students.  

In 1921, which was Yuan’s final year at Edinburgh, only three out of the 

fourty-four Chinese students enrolled at different insitutions in Edinburgh were 

female,1004 suggesting that very few young women from China had shared similar 
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overseas exposure as Yuan. In an essay written by Yuan during the same year, she 

tried to convince people in China to adopt co-education for its benefits – male and 

female students being encouraged to cultivate interpersonal skills and the qualities to 

work together; after developing a comprehensive understanding of the opposite sex, 

they would enjoy great benefit when they started working; also, the difficulties 

involved  in setting up separate universities for women could be avoided.1005 As female 

students in China still lacked the chance to receive co-education, in another essay 

written by her in the same year, she did not simply say that female students should 

study abroad for more exposure and self-improvement, she highlighted three practical 

benefits: firstly, human society is built on the mutual aid of men and women, so 

Chinese people should not only send male students to learn western knowledge which 

they considered essential to the betterment of their society; secondly, men and women 

are born with different gender characteristics and roles, so women should go overseas 

to learn things that they are good at and suited to; thirdly, falling in love is part of 

human nature, so, if there are no Chinese women students abroad, the male students 

will naturally marry foreign ladies which would mean Chinese women will have fewer 

opportunities to marry elite young men.1006  

Yuan’s concern over gender roles and women’s access to co-education were 

later reflected in her plays, for instance, Huo shiren tells how the female student 

Xuemei discusses the purposes of poetry writing with her male classmates. Yuan also 

had a particular focus on the relationship crisis faced by students returning from 

overseas and their spouses who had remained in China, as seen in both Jiujing shui shi 

saozhouxing and Ren zhi dao. 

Yuan advocated that “if Chinese young women study abroad, and attentively 

explore, then they will be able to acquire a lively spirit – a lawful, reasonable and 

independent spirit”.1007 After the mid-1920s, a women in a drama script was more 

often portrayed as a spoiled society beauty, a nagging wife or a passive victim of 
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suffering; 1008  but in Yuan’s plays, a lively spirit is embodied in many of the women 

characters in different ways: firstly, they are talented and highly educated, for instance, 

there is a female university professor,1009  a women playwright who also masters 

medical knowledge,1010 and a budding woman writer;1011 secondly, they are often in a 

leading position while dealing with relationship problems, for example, Yu Fang is the 

one who brings up the idea of breaking up,1012  and Xuemei chooses among her 

admirers and determines with whom she would become engaged;1013 thirdly, they 

showed greater resilience than their male peers amidst difficult situations, best 

illustrated by Yazhen’s voluntary proposal for switching her position in the wedding 

with Aizhen;1014 lastly, they are entrusted to bring positive influence to their male 

peers, as reflected in Xuemei’s uncle’s plan – he wishes that the well-mannered 

Xuemei could serve as an exemplar to his badly behaved son. 1015  Apart from 

displaying their wisdom and self-confidence, Yuan’s plays also reflected on modern 

women’s abuse of freedom and the consequences thereof.1016   

Another unique experience that Yuan encountered at Edinburgh University 

was living in a women’s hostel.  In China, women’s hostels were not available until 

the early 1930s,1017 and many hostels only opened in big cities in 1935.1018 On Yuan’s 

curriculum schedule, she filled in Buchanan Hostel on East Suffolk Road under the 

                                                
1008 McDougall and Louie, The Literature of China in the Twentieth Century, 159. 
1009 Yuan, "Huo shiren," 79-80. 
1010 "Ren zhi dao," 142-47. 
1011 "Wentan hunwu," 18-19. 
1012 "Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing," 92-101. 
1013 "Huo shiren," 89. 
1014 "Jiehun qian de yiwen," 134-39. 
1015 "Huo shiren," 250. 
1016 To be discussed in section 4.4.1. 
1017 Some women’s hostels were first opened in Shanghai and Nanjing. For example, see "Huiwu 
yaowen benhui chuangban nüzi gongyu   (Important news of the 
association: our assocIation is founding a women hostel)," Jiezhi  (Temperance Monthly) 11, no. 
1-3 (1932): 30-31; "Nanjing funü jisushe zhangcheng  (Regulations for Nanjing 
women's boarding)," Funü gongming  (Women's resonance) 2, no. 10 (1933): 45. 
1018 More women hostels opened in Beijing, Shanghai, Hangzhou and Guangzhou. See "Pingshi choushe 
nüzi gongyu ・  (Beijing planning to build women’s hostels)," Linglong  (Linloon 
Magazine) 5, no. 24 (1935): 1572-73; "Shanghai Jingan nüzi sushe kaimu  
(Opening of the Shanghai Jingan women hostel)," Funü yuebao  (Women's monthly) 3, no. 1 
(1935): 41; "Hangzhou nü qingnian hui xinsushe jungong ," Funü yuebao 

 (Women's monthly) 1, no. 11 (1935): 25; "Guangzhou nüsushe zhi xingqi 
 (The rise of women hostels in Guangzhou)," Funü gongming  (Women's resonance) 4, no. 

11 (1935): 87. 
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column “Edinburgh address”. 1019  Buchanan Hostel was one of the three 

accommodation locations which were opened in October 1916 and 1917, in the 

university’s first phase of student residence building. 1020 So, they had only been made 

available to students for less than two years when Yuan moved in during the autumn 

of 1918. According to university archives, the early hostels in Edinburgh were 

exclusively for women students at the university, the teacher training college and other 

educational institutions for women, and could be reached by tramcar in ten to twenty 

minutes.1021  

Each of the first three hostels had its own common room, library and dining-

room, and each could accommodate fifty-two students, who had separate study-

bedrooms, heated by open fires. The grounds in front of the hostels extended to about 

twenty acres, and excellent facilities were afforded for tennis and hockey.1022  A 

student who stayed in the Buchanan Hostel from 1916 to 1920, recalled that the hostel 

was beautifully furnished, and decorated with fresh flowers. There were formal events 

held every Saturday afternoon to which friends could be invited, and hall dances held 

once a term. Another former resident of these hostels from the same period said 

discipline there was very strict.1023 Hu Yunhua, a Chinese women student who lived 

in one of the hostels in 1937, recorded that the daily routines and boarding regulations 

have been traditionally implemented.1024  Yuan’s insight on the independence and 

discipline needed in modern womanhood, which were later stressed in her plays, might 

well have been developed through her stay at the women’s hostel.  

During her last year at Edinburgh, Yuan acted as the Vice-President of the 

Edinburgh Chinese Students’ Union,1025 and she also became the first woman member 

                                                
1019 "Curriculum Schedule [Chang-Ying Yuen]." 
1020 "The First Phase of Hostel Building: 1913 - 1917," The University of Edinburgh, published on 10 
July 2015, accessed 26 September 2017, https://www.ed.ac.uk/education/about-us/maps-estates-
history/history/east-suffolk/hostel-building. 
1021 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  455-56. 
1022 "Edinburgh University Calendar 1918-1919,"  455-56. 
1023 "Students’ Recollections: 1916 - 1920," The University of Edinburgh, published on 10 July 2015, 
accessed 26 September 2017, https://www.ed.ac.uk/files/imports/fileManager/Part5-Recollections1.pdf. 
1024 Hu Yunhua , "Aidingbao daxue nüsheng sushe shenghuo  (Life 
in the women hostel at University of Edinburgh)," Qingnian yuekan  (Youth monthly) 4, no. 
4 (1937), 32-6. 
1025 "The Edinburgh Chinese Students’ Union," The Chinese Student 1, no.1 (1921): 13. 
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of the Academic Research Association (Xueshu yanjiu hui ).1026 The 

association was founded by Chinese students who were studying overseas, and it had 

sub-branches in several countries. It advocated conducting academic research with a 

practical mindset, with aims to strengthen morality and enhance Chinese nationals’ 

happiness.1027 It published a scholastic journal called Minduo zazhi  (The 

People’s Tocsin), edited series of academic books, and called together the intellectuals 

to serve the country.1028 Yuan first joined the British branch when it held a meeting 

and a dinner gathering in Edinburgh in March 1921. Members toasted to celebrate 

Yuan’s participation, and they toasted Chinese women’s promising prospect. Yuan, in 

response, said men and women should be equally responsible for the country and its 

nationals. She also expressed her gratitude to being able to join the association, and 

pledged to carry out its mission.1029 She continued to attend the association’s meeting 

after she returned to China.1030 This engagement shows her early interest in the need 

to be active in a scholastic community, and in utilizing her academic ability to serve 

her motherland. 

 

4.3.3   Immersion in the Drama Heritage at Edinburgh 

 Yuan did not explicitly state what other pastimes she enjoyed in Edinburgh. 

However, while she was there, she advocated that Chinese women students should go 

abroad and experience how Literature and Arts thrive in western countries – not only 

through reading printed books, but by being exposed to them in real life: 

There is no doubt that we should not ignore the “book 
knowledge” from the West, but knowledge being applied in 
practice is more important. We have learnt from the books 
[……] how their literature and arts flourished. If we can 
have direct experience after learning from the books, then 

                                                
1026 Yu Shixiu , "Xueshu yanjiu hui liu Ying fenhui zhi huansong hui 

 (Farewell party of the British branch of the Academic Research Association)," Shen Bao, 28 
March 1921. 
1027 Ibid. 
1028 "Xueshu yanjiu hui zonghui yan baojie ji  (A record of the press 
conference and banquet held by the Academic Research Association)," ibid., 5 January 1922. 
1029 "Xueshu yanjiu hui liu Ying fenhui zhi huansong hui  (Farewell 
party of the British branch of the Academic Research Association)," ibid., 28 March 1921. 
1030 "Xueshu yanjiu hui zonghui yan baojie ji," ibid., 5 January 1922. 
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we will not be restrained to “scratching an itch through one's 
boot”.1031 

Encouraging students to learn through extra-curricular activities was a long-standing 

practice at the University of Edinburgh. The Senatus, the university’s governing body, 

recommended classes should be suspended at certain times for recreation as early as 

1855, though this was only fully complied with the 1920s.1032 Going to theatres was 

the main form of public entertainment for the students since the nineteenth century, 

and this continued well into the twentieth century.1033 Students started to organise their 

own theatre shows in 1884,1034 and theatrical revues later became one of the major 

student traditions.1035  

Watching and being involved in theatrical performances was popular among 

Edinburgh students, as the city has a rich heritage in drama. Scotland’s performance 

culture, in its theatrical dimension, has a history dating back to the early medieval 

period.1036 In the Capital - Edinburgh, the Theatre Royal was established in 1769, and 

for four succeeding decades, it turned into the principal playhouse in Scotland.1037 

Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Scottish theatre culture 

developed alongside the increasing number of theatre buildings and professional 

performers. From the eighteenth century, strolling players also started to perform on 

temporary stages erected at pitches at fairs and on market days, creating a new feature 

of social life.1038 Between 1910 and 1920, there were around fifty theatres in Scotland, 

of which seven were in Edinburgh (this became six by 1920),1039 and this number is 

significant considering it is a compact city. During the interwar period, which started 

in November 1918 – a month after Yuan commenced her studies in Edinburgh, the 

                                                
1031 Yuan, "Lun nüzi liuxue de biyao," 5. 
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1033 Ibid., 145. 
1034 Ibid., 138. 
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theatres staged local plays, as well as plays, musicals and variety shows performed by 

London-originated tours.1040  

I have not found direct evidence of Yuan going to theatres in Edinburgh, but 

she had shared with her friend her experience of watching a certain stage performance 

in an overseas theatre without specifying in which country or city.1041 Also, there is 

evidence that she used to pay visits to theatres during her stay in Paris.1042 Therefore, 

it is very likely that she also went in Edinburgh. After she returned to China, she 

stressed the importance for aspiring playwrights to observe in the theatres - In her 

essay on the mastery of playwrights, she advocated that the first step for aspiring 

playwrights is to read more drama scripts and read closely, then for the second step, 

they should try to watch more plays with attention to their relationship to the scripts:  

To “watch a play” is not only taking a look at the story and 
development of the plots, he (the person watching) must also 
personally experience the varied relationships between 
drama scripts and the audience. For example, the same 
meaning spoken in this way, would make the audience laugh; 
put it that way, it would make them shed tears; change it into 
another expression again, would make them angry. These 
tricks and many other techniques cannot be acquired if one 
does not watch plays.1043 

 
This suggests that Yuan paid attention to the performability of written scripts, and she 

herself, might well had relied on watching plays to acquire inspiration and knowledge 

of professional dramaturgy. However, the development of drama, the level of 

technology and preferences of the audience in western countries were all quite 

different from the realist dramatic pursuits in China. So,  a review of  the traces of 

Yuan’s immersion at Edinburgh University that had been reflected in her plays, 

revealed that these include multi-disciplined perspectives, sympathy towards the 

                                                
1040 Beech et al., Oral Literature and Performance Culture, 546-52; Findlay, A History of Scottish 
Theatre, 218. 
1041 According to Su Xuelin, Yuan once recounted her appreciation for the performance of Maurice 
Maeterlinck’s symbolist play Pelléas et Mélisande, which she watched in a foreign theatre. See Su, "Zai 
da Peiliang xiansheng," 66. 
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to Zheng Zhenduo’s diary, on 8 July 1927, he and Yuan Changying watched the performance of Richard 
Wagner’s Lohengrin at the opera house Opéra Garnier in Paris. See Yuan, "Bali de yiye," 18; Zheng, 
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1043 Yuan, "Juzuozhe de xiuyang," 15.  



 249  

underprivileged, demand for gender equality, emphasis on independence and the 

discipline of modern womanhood, as well as attention to advanced  dramaturgy and 

stagecraft; in the following sections, I will move on to discuss why and how these 

plays were targeted towards and perceived by a narrow group of elite readers in China.  

 
4.4   An Elitist Approach to Playwriting 

Despite the fact that Yuan never explicitly stated that she aimed or expected to 

restrict the readership of her plays, she had an obvious inclination towards adopting 

an elitist approach – as seen in her authorial choices for writing and publication. In the 

following section, I will discuss her unconcealed motive in merely writing for the 

intellectuals – from incorporating advanced academic knowledge, making highly 

theoretically-based attempts in playwriting, focusing on writing on the lives and 

concerns of the intellectuals, to mainly publishing in scholastic journals. I will also 

suggest that Yuan had a hidden agenda of resolving personal affairs through 

playwriting, which was uncommon and discouraged during that period as drama was 

supposed to be reserved for more pressing social imperatives.  

Yuan’s plays displayed sharp contrast with the prevailing proletarian drama, 

both in terms of content and of style, and this seems to suggest that she failed to fulfill 

her earlier pledge to create greater public influence, but through interpreting her 

attempts, it is possible to recognise her writing restrictions, and to re-examine her 

actual contribution to the elite community as well as to the wider society. 

 
4.4.1   The Unconcealed Motives: Writing for the Intellectuals  

 Unlike Bai Wei, who started out in her writing with a private approach, Yuan 

had always believed that literary creations should reach out and focus on exerting a 

social impact. This is evident in her appeal to Chinese writers to create drama that can 

improve their society as well as people’s lives, which was published in 1926; then in 

the essay Wenxue de shiming  (The mission of literature) published in 

1932, she indicated that writers have the mission to extract and present the beauty of 

life which would guide readers to expand their vision, improve their imagination, 
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enhance understanding among people, and ultimately increase happiness. 1044  She 

shared the same view, more specifically on drama writing and watching, in the essay 

on playwriting published in 1933: 

Why would someone need to write plays? [……] It is, 
certainly, because he [or she] has such an artistic conception, 
vision or illusion, which are treasures in his [or her] spirit, a 
type of encounter with original values, and a mission given 
by God. He [or she] must pass them on to others to 
experience it.1045  

Yuan advocated that the only criterion of a successful play, regardless of its content 

and style, should be being able to offer the audience or readers a vivid dramatic illusion 

– falling into a trance where one sees and appreciates a particular attribute of life, 

which is usually overlooked while busy coping with life; following the astonishment 

at this alternative vision, calmness and strength pour out to invoke a transformation in 

one’s spirit.1046 Yuan indicated that she had derived this interpretation from Watching 

a Play by C. K. Munro, Dramatic Illusion by Charles Morgan, and Birth of Tragedy 

by Nietzsche.1047  

 With a growing passion for studying, writing, and teaching drama, Yuan read 

western references extensively. She did not only derive inspiration from these readings 

to write her essays on guiding literary and dramatic writing, her own dramatic 

creations were also highly theoretically based. In the preface for her compiled 

collection of plays, she discussed that one of her motivations for writing was that she 

could not resist trying to write tragedies: She quoted from Victor Basch on the three 

types of conflict in tragedies: conflict between two (opposing) people or parties, 

conflict between a man and himself, and conflict between man and the universe as well 

as fate. Yuan regarded the third type as the most moving and tragic, as it contained the 

sadness of the previous two, but she knew that it is also the most difficult type – if a 

play exposes that there are any alternative ways to escape from a destined fate, or the 

                                                
1044  Yuan Changying, "Wenxue de shiming  (The mission of literature)," Xin shidai 
banyuekan  (The new era fortnightly) 3, no. 4 (1932): 14-15. 
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daxue wenzhe jikan 」  (The national Wuhan University literature and philosophy 
quarterly) 3, no. 2 (1933): 384. 
1046 Ibid., 379-84. 
1047 Ibid., 368. 
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portrayal of the characters does not imply this unavoidable sorrow, then the utility and 

fundamental significance of tragedy will be lost. With this understanding, she 

remarked that she had realised that tragedy is something that she was prohibited from 

trying, but “inclining to try things that are destined to fail is part of human nature”.1048 

  Yuan attempted to try writing the most difficult type of tragedy, which shows 

her interest in the complex topic of uncontrollable fate, and her eagerness to attain 

higher literary achievement; meanwhile many of her peers were making an effort to 

draw their creations to more worldly topics with a simpler style, in the hope of allowing 

ordinary people to understand and relate to them. This is most evident in their different 

adaptations of the old Han ballad Kongqüe dongnanfei. Yang Yinshen’s  

Panshi he puwei  (Rocks and reeds) (1928) changed the tone of the story 

by re-establishing Zhongqing as the offspring of a wealthy family, then ascribes  

Mother Jiao’s hatred of  Lanzhi entirely to the latter’s low social status.1049 This echoes 

with the prevailing debates on the class struggle. Xiong Fuxi’s Lanzhi yu Zhongqing

 (1929) simplified the story by cutting the second half of it, which Xiong 

regarded as too mysterious for most people. He stressed the ignorance and selfishness 

of Mother Jiao, and aims to show that she is a bad example to follow.1050 His adaptation 

was written exclusively for peasants, as it was part of his experiment to create a type 

of plays suitable for performance in rural villages in connection to his appeal to make 

drama accessible to the general public.1051 Yuan’s adaptation written in the same year 

was quite different, as she refused to simply find Mother Jiao guilty of all the faults, 

and as discussed, she decided to probe into her dilemma through a psychological 

analysis. By showing how Mother Jiao had inner conflicts with herself, with her son 

and Lanzhi, and with the tragic fate of being widowed from a young age, Yuan 

depicted all three types of tragic conflict. Despite this, her psychological analysis of 

the heroine’s distorted mentality was difficult to understand. Su Xuelin recorded that 
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 (Experiment in drama popularisation) (Shanghai: Zhengzhong shuju , 1937), 28. 
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in one of the stage performances of this play, the audience made fun of the characters 

and turned the play into a laughing comedy, 1052 which shows that they were not able 

to comprehend what Yuan tried to convey. Critic Tian Qin, despite highly 

commending Yuan’s novelty, pointed out that only highly intellectual persons would 

be able to understand the values of this play.1053 

 As mentioned, apart from conducting psychological analysis in her plays, 

Yuan’s other plays also show traces of her breadth of study. Yuan’s authorial choice 

in incorporating advanced knowledge from different disciplines not only displays her 

endeavour to approach the issues that concern her from a different perspective, but 

also evince her will to communicate her contemplation to other well-educated persons 

in the Chinese society. Other than the different academic knowledge that Su had found 

in her plays,1054 Yuan had also shared her expertise and insight about literature. For 

instance, when she realised that writers wrote poems with mere formality and without 

sincere content, she wrote a play on how to be a legitimate poet. In the play, she 

devoted significant length to allow the characters to discuss different aspects of poetry 

writing, including the definition of poetry:  

Ruo:    But your definition of poetry is short of an essential 
element. You said a poem should have a literary form, 
imagination, syllables, and thoughts. Right, these four 
elements are indispensable for every poem. However, a 
truly high-quality poem does not only have these four 
elements; there is one more element, which is essential 
in the creation of a poem. 

Xue:       (Inquire with a curious tone) What is it? 
Ruo:      There is not a definite answer. Some say it is a kind of 

“emotion”, some say it is a kind of “intuition”, some say 
it is “an incomplete and mysterious experience brought 
forth by God”. 

Xue:       Aye! This is true, a poem has to have such a thing. I 
think the first one is quite right: poetry has to be evolved 
around a kind of “emotion”. 

                                                
1052 Su’s commentary was written after the Kongqüe performance staged by students and staff of the 
Wuhan nüzi shifan 」  (Wuhan women’s teacher training school) in 1935. See Su , 
"Kongqüe dongnanfei juben ji qi shangyan chengji de piping," 37. 
1053 Tian, "Zhongguo nüjuzuojia lun," 68. 
1054 Su , "Su xu," 2-3. 
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Ruo:       [……] Any thought that develops without a context filled 
with emotions is absolutely contrary to poetry. 
[……]1055 

To comply with the time constraint of stage performances, the content of drama scripts 

is usually very compressed. Every line is supposed to contribute to unfold the plot of 

the play – either outline the background of the story, describe the rising action and the 

conflict emerged, or explain how the matters were being resolved. Dialogue like the 

above quote reads more like theoretical discussion, but it seems that Yuan did not mind 

repeatedly going off the storyline and including such content. There are many more 

similar dialogues in the play, and very often a character’s line runs on over a page or 

two while elaborating a concept or a complicated stance. For example, Ruo’s last 

sentence in the above quote still ran on as follow: 

Ruo:    Therefore, a poem is a thought enclosed by a certain 
emotion, which is being passed on from the poet’s inner 
soul to the readers. The thought and the emotion cannot 
be separated, they are one. The emotion must have a 
psychological effect on the poet’s thought process. The 
thought is part of the emotions within his mind. If his 
poem is well written, then when we read it, the same 
effect should happen in our mind. However, the effect 
is not merely [on the development of] a thought, not 
merely [the feeling of] an emotion, but an integral 
experience. We go through a spiritual awakening, a 
tremor in our hearts. A thought in the poet’s mind is of 
complete and vivid substance; it is not a vague outline, 
nor a shrivelled skeleton, but a real emotion with flesh 
and blood – a warm experience. The thoughts and 
emotions cannot be divided, just as the soul and flesh of 
human cannot be separated. 

Xue:       (Shows appreciation.) I didn’t expect that my cousin has 
such a deep understanding and knowledge [on this 
topic]! 

Ruo:       You don’t have to tease! I still haven’t finished    talking 
about it yet. A legitimate poem is [……]1056 

 
The main idea was to explain why emotion is indispensable in poetry writing, in order 

to deliver the message that contemporary writers should not overlook this point, but 

Yuan tended to explain in great detail, and repeat the core idea over and over again. 
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The conceptual and very often abstract discussion like this would be hard to follow 

and comprehend if those lengthy lines are being voiced out on stage in one go, and it 

requires a lot of patience even in the case of play-reading as the flow is slow-paced. 

Therefore, the general readers and audiences who are just invested in the development 

of the plot would be very unlikely to be interested in and to embrace Yuan’s plays.  

 Except for Kongqüe dongnanfei, all of the ten other plays written by Yuan with 

a modern setting have intellectuals playing an important role. There are two major 

themes. One concerns the proper attitude of a writer: as in Huo shiren, which has been 

explicated in the last paragraph, Xuemei stressed in the end that a poet should be filled 

with sincere compassion toward living things on earth, instead of only focusing on the 

rhetoric – “no matter how stylised his poems are, if he has no sincere feelings and a 

perfectly noble character, then he cannot become a real poet, a living poet”.1057 In 

Jiehun qian de yiwen, the characters talked about how one’s writing will certainly 

reflect the writer’s soul, so attempts to conceal the writer’s identity will not work. 1058 

To highlight this point, the title of the play was later renamed as Wenhun  (The 

soul of the text).1059 In Wentan hunwu, those who covet authority and money at the 

expense of a writer’s reputation is condemned.1060 These plays are clearly dedicated, 

as timely reminders, to intellectuals who were fond of writing or had been in the 

literary field. 

Another repeated theme in Yuan’s plays is showing the irresponsible acts of 

some well-educated persons. The character Weiwo, whose name literally means 

“nobody but me”, is the most prominent example. He straightforwardly says, “I do not 

care whether my actions are harmful or beneficial to the community.” 1061 Disagreeing 

with his friend’s persuasion on how different parties should respect each other to 

maintain harmony in society, Weiwo claims that their community needs unruly people 

like him to bring in beneficial stimulation: 

                                                
1057 Ibid., 99. 
1058 "Jiehun qian de yiwen," 11, 13-15. 
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1061 "Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing," 136. 
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Li:    I think the social organisation is like the cosmic  
order in the universe. We do not intentionally find fault 
and argue the actions within each sphere, but we cannot 
avoid asking each individual to maintain the order 
which would keep the harmony among all. Otherwise, 
you hit me and I trash back, everyone will be end up in 
destruction, and how would there be any possibility of 
survival? I thought your action is harmful to the 
harmony of our society. 

Wei(wo): [……] Do you know that apart from a group of 
mediocre planets, which act according to the rules of the 
universe, there is often a kind of planet which is the most 
precious and the most dangerous at the same time? This 
is what we commonly call a “saozhouxing  
(bloom star) [a common Chinese description of comet 
which has a long tail, and the bloom has the implication 
of a jinx]”. This planet drags along its own strong and 
powerful atmosphere and rampages in the universe. 
Sometimes it breaks down some planets, but some other 
planets are reliant on its nourishing disposition. You 
said that I do not act according to social order, and I 
would admit I am a “bloom star”. But you also have to 
admit that my strong and powerful character is 
beneficial to our society. If everyone in the society is 
very conscientious and does not dare to step across the 
boundary, then, this society will be like a pool of 
stagnant water which does not have much value to 
preserve. The unruly monsters like me are like the 
“bloom stars” in the sky, which are doses of excitatory 
tonic – after being swallowed by society, there would be 
more benefits than harm.1062  

Here, we can again see how Yuan used to cite a certain knowledge to explain an idea. 

In this case, she cited the concepts related to cosmic order to make an analogy on social 

order. Although Weiwo seemed to have made a sound claim to defend himself, the 

sufferings he brought on to his friends in the end defy his argument. Meiying  in 

Ren zhi dao, also represents an opposing voice through her rage against those people 

who claim to be “new men” and “new women”, as they allege to act in accordance 

with a brand new style of life, and selfishly bully the less learned people who are very 

often more vulnerable.1063  

                                                
1062 Ibid., 135-36. 
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 The irresponsible acts that Yuan depicted are mostly related to breaking off a 

relationship, either in courtship or marriage. Ten out of her eleven plays touched on 

family or intimate relationships between lovers,1064 and four of the plays concentrated 

on telling stories of extramarital affairs or failure in keeping an engagement.1065 One 

of the cases highlighted concerns graduates from overseas feeling that they should 

marry someone with comparable intellectual ability and social status, therefore, hoping 

to cancel their previous engagement to a less educated person. This is being 

highlighted in both Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing and Ren zhi dao, and there is an 

extended debate on the topic in the latter play. The initial part the debate lays out the 

reasonsing from both sides: 

Sulian:   […..]It is not easy for a person who has received a new 
education to stay as a couple with her. 

Meiying: (Angry) What is not easy? How did they stay as a 
couple before? Surely, after one ate bread [while living 
overseas] for a few years, he became a supernatural 
being who cannot be a spouse to a mortal? 

Sulian:  This is not the case. In the past, her husband’s 
knowledge, vision, and living habits are on the same 
level as her, chicken and duck can naturally cooperate. 
Now that her man has been immersed in the European 
and American culture, has his vision broaden, and his 
personality refined, how could he bare having such an 
ignorant woman as his wife? 

[…..] 
Meiying: The problem should not be approached like this. If I 

have already married a countryman long ago, have had 
children with him, and had loved him dearly; then sold 
my family business to study overseas with the aim to 
increase my knowledge and improve my life, leaving 
my man to work very hard in raising the children and 
caring for our parents; in the end, I abandon him, let 
him and the children be homeless, or even starve to 
death in the ravine, while I turn and enjoy the happiness 
of a new family with a fashionable man – do you think 
this is right and reasonable?1066  

There are also many debates over loyalty and a person’s right to divorce or simply love 

another person when he or she wishes to. For instance, Sulian, whose husband filed 

                                                
1064 Wentan hunwu is the only play that has not touched on this topic.  
1065 The four plays include Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing, Ren zhi dao, Xia, and Xuanwu Hu bin. 
1066 Yuan, "Ren zhi dao," 208-10. 
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for divorce from a countrywoman to marry her, tries to defend their decision, but she 

is being refuted by her friend: 

Sulian:    Love is sacred. There is no right or wrong in love. 
Meiying: Is love sacred? The so-called life for these people is 

simply animalistic, and purely sensual. The group of 
men and women who got carried away are just like the 
puppets and plaything confirming Bernard Shaw’s 
Theory of Life Force; they do not make any judgement, 
not any preference, and just let a moment of sensual 
impulse take the lead. [……] Just now I said they are 
the playthings of Shaw’s Theory of Life Force, I am 
really actually wrong. Because what is mentioned in 
the theory is beneficial to human beings, but these 
people are harming human beings and destroying them. 
These people make it impossible for people to live 
peacefully together in a society. [Everyone] loves 
someone today, and abandons them tomorrow, [……] 
they will only make social unrest and make the lives of 
people miserable.1067 	

Meiying continued on recounting various examples of suicide and murder provoked 

by these thoughtless people, and how they have created widespread social chaos. In 

that way, she made it clear that why the abandonment of faithful promises and rapid 

changes of partner would make it impossible for people to live peacefully together in 

a society. 1068  The couple in Xuanwu Hu bin were also convinced by the male 

protagonist’s notion of “there are no sins in exercising freedom of love”, but later they 

realise that horrible results would emerge once they abuse their right.1069 

In Yuan’s short story Linmeng Hu shang  (On the Linmeng 

Lake)(1934), the main character assumed that “with more advanced culture, people 

become less cruel,” but she is sorrowful to find out that in reality it seems to be the 

opposite. She is surprised that very few people are willing to make use of their own 

intelligence and ability to seek happiness for their fellows.1070 This disappointment 

echoes with the views of many characters in Yuan’s plays, and voices out her intention 

– to persuade the intellectuals to make good use of their education, be responsible, be 

                                                
1067 Ibid., 211. 
1068 Ibid., 159-63. 
1069 Yuan, "Xuanwu hu bin," 13. 
1070 "Linmeng Hu shang  (On the Linmeng Lake)," Wenxue jikan  (Literature 
Quarterly) 1, no. 3 (1934): 156. 
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considerate, and strive to bring positive influence to the Chinese society. This does not 

only apply to writing and marital issues, but also on wider issues such as social 

development, as reflected in her play Chunlei zhi ye: Yide, who is a knowledgeable 

leader in the village, learned from books that having a satisfactory spiritual life is as 

important as having a better material life. He refuses to agree that scientific 

development should be blindly pursed, even at the expense of people’s aspirations for 

religion, philosophy, literature and the arts. Facing a death threat from the commander 

of a campaign that advocates a high degree of modern and scientific advancement, he 

persists in making use of what he had learned to derive a judgement that would 

preserve the peaceful life of his fellow villagers.  

 
4.4.2   The Hidden Agenda: Resolving Personal Dilemma 

 Yuan’s concern over the spreading social chaos might not be the only reason 

why she insisted on exploring marital issues in her plays. A study suggested that it is 

related to her reading of history and her intense interest in western drama: for instance, 

many of Shakespeare’s plays portray conflicts in love and marriage.1071 However, her 

struggle in confronting personal relationship crises and attempts to settle in an 

imperfect marriage would have been a more influential factor. 

 According to Yang Jingyuan, her parent’s marriage was “partly-traditional and 

partly-modern”. Yuan Changying’s father was acquainted with Yang Duanliu before 

the latter departed to study overseas, and he valued this promising young person. He 

asked Yang to take care of his daughter during the early part of her stay in the United 

Kingdom, and later arranged their engagement. 1072  The couple had developed a 

friendship over seven to eight years before getting married. During their wedding 

ceremony, their marriage was described as a more civilised marriage as compared to 

those purely pre-arranged by parents.1073 The couple were both members of the elite 

community who shared similar life experience, both became professors at Wuhan 

University, and had  always been perceived as a perfect match.1074 Many assumed that 

                                                
1071 Zou, "Yuan Changying xiju de nüxing yishi tanyuan," 74. 
1072 Yuan, "Muqin Yuan Changying," 187-88. 
1073 "Yang Duanliu Yuan Changying zhi jiehun meitan." 
1074 "Muqin Yuan Changying," 191. 
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they were enjoying perfect family life.1075 However, their daughter disclosed that Yuan 

Changying derived little pleasure from this marriage, due to the marked difference in 

age, character, interest and temperament between her and her spouse.1076 

 As Yang was far from the ideal soulmate that Yuan wished to be accompanied 

by, Yuan herself was tempted to bond with another man – just like of the characters in 

her plays. According to her daughter Jingyuan, Yuan’s had a perplexing relationship 

with the poet Xu Zhimo. Jingyuan recalled that her mother had once shared a personal 

story: while she was still in Britain, she had a crush on someone while taking part in a 

drama performance, but she managed to suppress the sentiment with a strong will. 

After many years, Jingyuan figured out that the man was Xu Zhimo. She also indicated 

that her mother had always kept a book translated by Xu on the bookshelf, and revealed 

how Yuan’s short story Huimie  (Destruction) displayed traces of their romantic 

affair,1077 both - keeping the book, and the writing of the story Huimie - show Yuan’s 

deep affection towards this fellow writer. However, other than Yang Jingyuan’s 

speculation, there is no other concrete evidence that shows the two definitely had an 

affair. 

 Many plots in Yuan’s plays have a close resemblance to her marital trials, and 

it seems that she was trying to persuade herself to preserve her imperfect marriage, as 

well as recognising the potential benefits of pre-arranged marriage. For instance, in 

Jiehun qian de yiwen, Junxin comforts his fiancée by telling her that although their 

marriage is arranged according to their parents’ will, which means they do not have 

much freedom (of love) as in non-arranged cases, it could still be a perfect union of 

the body and the spirit as they made efforts to connect with each other.1078 In Ren zhi 

dao, Meiying recounted how she had been trapped in a whirlwind romance with a 

fellow male student when she was studying overseas, and they suppressed their desire 

                                                
1075 Sun, "Kongqüe dongnanfei de juzouzhe," 9. 
1076 Yang was nine years older than Yuan, and according to her daughter, he had taken care of Yuan as 
if she was his younger sister. Yang was an economist, who was fond of literature but restricted to 
classical Chinese literature, and had no interest in modern Chinese literature nor Western literature. 
Yang did not listen to music, and would only watch a film when Yuan asked him to. Yang was a serious 
and reserved person, while Yuan was lively and bold. See Yuan, "Muqin Yuan Changying," 190-91. 
1077 Yang Jingyuan, "Yaojian 'xiaojiao' (Seeing the 'bound feet' again)," Wanxiang  
(Panorama Monthly) 9, no. 10 (2007): 115-19. 
1078 Yuan, "Jiehun qian de yiwen," 13. 
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which successfully preserved each of their existing marriages. As she knew that 

recklessly destroying a marriage usually inflicts unnecessary harm on others, she felt 

fortunate that she made the right decision. She added that “if there is any trace of crime, 

or any hideous stain on one’s conscience, then no matter how much earthly pleasure 

one would enjoy, true love would no longer exist”. 1079 Then in Yinma Changchengku 

(1947), Yuan re-visited the topic by including a modern couple whose marriage was 

pre-arranged. Their friends had a debate over this: one declares that pre-arranged 

marriage can never be congenial nor sincere, and accuses this legacy of the feudal 

cultural of being inhuman; another friend suggests that parents’ orders and the match-

makers’ recommendations can actually increase the “seriousness” of the marriage – 

they attach a sacred significance to a marriage, which could be viewed as “destiny”, 

and this “makes the marriage as mysterious as life itself – not to be easily given up, 

not to be questioned”. The first friend condemns this as an entirely regressive view, 

but a third friend concurs on this as she sees how the couple’s unconditional faith in 

their home and family hold them together.1080 This couple’s unity seems to be an 

embodiment of Yuan and Yang’s marriage, as Jingyuan stated – their deep patriotic 

devotion, honest and sincere moral character, as well as a high sense of responsibility 

to their career, family and society tightly tied them together. As time went on, their 

mutual respect for each other’s personality and unswerving loyalty had made their 

marked differences in temperament become insignificant.1081 

 Similarly to Bai Wei, Yuan projected her personal conflicts onto her 

playwriting, but there are clear differences in their approaches: Bai Wei does not 

usually have a distinct stance, and very often she projects her divided-self which holds 

conflicting views, so considerations of both sides of the spectrum are usually shown, 

which means she made use of the playwriting process to reflect on the situation and 

attempted to seek a resolution - though she repeatedly ended up straddling between 

protecting personal pursuits and safeguarding the well-being of others; Yuan, on the 

other hand, predominantly had an intuitive judgement embedded in the debate between 

characters, stating that stability in familial and social relations should override 

                                                
1079 "Ren zhi dao," 164-65. 
1080 Yinma Changchengku  (Feeding the horse at a cave by the Great Wall) (Shanghai: 
Zhengzhong shuju , 1947), 31-33. 
1081 Yuan, "Muqin Yuan Changying," 190-91. 
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personal desire, and she apparently tried to remind herself to choose a morally 

justifiable option and wished to convince her readers. This is particularly highlighted 

in the title of one of her plays Ren zhi dao, which means “morality of human beings”.  

Yuan’s hidden agenda to resolve personal dilemmas helps to explain why she 

insisted on exploring marital issues, which not only deviated from the prevailing trend 

of playwriting which either focused on conveying revolutionary ideals or national 

consciousness, but also clashed with her own desire to write about the miseries or 

consolations that the underprivileged were experiencing. While Yuan was being 

accused of neglecting the pressing social imperatives,1082 a newspaper article recorded 

that a monogamy movement was being conducted in Luojia Mountain (where Wuhan 

University was located) in 1933. It was initiated when a married male professor 

intended to take another lady as his second wife. His wife spread the news to fellow 

women on the mountain. The women found it unacceptable, especially in a scholastic 

environment, so they came together to deter the professor’s unfaithful deed. Yuan 

Changying was elected as the leader of the movement, during which she sparked off 

heated debate over the issue and led the allies to achieve their goal. It is reported that 

Yuan excelled at pitching her arguments with literary language, and deploying 

evidence from Greece and Roman history, as well as morality and women’s rights.1083 

Yuan’s involvement in this event has not been recognised by any previous studies nor 

included in her biographies, but it is significant as it shows that while marital issues 

seem trivial compared to the heightening class struggle and the Japanese invasion, it 

was one of the major concerns in the elite community that she was living in. The 

appreciation of Yuan’s complex argumentation also suggests that Yuan’s complicated 

plays filled with psychological analysis, multi-disciplined knowledge, and ethical 

reasoning would have appealed to and been well understood by members of the elite 

community.  

                                                
1082 For example, after reviewing Yuan’s plays, Kui Feng  emphasised that she should strike a 
balance between her ideals and social needs, as “a literary worker who trails along the era’s 
advancements, undoubtedly could have his or her unique ideals, but on the other hand, he or she should 
pay more attention to the reality around them.” See Kui Feng ,"Yuan Changying de Kongqüe 
dongnan fei ji qita (si) (Yuan Changying's 'Southeast flies the 
peacock and other plays' (4))," Shen Bao, 28 January 1937. 
1083 "Yuan Changying yonghu nüquan  (Yuan Changying advocates women's rights)," 
Yishibao  (Benefit the world news), 26 June 1933. 
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4.4.3   Distance from the Left–Right Literary Spectrum 

Whether literature should represent a broad social horizon and be written from 

the point of view of the working classes, was one of the major issues that on which 

Chinese writers argued during the debate on revolutionary literature sparked off in 

Spring 1927.1084  For instance, in opposition to the leftists’ advocation of  “mass 

literature”, Liang Shiqiu published an article on the journal Xinyue  (Crescent 

Moon) in which he declared that literature is always the product not of the masses but 

of “a few geniuses”.1085 The debate only lasted for a few weeks, but the relevant issues 

were revisited in the more prolonged battle over literary freedom in the 1930s, in which 

the personal ideological independence of writers was at risk - the leftists attempted to 

dominate the literary scene by redefining literary production as an instrument of 

mobilisation, indoctrination, and a training ground for new writers under their 

control.1086 Yuan Changying did not publicly express her disagreement with the leftists’ 

literary approach until 1937,1087  but her playwriting between 1928 and 1936 had 

already shown a very different approach as compared to writers under the Left League.  

Judging from Yuan Changying’s literary works, she shared a similar approach 

with authors contributing to the journals Xinyue and Xiandai pinglun. Liang Shiqiu 

was one of the founders of the Crescent Moon Society (Xinyue she ), which 

established the Xinyue journal. This society gathered a group of liberal writers and 

scholars mostly trained in the United States and Europe, who were generally 

influenced by Western aesthetic and humanist theories. They could not accept the use 

of literature for political propaganda, either from the left-wing or the right-wing.1088 

Hu Shi, Xu Zhimo, Chen Xiying were three of the core members, and they later 

became core contributors to Xiandai pinglun. This journal has a very similar nature to 

                                                
1084 Laughlin, "The Debate on Revolutionary Literature," 401-04. 
1085 Liang Shiqiu , "Wenxue yu geming  (Literature and revolution)," Xinyue  
(Crescent Moon) 1, no. 4 (1928): 41-51. 
1086 Laughlin, "The Debate on Revolutionary Literature," 401-04. 
1087 Yuan’s first expressed her disagreement with the leftists’ literary approach in Yuan, "Xian jieduan 
suo xuyao de wenxue," Wenyi 4, no. 1 (1937): 1-5.  
1088 Wong, "Lion and Tigers in Groups: The Crescent Moon School in Modern Chinese Literary History 
" 301; "A Literary Organisation with a Clear Political Agenda: The Chinese League of Left-Wing 
Writers, 1930-1936," 328. 
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that of Xinyue. A major difference between the two is that Xinyue was predominately 

a literary monthly; while Xiandai pinglun was a multi-disciplined weekly journal.1089 

Yuan Changying’s first two plays and fourteen other writings were published in 

Xiandai pinglun.1090 She had a similar education background to other contributors, and 

her frequent submission reflects her agreement with this journal’s orientation of 

allowing authors and readers to have independent political views.1091  

 Yuan and other writers associated with Xinyue and Xiandai pinglun were 

fiercely attacked by members of the Left League, for they had different views on 

political issues and usage of literature. In contrast to the way that they were depicted 

by the Left-wing, 1092 not all of them were supporters of the Nationalist regime.1093 On 

the other hand, they undoubtedly held a different view of literature, and were able to 

exert considerable influence on readers. So, they became the League’s target of 

attack.1094  Following the personal grudges and bitter quarrels that had developed 

between Lu Xun and Chen Xiying, who was then an editor of Xiandai pinglun, the 

term “Contemporary Review Clique” was used to label Chen and his associates which 

mainly included contributors of this particular magazine.1095 According to Su Xuelin, 

when Yuan’s Kongqüe dongnanfei was staged in 1935, followers of the Left League 

had already spread across the country. They could not tolerate any literary work that 

                                                
1089 Chen Shuyu ★, "Guanyu 'Xiandai pinglun' de yixie qingkuang –

 (Some facts about 'The Contemporary Review')," Zhongguo xiandai wenxue yanjiu congkan 
 (Modern Chinese Literature Studies), no. 3 (1980): 308. 

1090 Other writings include short stories, essays, book reviews, translated works, and introduction to 
western theories. Titles and publications details are listed in Lu, "Yuan Changying xiansheng zheyi 
mulu," 745-46. 
1091 See further discussion in section 4.6.2. 
1092 For instance, in a letter written by Lu Xun in 1929, he distinctly pointed out that these two journals 
had a close relationship with the Nationalist government: “Recently, ‘Xinyue’ is all of a sudden acting 
vigorously. They are going to replace the ‘Xiandai pinglun’ to be the admonishing friend of the 
government. ‘Xiandai pinglun’ was once an admonishing friend of Duan Qirui , and it cannot 
come to the front row.” See Lu Xun , "Zhi Dou Yinfu" in in Lu Xun shujian, 889. 
1093 The Crescent Moon group was generally opposed to Communism, but members like Liang Shiqiu, 
Hu Shi, and Xu Zhimo did not support the Nationalist government wholeheartedly or unconditionally. 
Contributors of Xiandai pinglun had varied political views: some held progressive thoughts, some were 
reformers, and some clearly belonged to the Right-wing. See Wong, "Lion and Tigers in Groups: The 
Crescent Moon School in Modern Chinese Literary History " 303; "A Literary Organisation with a Clear 
Political Agenda: The Chinese League of Left-Wing Writers, 1930-1936," 328; Chen, "Guanyu Xiandai 
pinglun de yixie qingkuang," 305. 
1094 Wong, "A Literary Organisation with a Clear Political Agenda: The Chinese League of Left-Wing 
Writers, 1930-1936," 328. 
1095 "Lion and Tigers in Groups: The Crescent Moon School in Modern Chinese Literary History " 301. 
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departed from their beliefs, thus rejected and attacked those works regardless of their 

quality. Su believed that being considered a member of the Contemporary Review 

Clique was a major reason that led to an underestimation of the value of Yuan’s 

compiled collection.1096   

 Yuan’s close ties with the Nationalist Party was another factor that influenced 

the reception of her works, despite the fact that she scarcely expresses her political 

views in her literary creations. Yuan’s father and Yuan’s husband Yang Duanliu both 

served in senior roles in the Nationalist Government. Yang was at one point also a 

member of the Nationalist Party.1097 In a private letter, Yuan revealed that Chiang Kai-

shek and Hu Shi were two heroes in her mind for they had been “the two major pillars 

of sustaining our nation’s destiny”.1098 Yuan seldom publicly indicates her political 

stance, and only two of her plays touched on the contemporary campaigns. The 

background of Qianfang zhanshi was set in the Northern Expedition, which was led 

by the Nationalist government to fight against the northern warlords, but the play 

focused on showing solicitude for soldiers with a lower rank in the army, rather than 

calling people to support the Nationalist Party. It is a similar case for Yinma 

Changchengku, in which she recognised the contributions of a commander of the 

Nationalist army fighting against the Japanese, but the focus was on the life of the 

women left behind the battlefront. Also, written with complex structure and abstract 

expressions, they were neither intended nor feasible for any kind of propaganda.1099  

When Yuan reviewed the development trend of the Chinese literary field from 

1928 to 1937, she clearly showed her disapproval of the Left-wing literature.1100 She 

condemned their overpowering domination of the field, as it impeded the development 

of many other groups with different literary pursuits. She also criticised the content of 

the leftist genre, by emphasising how it was “devoted to worship foreign races, to 

                                                
1096 The reception of Yuan’s plays will be discussed in section 5.4.2. 
1097 Su, "Su xu," 4-5. 
1098 The letter was written by Yuan to Hu Shi during her stay in Paris between 1926 and 1928, exact 
date unspecified. See Zhongguo shehui kexueyuan jindai shi yanjiusuo Zhonghua minguoshi yanjiushi 

ü , ed. Hu Shi laiwang shuxin xuan 
 (Selected correspondence with Hu Shi), vol. 1 (Beijing: Shehui kexue wenxian chubanshe 

, 2013), 297. 
1099 The form of her plays will be discussed in section 5.4.2. 
1100 Yuan, "Xian jieduan suo xuyao de wenxue," 1-3. 
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insult our nation as well as culture, and to provoke internecine conflicts”.1101 The 

editor indicated that Yuan’s review could be read with a cross-reference to Su Xuelin’s 

essay,1102 which was far more explicit in criticising the Left League’s exploitation of 

literature for glorifying the Soviet Union’s political foundation.1103 While Yuan held 

different political views, she was mainly dissatisfied with the Left-wing literature for 

their denial of Chinese traditions and conventions. Her review demonstrates that she 

had never been able to accept the Left League’s direction, not only because her elitist 

approach in writing diverged from the leftists’ proletarian literature, but also due to 

her earnest endeavour to preserve traditional Chinese cultural amidst the rapid 

westernisation in Republican China. 

 

4.5   Scholarly Representation of National Literature  

 In an attempt to stop the left-wing writers from drawing Chinese literature into 

an abnormal and morbid predicament, a group of writers with close links to authorities 

at the Nationalist Party advocated “Minzu zhuyi wenxue  (Nationalist 

Literature)” since June 1930. Promotion of Nationalism corresponded to China’s crisis 

in combating severe foreign imperialist aggression, but the Left League accused the 

movement of representing the interests of the ruling class. The movement did not last 

long and failed to make an impact on the literary arena or on the general public for two 

reasons: firstly, the nationalist writers came under relentless attacks from the Left 

League, and secondly, their works were at that time considered either mediocre or 

inferior.1104 

While the controversy over the short term Nationalist Literature Movement has 

been recorded and studied in literary studies,1105 an even more short-lived campaign 

                                                
1101 Ibid., 2. 
1102 Bianzhe , "Bianji houji  (Postscript by the editor)," ibid.: 94. 
1103 Su Xuelin, "Guoqu wentan bingtai de jiantao  (Review on the preceding 
morbid literary phenomena)," ibid.: 10-12. 
1104 Wong, "A Literary Organisation with a Clear Political Agenda: The Chinese League of Left-Wing 
Writers, 1930-1936," 328. 
1105 Shao Bozhou , Zhongguo xiandai wenxue sichao yanjiu  (Studies 
of the literary trends in modern China) (Shanghai: Xuelin chubanshe  1993), 455-67; Zhang 
Zhongliang , Minzu guojia ganian yu minguo wenxue  (Concepts of 
the nation and the state in Republican literature) (Guangzhou: Huacheng chubanshe , 2014), 
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on advocating “Minzu wenxue  (National Literature)” during 1937 which 

Yuan Changying supported has scarcely been recognised. “Minzu wenxue” in this 

campaign is less theoretically based and has a broad definition, not being restricted to 

literary works with anti-enemy themes, but including those on the suppression of 

bandits and traitors, as well as those dedicated to promotion of the nations’ fine 

morality and transformation of despicable national practices.1106 Yuan stated that this 

type of literature had been advocated since 1933, but it was restrained under the spread 

of the leftist literature.1107 Proponents claimed that this type of literature had a wider 

scope and could genuinely unite writers from different groups, but no relevant 

discussion is found beyond 1937. 1108  Although the campaign was deemed not 

successful, Yuan’s support and elaboration on this campaign sheds light on why she 

emphasised the preservation of traditional Chinese culture in her playwriting.1109 In 

the following two parts, I will quote from Yuan’s elaboration on what “National 

Literature” should be like, and suggest that she had been incorporating those ideal 

elements in her writing long before she listed them in 1937. 

 
4.5.1   Sharing a Transcultural Vision  

 When Yuan advised other Chinese women on preparations for studying abroad, 

she stressed that overseas students should always care about their motherland. She 

regarded application of western knowledge to the betterment of China as a major goal 

of their endeavour, and shared her belief in national identity as a prerequisite for 

building international cooperation: 

If our country is being destroyed, what would be the benefits 
of our learning? Where can we apply the knowledge that we 
have learned? We should pay attention to Internationalism 

                                                
115-37; Jiang Fei , Guomingdang wenxue sixiang yanjiu  (Study of the 
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1106 Bianzhe, "Bianji houji," 94; Hu Shaoxuan , "Minzu wenxue de dingyi  
(Definition of National literature)," ibid., no. 3: 1-2. 
1107 Yuan, "Xian jieduan suo xuyao de wenxue," 2. 
1108 More details could be found in Wenyi vol. 4, no. 1 (1937), which is a special issue dedicated to 
discussing this campaign. Other major references are Lin Cheng , "Minzu wenxue yundong de 
zhuwenti  (Questions about the National Literature Campaign)," Wenhua 
qianshao yuekan  (Cultural sentinel monthly) 3, no. 3-4 (1937): 12-15; Wu Dingdi 
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1109 Yuan, "Xian jieduan suo xuyao de wenxue," 1-5. 
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and Humanitarianism, but how would “international” exist 
[in our mind] without [belonging to] a country? Without 
bearing the lives of the 400 million compatriots in our hearts, 
how could we talk about being humane? To love the 
motherland is to love the world, to love our compatriots is to 
love the human race; so, even though we live overseas, we 
cannot disregard the stability and vulnerability of our 
nation.1110 

She also stressed such belief in her plays. In Huo shiren, the character Ruohai  

said “knowledge has to be built by digesting a combination of Chinese and Western 

scholarship, followed by creating an integrated view by oneself. Only in this case, the 

knowledge could be considered true and thorough.”1111  This statement is said in 

response to a query on why the women professor is teaching Chinese literature 

following her overseas studies, and it highlights Yuan’s eagerness to see Chinese 

culture through a new lens. Yuan’s daughter once remarked that “She (Yuan 

Changying) is different from those writers whose writings are fueled by materials from 

life and imagination; she is an academic, and a scholarly writer who integrates Chinese 

and Western cultures in her writings.”1112 While many Republican writers were also 

academics, Yuan’s plays were distinctive in the way that she shared her transcultural 

vision in playwriting, as discussed, through integrating multi-disciplined western 

academic knowledge to discuss traditional and current issues in the China context.  

 
4.5.2   Preserving Traditional Chinese Culture 

 In contrast to the May Fourth pursuits in learning from the West, and in 

overthrowing feudal traditions, Yuan advocated preservation of traditional Chinese 

culture amidst all the modern changes. A prime example would be, as discussed, that 

some of her plays discussed how maintaining a pre-arranged marriage in the new era 

could help to build a more long-lasting marriage. In Kongqüe dongnanfei, Yuan 

suggested that respect should be paid to Mother Jiao for the love for her son as well as 

her sacrifice of personal desires through a trying widowhood.  

                                                
1110 Yuan, "Lun nüzi liuxue de biyao," 7-8. 
1111 Huo shiren, 80. 
1112 Yuan, "Muqin Yuan Changying," 81. 
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When the play was staged in a fund-raising event in 1935, the audience laughed 

at Mother Jiao’s tragic lament.1113 According to Su Xuelin, most of the reviews for 

this performance were negative, and some of the reviewers mocked the play with harsh 

comments such as “chenfu  (backwards-looking)” and “diji quwei  

(poor taste)”.1114 While the original reviews can no longer be traced, these comments 

probably referred to Mother Jiao’s interference with her son’s marriage and her 

attachment to him. Su Xuelin believed that the audience clung to the mentality of 

watching social problem plays, which were mainly dedicated to attacking the 

traditional family system, so they could not show compassion towards Mother Jiao.1115 

Scholars Chen Baichen and Dong Jian reviewed Yuan’s plays, and recognised 

her investigation of the varied temperaments of different parties as well as 

psychological conditions as sources of marital problems. However, similarly to the 

audience discussed above, Chen and Dong considered Yuan’s reluctance in criticising 

the feudal code of conduct and traditional morality as a “conservative act”, which 

showed her limitations in “identifying the complex phenomenon behind the historical 

trend”.1116 

Yuan, in fact, was aware that certain content in her plays might seem 

conservative in the readers’ or the audience’s eyes. This is obvious as she arranged 

characters to propose counterarguments. For example, facing the accusation of still 

being restrained by the shackles of the traditional code of conducts, Meiying declares 

that she is not blindly observing the old rules. Instead, she just could not tolerate those 

people who use the excuse of living a new-fashioned style of life to inflict harm on 

others, and she believes that a traditional code of conduct could encourage them to 

establish self-control. She suggests that “If the traditional code of conduct can maintain 

our humanity and proper personality, then it is not necessarily evil and terrible.”1117 In 

Jiehun qian de yiwen, there is also a discussion on why a mixture of the traditional and 

modern way of arranging marriage is more desirable. Yazhen’s mother and aunt, 

representing the elder generation, admit the risk of a pre-arranged marriage resulting 

                                                
1113 Su, "Kongqüe dongnanfei juben ji qi shangyan chengji de piping," 37. 
1114 Ibid., 38-39. 
1115 Ibid., 37. 
1116 Chen and Dong, Zhongguo xiandai xiju shigao, 210-12. 
1117 Yuan, "Ren zhi dao," 165. 
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in being unwillingly married to an undesirable partner could be avoided through 

having a period of courtship. However, at the same time, being unreserved while 

meeting unknown people also involves a risk to have one’s reputation being destroyed. 

They believe that allowing the couple to get to know each other, yet retain parents’ 

authorisation over restricted communication and engagement, would be the most 

suitable solution.1118 

Chen and Dong consider Yuan’s idea of mediating a settlement between the 

traditional code of conduct and the new morality as a “zhezhong zhuyi  

(doctrine of compromise)”. They regarded it as an unsatisfactory aspect of her 

playwriting.1119 In Yuan’s play, the term “zhezhong  (compromise) [a different 

way of writing ‘zhezhong ’]” is used to describe a “partly-traditional and partly-

modern” marriage.1120 In Yuan’s usage, it refers to an ideal solution which does not 

bear a negative connotation. In fact, mediation between the traditional and modern 

way of life in Yuan’s plays is not limited to the arrangement of marriage. In resonance 

to Meiying’s dissatisfaction over people’s abuse of the new-found freedom, Mr Zong 

in Xuanwu Hu bin regrets people blindly following the new trends, and pinpoints that 

the repulsive deeds in their society are induced by the temptation of modern life, the 

contemporary trend of thought, and material culture.1121 As Yuan had acknowledged 

the significance of these modern changes, she was not a traditionalist. She only had 

reservations about the adverse effects that change brought along, and wished that the 

revival of traditional codes of conduct could solve the prevailing problems caused by 

the new culture. 

Other than the irresponsible individuals that Yuan depicted, there is also a large 

group of characters who uphold and preach traditional Chinese virtues in her plays. 

For instance, Qinming argues that keeping an engagement vow is not a matter of 

superstition, but a matter of “Zhongxin  (loyalty and fidelity)”.1122 Both Junxin 

                                                
1118 "Jiehun qian de yiwen," 12. 
1119 Chen and Dong, Zhongguo xiandai xiju shigao, 210. 
1120 Yuan, "Jiehun qian de yiwen," 12. 
1121 "Xuanwu hu bin,"13. 
1122 Changying nüshi , "Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing  (Who actually is the 
jinx)," Zhen mei shan  (Truth, beauty, and virtue), no. Nüzuojia hao  (Issue on women 
writters) (1929): 6. 
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and Yazhen respected the latter’s parents’ by asking them for permission before 

establishing acquaintance, following their order to communicate through letters, and 

only meeting when consent was given.1123 They took marriage into their own hands, 

without forgoing the traditional values of “Xiao  (filial piety)” and “Li  

(propriety)”. Mother Wang suffered due to her husband’s abandonment, but she 

insisted on not disclosing his identity in order to protect his reputation,1124 which 

embodies fidelity and propriety. Meiying’s opinion that people should not let personal 

desire outweigh harmony in their society displays the quality of “Ren  

(benevolence)”. 1125  

 Yuan had particularly felt the urge to emphasise the traditional Chinese culture 

following her overseas immersion, during which her national identity and sense of 

belonging to China were both reinforced. She once recounted a relevant experience 

while she was studying in Britain: being invited to a meeting that claimed to be 

promoting missionary work in China, she was astonished by the allegedly “Chinese 

commodities” on display – ragged metal pieces, shabby clothes, opium pipes, and tiny 

shoes for bound feet. There were also photos showing Chinese people consuming 

opium, girls’ feet being bound, and men wearing pigtails. Yuan was already filled with 

anger, as she disagreed that those shameful objects were the only things that could be 

used to represent Chinese culture. When the foreign missionaries who had preached in 

China lectured the attendees with “indiscriminate comments on Chinese society”, as 

well as mentioning the “inferiority of Chinese people”, Yuan stood up to give a speech 

to defend her own nation. She believed that she had successfully stopped the group 

from operating as a charity donation fraud.1126   

 In 1937, she compared the nature of the leftist Chinese literary creations in the 

past decade to those of the deceptive missionaries, as they both focused on 

disseminating the downfall of the nation as well as the weaknesses of the nationals.1127 

She thought it was too biased only to proclaim the negative developments, then neglect 

or even overthrow all the traditional virtues that have been established over thousands 

                                                
1123 Yuan, "Jiehun qian de yiwen," 484-86. 
1124 "Ren zhi dao," 155. 
1125 Ibid., 159-63. 
1126 "Xian jieduan suo xuyao de wenxue," 2-3. 
1127 Ibid., 4. 
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of years. In her opinion, those literary works were not able to prompt the nationals to 

correct mistakes, but instead, only created cultural inferiority – youngsters became 

pessimistic, lacked self-confidence, lost the ability to make fair judgement, which 

resulted in hatred towards the motherland as well as inclination towards the heritage 

of foreign countries. So, she suggested that writers should gather materials that 

embody “the traditional virtues of compassion, patience, diligence, pragmatism, 

loyalty, love of poetry, love of art, and love of peace”; with the aim of creating a 

“national literature” that not only pinpointed the negative aspects of their nation, but 

also inspired youngsters to contribute to the betterment of the country.1128  

As Yuan stood against the leftist literature, her comments on their works tended 

to be extreme. On the other hand, they allow us to understand Yuan’s perception of 

the literary field, as well as why she sought to counteract the leftist influence. Similar 

writing attempts by proponents of a “National Literature” between 1933 and 1937 have 

not gained much recognition in literary history, largely due to the limited impact that 

they were able to achieve under the overpowering Left League. By reviewing Yuan’s 

plays under the ideologies of creating national literature, we can better comprehend 

why she insisted on sharing her transcultural vision despite the accusation from the 

general audience of being too conservative. 

 
4.6   Knowledge Transfer through Publication 

 The previous sections on Yuan’s elitist approach to playwriting and her 

scholarly representation of National Literature, have clearly shown that unlike the 

writers of Proletarian Literature, the writers from the Nationalist Party, nor those who 

wrote to raise national consciousness amidst the Japanese invasion, Yuan did not 

simplify the content or style of her plays to make them more accessible to the general 

public. Yuan shared the same stance as the liberal writers like Liang Shiqiu, who 

objected to literature and drama merely being used for any kind of political propaganda. 

As seen from the analysis of her playwriting motives and practices, Yuan only targeted 

an elite readership to share her scholarly contemplation on the May Fourth pursuits. 

Her inclination was obvious as she focused on writing the lives and concerns of the 

                                                
1128 Ibid., 4-5. 
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highly educated persons, incorporated advanced and multi-disciplined knowledge, and 

made highly theoretically-based playwriting attempts. She did not directly indicate 

which group or groups of persons among the elite community she was directed to, but 

the analysis above has also shown that she had primarily sought to address the Chinese 

intellectuals who had returned to China after their studies in overseas universities, and 

those who aimed to become writers; she also exhorted all the well-educated students 

and intellectuals as a whole to make good use of their education, be responsible, be 

considerate, and strive to bring positive influence to the Chinese society. Judging from 

the content of her plays, she did not seem to preclude any learned persons – regardless 

of his or her profession or political affiliation.  

Apart from publishing a book of drama through the Commercial Press, and 

contributing to the special issue on women writers in the Zhen mei shan magazine, Bai 

Wei and Yuan Changying had very different publication choices throughout the period 

of nine years from 1928 to 1936 during which they were both active in playwriting. 

Unlike Bai Wei, Yuan did not seem to have shared her consideration of where to 

submit her plays, and none of the editors who worked with her shared any relevant 

account. However, by examining the types of publications that her works eventually 

appeared in, clear patterns could be identified. In the following section, I will discuss 

the way in which Yuan reach out to the elite readers, and focused on facilitating 

knowledge transfer through the printed medium – sharing the multi-disciplined 

western knowledge embedded in her plays, and her expertise on playwriting.  

 
4.6.1   Publishing in Scholastic Journals 

Before Yuan debuted her first two plays in Xiandai pinglun in 1928, she had 

already contributed eight times to this weekly journal since 1925. 1129  While her 

contributions were predominately on translations and the introduction of western 

theories as well as authors, Xiandai pinglun was a journal dedicated to covering a 

broad range of topics. The objectives of this journal are stated in the first issue: 

The content of this journal encompasses articles on politics, 
economics, law, literature and art, science, and various other 
topics. The essence of this journal is to be independent, and 
we do not recommend chiming in with the mainstream 

                                                
1129 Lu, "Yuan Changying xiansheng zheyi mulu," 745-46. 
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opinion; the attitude of this journal is to carry out research, 
it rarely has plans to attack [any idea/ anyone]; this journal 
tends to discuss practical problems, and we do not value any 
empty talk.1130 

 
As seen from the printed issues, topics on politics were most frequently found, while 

those on literature and arts usually constitute one or two out of roughly ten articles in 

each issue.1131  Yuan had developed her exposure to multi-disciplined knowledge 

through her studies at Edinburgh, and she had regarded the acquisition of an 

independent spirit as one of the major goals of studying abroad, 1132 so this journal’s 

diversity in content and independent nature should be what appealed to Yuan’s interest.  

The editorial board of Xiandai pinglun encouraged the contributors not to 

restrict their discussion among themselves, but to build a public forum which allows 

the contributor’s friends and the readers to engage.1133 Due to the highly educated 

background of the contributors,1134 the content of this journal remained scholastic. 

Through publishing in this journal, Yuan’s plays were presented to readers who had 

both the ability and interest to comprehend intellectually advanced content. This 

enabled her to have a suitable channel to circulate her plays mainly written from an 

intellectual point of view to these target readers.  

Dalu zazhi  (La Terre), where Yuan’s Xiao was printed, had a similar 

nature to Xiandai pinglun. Dalu zazhi was a much less known monthly journal which 

the editors had founded during 1932 in Shanghai, aimed to serve the purpose of 

“conducting some cultural work”. 1135  The editors chose to use such a general 

description since they opposed to uphold any pre-packaged ideology or doctrine, and 

encouraged contributors to say whatever they wanted in whatever form of expression 

they prefer.1136 The editors also clearly indicated that the target readers were those who 

                                                
1130  "Ben kan qishi  (Notice from this journal)," Xiandai pinglun  (The 
Contemporary Review) 1, no. 1 (1924): 2. 
1131 This is also the case for the issues Vol. 7 no. 179 and Vol. 8 no. 209, in which Yuan’s plays were 
printed. 
1132 Yuan, "Lun nüzi liuxue de biyao," 4-5. 
1133 "Ben kan qishi,"  2. 
1134 The contributors of Xiandai pinglun were mostly scholars and writers who had previously studied 
in the United States and Europe. Wong, "Lion and Tigers in Groups, " 301; Wong, "A Literary 
Organisation with a Clear Political Agenda," 328. 
1135 "Fakanci  (Editorial foreword)," Dalu zazhi  (La Terre) 1, no. 1 (1932): 2. 
1136 Ibid. 
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were interested in intellectual discussion, as they specified that “we are not willing to 

let it (the journal) fall into the hands of those readers who only read for leisure”.1137 In 

the issue in which Xiao was printed, Yuan’s play was the only original literary creation. 

There were three translated literary pieces, while the other twenty-three entries were 

all non-literary articles, illustrations, and photos. A majority of the entries were critical 

reviews on current affairs, as well as translation and introduction to Western authors 

and theories across different disciplines.1138 The scholastic content validates that the 

readers were intellectuals; all the advertisements concerned innovative teaching plans, 

academic reference books, and newly translated textbooks, suggesting that some of the 

readers would have been scholars, school administrators, or teachers. 1139  

 
4.6.2   Maintaining Political Neutrality in Print 

 As discussed, editors of Xiandai pinglun strived to uphold an undiscriminating 

principle while processing all the manuscripts that were submitted, so people who 

published there had varied political views. The literary and political stance of Wenyi 

yuekan  (Literature and art monthly), where Yuan’s plays Chunlei zhi ye and 

Wentan hunwu were printed, was more complicated. When this journal first started in 

1930, it criticised Proletarian literature, and advocated Nationalist literature;1140 then 

in 1935, it abandoned the previous stance, and decided to open its door to all writers 

regardless of their literary ideologies.1141 There have been varied views on its political 

nature. Earlier research either describes it as “a literary publication that was basically 

                                                
1137 Ibid. 
1138 "Table of Contents," Dalu zazhi 1, no. 9 (1933): 3-4.  
1139  "Xiaoxue di nianju yong shiyan sheji jiaocai  (Textbooks with 
experimental design for lower grades of primary schools)," Dalu zazhi 1, no. 9 (1933): 1; "Zhongguo 
huihua bianqian shigang  (History of the developments in Chinese paintings)," Dalu 
zazhi 1, no. 9 (1933): 199; "Zuixin chuban Riben jianjiu bidu shuji  (The 
latest publications of must-read books for Japanese studies)," Dalu zazhi 1, no. 9 (1933): 200; "Dapi 
gaozhong shuxue keben chuban yugao  (Notice of the upcoming 
publication of a large number of Mathematics textbooks for high schools)," Dalu zazhi 1, no. 9 (1933): 
202-203.  
1140 Benshe tongren , "Dalaiman DYNAMO de shengyin 〉 DYNAMO  (The 
voices of DYNAMO)," Wenyi yuekan  (Literature and art monthly) 1, no. 1 (1930): 1-8. 
1141 Wang Pingling , "Wo yu Wenyi yuekan  (Me and the Literature and arts 
monthly)," Renyan  (People's voices) 2, no. 1 (1935): 12. 
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centre-right”,1142 or “without strong political and ideological tendencies”.1143 More 

recent studies by Mo Zexiong argue that the seeming political neutrality of 

Wenyi yuekan was part of the cultural policies of the Nationalist Government, which 

aimed to draws the independent writers to their side, divides the left-wing writers, and 

to compete with Proletarian literature in attracting readers’ attention.1144  

While the political nature of Wenyi yuekan has to be verified by further 

research, I think three of the characteristics of Wenyi yuekan could suggest why Yuan 

decided to submit and agreed to publish in this journal: it printed a large number of 

independent writers’ works;1145 it did not provoke disputes, and focused on providing 

a platform for all writers to share their work;1146 it persisted in promoting National 

literature with a non-provocative stance, unlike other journals which  adopted a high-

profile approach which undoubtedly aroused attack.1147 A review published in 1934 

reflects that, at that time, people who were not previously informed of the journal’s 

establishment by the Nationalist Government from other sources, normally did not 

know its political affiliation merely from reading the content.1148 Yuan’s attempt to 

focus on sharing her transcultural vision, her centre-right political stance, and her 

support for National Literature, all match with the creative space that Wenyi yuekan 

had constructed.  

Mo Zexiong quoted the printing of 5000 copies for each issue, to emphasise 

Wenyi yuekan’s wide scope of influence in the 1930s.1149 However, this statistic was 

recorded in 1931, and it obviously was not sustained as the chief editor indicated that 

                                                
1142  Ni Wei , "Minzu" xiangxiang yu guojia tongzhi  ("Ethnic" 
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there were only around 1000 copies on sale in the period leading up to 1935.1150 The 

editor Wang Pingling indicated that Wenyi yuekan refused to adopt the same approach 

used by the popular magazines to amuse the readers, and accepted the fact that it could 

not compete with the popular magazines in terms of volume of sales.1151 Yuan’s plays 

were printed there in 1934 and 1935, so they were likely to be read by a relatively 

restricted number of readers who were interested in non-leftist literary creations.  

Dagong Bao, where Yuan’s play Xuanwu Hu bin was printed on 8th November 

1936 in both the Beijing and the Tianjin editions, was also dedicated to preserving 

the freedom of speech and creativity. Upon the newspaper’s reform in 1926, the editors 

declared their “Four ‘No’ Principals”: no party affiliation, no political endorsement, 

no private intentions, and no bias.1152 This declaration was reprinted in full in 1946, as 

an affirmation of their continued effort in upholding those principles.1153 A researcher 

testified that Dagong Bao was not entirely independent from the government or other 

groups. 1154 However, it was undoubtedly much more independent than the partisan 

newspapers such as the Nationalist Party's Zhongyang Ribao  (Central daily), 

and the Chinese Communist Party's Xinhua Ribao  (Xinhua daily).1155 These 

show that Yuan’s play was again presented to readers interested in reading 

independent content. Dagong Bao had reportedly achieved unsurpassed popularity, its 

circulation having jumped from 50,000 in 1931 to 150,000 in 1937.1156 Xuanwu Hu 

bin was printed there two months before 1937, so the printing volume of that issue 

would have been close to 150,000. This particular play possibly has the highest 

                                                
1150 Wang, "Wo yu Wenyi yuekan," 12. 
1151 Wang Pingling listed the approaches that Wenyi yuekan chose not to follow, “Wenyi yuekan does 
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1152 "Benshe tongren zhi zhiqu  (Aspiration of our colleagues)," Dagong Bao (Tianjin), 
1 September 1926. 
1153  "Benshe tongren zhi zhiqu  (Aspiration of our colleagues)," Dagong Bao 
(Shanghai), 1 September 1946. 
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1155 Ibid. 
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printing count among Yuan’s play, but conversely, it is the one that was least 

mentioned and has remained unknown to most critics and researchers.1157  

 
4.6.3   Reprinting for Drama Education 

 Similarly to Bai Wei, quite a number of Yuan’s plays were being reprinted in 

collections that were dedicated to compiling works of women writers. Huo shiren was 

reprinted in Xiandai Zhongguo Nüzuojia Chuangzuoxuan (1932),1158 Jiujing shui shi 

saozhouxing was reprinted in Nüzuojia Xijuxuan (1934),1159 and Kongqüe dongnanfei 

was reprinted in Xiandai Nüzuojia Chuangzuoxuan (1936).1160 These show that her 

plays were being regarded as commendable among works by her fellow women writers. 

Her own collection of plays being reprinted four times between 1930 and 1940, as 

discussed, also signifies a continued recognition. 

Yuan’s plays were also being reprinted as teaching and study materials for 

drama education. Jiehun qian de yiwen was included in Xiqu jiaxuan  (A 

selection of the top drama) (1935).1161 In the editorial foreword of this selection, the 

editor stated the purpose of the book as well as the selection criterion: 

I edited this Xiqi jiaxuan, with the main purpose to provide 
teaching materials for the classrooms, and an incidental 
purpose is to provide materials for acting on stage. The 
drama scripts being selected here were written in a relatively 
more exquisite language. Some of these scripts do not have 
a good effect in terms of performance, [but] I included them 
on the basis that they have words and expressions suitable 
for reciting. 

                                                
1157 Only one short review could be found, and the reviewer Kui Feng simply said he found this play on 
Dagong Bao too shallow to “provide enough nourishment for readers’ souls”. See Kui, "Yuan 
Changying de Kongqüe dongnan fei ji qita (si)." 
1158 Yuan Changying , "Huo shiren  (A living poet)," in Xiandai Zhongguo Nüzuojia 
Chuangzuoxuan  (Selected works of modern Chinese women writers), ed. Xue 
Fei  (Shanghai: Wenyi shuju , 1932), 265-98. 
1159 "Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing  (Who actually is the jinx?)," in Nüzuojia Xijuxuan 

 (Selected plays of women writers) ), ed. by Zhang Liying  (Shanghai: Kaihua 
shuju , 1934), 33-50. 
1160 "Kongqüe dongnanfei  (Southeast flies the peacock) " in Xiandai nüzuojia xijuxuan 

 (Selected plays of modern women writers), ed. Jun Sheng  (Shanghai: Fanggu 
shudian , 1936), 1-69. 
1161 "Jiehunqian de yiwen  (A kiss before marriage)," in Xiqu jiaxuan  (A 
Selection of the Top Drama), ed. Xie Yanzi  (Shanghai: Qunzhong tushu gongsi 

, 1935), 471-86. 
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Outstanding creations sporadically appeared in various 
periodicals, wherever possible to be found within my ability, 
are being collected together by me to compile this 
edition.1162 

 
The editor’s statement shows that he did not regard suitability for stage performance 

as a prerequisite of “top drama”, and this echoes with Yuan’s stance which will be 

discussed in Chapter 5. Other than this inclusion, Xiao was included in Mofan xiju 

duben  (A reader of exemplary plays)(1936), 1163  and Kongqüe 

dongnanfei was included in Xiandai zuijia juxuan  (A selection of the 

best modern plays) (1942).1164 Having plays recognised as representatives of “top 

drama”, “exemplary plays”, and “best modern plays” which were used as teaching 

models, indicates that Yuan was considered a distinguished playwright among all of 

her fellow writers of that era. This justifies Tan Qin’s appraisal of Yuan’s plays’ 

quality as having “almost surpassed all those written by the other ordinary male 

playwrights”. 1165  

 The readership of the several publications listed above matched, to a great 

extent, with the target readers that Yuan would have in mind. Readers of the scholastic 

journals were all highly educated, so they were the most qualified and the most 

interested group to approach Yuan’s plays not only for leisure reading, but fully 

comprehend the psychological analysis, multi-disciplined knowledge, and ethical 

reasoning embedded in the plays. Readers of the politically neutral publications 

preferred literary works and discussion without strong political endorsement, so they 

would have respected Yuan’s independent views. Readers of the compiled collections 

of exemplary plays were mainly teachers and students of drama studies, so these 

specialists would have been able to properly acknowledge Yuan’s professional 

dramaturgy while studying the reprinted versions of her plays.  

                                                
1162 Xie Yanzi , "Liyan  (Introductory remarks)," ibid., 1. 
1163 Yuan Changying  "Xiao  (Laugh)," in Mofan xiju duben  (A reader of 
exemplary plays), ed. Zhu Shaozhi  (Shanghai: Sanmin yushu gongsi , 1936), 
unknown. 
1164 Yuan Changying , "Kongqüe dongnanfei  (Southeast flies the peacock)," in 
Xiandai zuijia juxuan  (A selection of the best modern plays), ed. Changyan  
(Shanghai: Xiandai xiju chubanshe , 1942), 1-65. 
1165 Tian, "Zhongguo nüjuzuojia lun," 63. 
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 Most of the publications had a small-scale readership, but there were a few 

more varied cases. For instance, Yuan published her compiled collection at the 

Commerical Press – this publisher was publicly recognised and had many distributors, 

so it seems that it would have made Yuan’s plays widely accessible. However, as 

discussed in section 4.2.2, it was not a usual practice to directly publish plays in the 

form of a compiled collection without first publish them on journals or newspapers, 

and it was likely that Yuan had been forced to publish through this publisher with 

which she had personal affiliation as most publishers preferred to publish works on 

more pressing social issues. The direct publication as a book narrowed down the 

readership, as people would no longer unintentionally come across those plays in the 

journals or newspapers, and only people who knew Yuan or had particular interest in 

her plays would buy the compiled collection. The same is true for her plays reprinted 

in the compiled collection of women writers’ works, as they would have only been 

read by those who were interested in this type of works. On the other hand, the 

publication of Xuanwu Hu bin in Dagong bao is a distinct case that shows that even 

though reached the hands of nearly 150,000 readers, the acceptance of Yuan’s play 

was not being boosted at all. Conversely, this particular play scarcely received any 

readers’ responses, and has remained the least known play which is left out of every 

list of Yuan’s drama creations.  

 Yuan’s plays were rejected by the general public, as readers could not 

comprehend Yuan’s concerns for the exploitation of freedom and worries about 

overthrowing traditional virtues. As discussed in section 4.5.2, Yuan’s Kongqüe 

dongnanfei was being denounced as backwards-looking, while many of her other plays 

were being judged for spreading conservative messages. The only review from the 

Republican era that briefly mentioned Xuanwu Hu bin, has criticised that the writing 

topics and way of expression insisted upon by Yuan did not keep up with the social 

imperatives of the time.1166 The huge gap between Yuan’s writing motives and the 

public’s understanding could be understood under the context of the alienated academy 

during the 1930s – many college students were regarded as the nation’s elite, but they 

                                                
1166 Kui Feng , "Yuan Changying de Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita (si) 

 (Yuan Changying's 'Southeast flies the peacock and other plays' (4))," Shen Bao, 28 January 
1937. 
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could neither speak with cultural authority nor receive support from a mass following 

as they resisted the general ideological conformity.1167 Yuan had also faced these 

circumstances while working and living in the college, and this left her plays only 

appealing  to and being well understood by members of the elite community.  

 The narrow reception of Yuan’s plays set her apart from many other 

playwrights from the 1930s. The elite readers as specified above would indeed have 

the choice to also read the other printed plays, which had used more worldly topics 

with a more straightforward style to accommodate the comprehension ability of the 

lower class. However, many of these less complicated plays were created to reach 

much larger audiences through staging performances in large cities or rural villages. 

Other liberal writers’ plays could also reach out to more people at a faster rate utilising 

the platform of stage performances. The lower class, such as the peasants would not 

have the ability to read the printed scripts, but as discussed in section 1.4.2, the stage 

directors and members of the performing groups would read them in perperation for 

stage performances, and many people who acquired literacy also read the scripts before 

or after play-going to have a better understanding of the plays. As I will discuss in the 

next chapter, Yuan did not regard staging as the ultimate aim of playwriting, and the 

majority of her plays ended up not being selected for staging. Therefore, for Yuan and 

any playwright like her, who chose to create immensely complex plays dedicated to 

highly educated persons and not compliant with the contemporary staging 

requirements, would have left their plays tightly restricted to a closed interpretive 

community among the elite readers at the time.  

 
4.7   Conclusion 

 Yuan Changying did not seem to have a proactive plan to restrict the readership 

of her plays when she first started playwriting, as a wider array of readers could 

potentially help to amplify the impact that she wished to exert on Chinese society, 

including improving the lives of the underprivileged. However, analysis of her plays 

has shown that the themes of her playwriting appear to be predominately confined to 

her livelihood and what she witnessed in an elite community. Her persistent pursuits 

                                                
1167 Wen-hsin Yeh, The Alienated Academy: Culture and Politics in Republican China, 1919–1937 
(Cambridge, Mass., and London: Harvard University Press, 1990), 259-261.   
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in testifying the western literary and dramatic theories that she had learnt, as well as 

her eagerness to resolve problems by taking references to a broad spectrum of multi-

disciplined advanced knowledge which she had acquired overseas, further raised the 

bar and made it difficult for others to comprehend her work. This study has proved 

that after acknowledging the restraints, Yuan turned to target an elite readership. While 

some of her plays had allegedly narrow topics like marriage and the proper attitudes 

of writers, she dedicated all of her plays to condemning various irresponsible practices 

of intellectuals, as well as advising them how to make good use of their education to 

serve the Chinese society. Therefore, Yuan’s plays did not focus on evolving around 

lives of the underprivileged, nor were they written for them to read, but those plays 

were intended to convince intellectuals to take the lower class into consideration, and 

take the lead in improving the well-being of society as a whole.  

 According to the re-examination of the actual reception of Yuan’s plays in the 

Republican era in this study, they had only reached an elite readership and sparked off 

controversies. Through her choices of publication venues, her plays were presented to 

intellectuals and readers that were interested in independent views. Students of drama 

studies were another major group of readers, who focused on learning how to integrate 

western literary theories to modern Chinese drama. There were apparent discrepancies 

between her writing motives and outcomes: while Yuan sought to maintain political 

neutrality in her playwriting career, her plays were still attacked and banned due to her 

affiliations with the Nationalist government. Her appeal to strike a balance between 

learning from the west and preserving Chinese culture, as well as embracing new 

practices without overthrowing valuable traditional virtues, were not well received as 

many mistook them as conservative or regressive views. The unfavourable 

commentaries would have discouraged readers, and further scaled down the number 

of readers. However, despite the narrow readership in the Republican era, Yuan’s plays 

are still to this day considered valuable. Rather than only describing what Yuan had 

brought forth to the modern drama development in Republican China following her 

overseas endeavour, this chapter has shown that Yuan’s plays are significant in terms 

of not trading in personal views and artistic pursuits for manifestations of political 

agenda. Also, her “scholarly plays” which met with continued demand from the elite 

community are fine examples of how the independence of the drama publication 
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industry afforded limited freedom for non-leftist plays to circulate in print, under the 

overwhelming development and attack from the Left League which had exerted 

particularly drastic impact on the theatres. 
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Chapter 5   The Intention, Possibility and Suitability for Staging   
of the Plays of Bai Wei and Yuan Changying 

 
5.1   Introduction 

 

Every piece of work, regardless of how its form, 
implications and structure are, as long as it allows spectators 
or readers to have such a change [in perspective] – being able 
to appreciate the playwright’s artistic conception, vision or 
illusion, then it is a truly successful work. 

- Yuan Changying, 19331168  

I wanted to treat drama scripts as my children, consider the 
stage as my home, and spread spiritual happiness to people 
through my children. 

- Bai Wei, 19431169 

 
 Bai Wei’s playwriting career was very different from that of Yuan Changying 

in many aspects - ranging from their varied ways of development of interest and 

knowledge in drama, their motivation for playwriting, their affiliation to literary 

societies and political parties which influenced their choice of content and style, to the 

groups of target readers, and publication venues; on the other hand, two of the 

significant similarities that they shared were their attempts in incorporating content 

and style that were dissimilar with or even contrasting to the more widely recognised 

pursuits in dramatic creation during a particular period in the Republican era, and their 

initial intention to target their work at a more narrowly defined readership as 

elaborated in the previous chapters.  

A restricted circulation in print would have necessarily reduced the chances of 

being identified and chosen by the performing groups, so when Bai Wei and Yuan 

started off not targeting as wide a readership as possible, then it also implies that they 

both had a lower incentive to seek for staging opportunities. However, Bai Wei would 

appear to have changed her mind at a later stage. The quotation above is extracted 

from the letter Bai Wei sent to her friend, which recalled her eagerness to be active on 

                                                
1168 Yuan, "Lun xiju chuangzuo," 384-85. 
1169 Bai Wei, "Di zhi qizi," 974. 
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the theatrical stage since the early 1930s. As discussed in Chapter 3, during the 1930s, 

she was still keeping some of her early drama scripts to herself with a reluctance to 

disclose, and hesitated to submit many of her plays; also, many readers found her plays 

incomprehensible, after she finally published some of the plays written during 1922-

1928 in exchange for money. How she attempted to bridge the gap between the private 

playwriting approach she adopted in the earlier years with the new-found impulse for 

public engagement to be realised on the theatrical stage, and whether she even 

managed to do so, both call for further investigation.  

 Yuan Changying had held a far more constant stance on not regarding staging 

as an ultimate aim for playwriting. In the first quotation above, Yuan suggested that 

as long as a dramatic creation accomplishes the task of allowing either the spectators 

or readers to have a change in perspective, then it is counted as successful. The word 

“or” signifies that she believed that accomplishment on stage is not an integral 

precursor to successful drama. She shared this view when she was already five years 

into her playwriting career, and it matches her lower incentive to seek for staging 

opportunities from earlier years. Why did she adhere to this belief, and reinforce it 

through the practice of placing a heavier focus on the reading reception of her plays is 

another question to be addressed. 

As analysed in Chapter 1, under the publication-led drama production 

mechanism in Republican China, playwrights had less autonomy over when and where 

their plays would be staged, as a majority of the performing groups tended to search 

among the numerous drama publications to select plays rather than making direct 

contact with the playwrights. However, to what extent the playwrights’ authorial 

choices made in the playwriting process, particularly their intention to pursue stage 

performances or not, would inherently affect the chances of their plays being selected 

for staging, remain largely unexplored.  

The review of the conceptual discussion on drama for reading in Chapter 2 

revealed that many critics in the Republican era had assumed the playwrights would 

always seek for publication and staging opportunities, and target as wide an audience 

as possible to amplify the social impact of their plays, but the re-examination on Bai 

Wei’s and Yuan’s playwriting careers in the previous chapters have already traced 
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how their plays created unparalleled impact through the printed medium. Research 

into and evaluation of their printed plays’ reception in the theatrical field during the 

Republican era, on the other hand, are still found wanting.  

Preceding studies on Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s plays largely carried out textual 

analysis, and only a few of them have touched on the topic of stage performances. 

Studies on Bai Wei scarcely investigated whether her plays were staged, and only one 

contemporary study attempted to explain why Bai Wei’s plays have had a much lower 

possibility in being staged - Sun Qingsheng suggests that Bai Wei’s early plays were 

packed with intense romantic expression, but Romanticism and drama by nature are 

not mutually inclusive - “drama is essentially a narrative form, while lyrical content 

tends to repel narration.” 1170 How did Bai Wei’s romantic expression in her plays pose 

technical challenges for those who considered staging  them in the Republican era are 

not being addressed. 

Chen Baichen and Dong Jian describe Yuan’s works as “obviously bookish”, 

“strong in literariness” and “weak in theatricality”.1171 These descriptions are brief, 

and no further details or analysis of how they affected chances of staging are included. 

Man He’s thesis is the only study that attempted to discuss the various Republican 

adaptations of Kongqüe dongnanfei on stage, including Yuan’s rendition.1172 However, 

the study showed many misinterpretations of historical sources: he mistakenly regards 

Yuan as the “first women playwright of the May Fourth era”,1173 and a member of the 

Crescent Moon Society;1174 also, he incorrectly states that Yuan’s plays had a small-

                                                
1170 He summarised the achievement of works of Romanticism across the world according to the literary 
genre, and ranked them in order: a lyrical poem is the most prominent genre, narrative text and novel 
followed, and drama came last. He also testified that the situation in modern Chinese literature is similar. 
Sun, Zhongguo xiandai xiqu sichaoshi, 34. 
1171 Chen and Dong, Zhongguo xiandai xiju shigao, 212. 
1172 Man He, "The Peacock on Stage and in Print: A Study of the 1920s New Drama Adaptations of 
Southeast Flies the Peacock" (MA Diss., The Ohio State University 2009).  
1173 Ibid., 102. Several women writers started to create plays in 1921-1922, and started publishing them 
in 1922. For instance, Ling Shuhua wrote her first play in 1921, and Shi Pingmei published a play in 
1922; Bai Wei wrote her first play in 1922, and her first drama publication was in 1925. Yuan, on the 
other hand, had not published any play until 1928. See Chen, Gaomen juzu de lanhua, 301; Pingmei 
nüshi, "Zhe shi shui de zui?"; Suru nüshi, "Sufei," 29;  Yuan, "Qianfang zhanshi," Xiandai pinglun 7, 
no. 197 (1928): 9-15. 
1174 Man He cited a letter by Xu Zhimo in which Xu mentioned that a few writers including Yuan agreed 
with his evaluation of a certain play. Man He pointed out that two other writers mentioned are core 
members of the Crescent Moon School, so this “suggested that he [Xu] viewed her [Yuan] as a good 
playwright and member of the core clique of the Crescent Moon Society”. This interpretation is in fact 
arbitrary. He also claimed that Yuan was “nominally associated with the Crescent Moon Society”, 
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scale readership restricted to supporters of the Crescent Moon Society,1175 and that 

they were staged at Wuhan University where Yuan was teaching.1176 Further, his 

interpretation of the harsh public criticism being a result of Yuan’s play’s deviation 

from the widespread anti-Japanese war effort, is not supported by any evidence 

either.1177 

This chapter addresses the questions and unexplored aspects listed above, by 

analysing three groups of scattered materials that have not been previously studied: 

Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s similar intention in writing plays for reading or for staging, the 

staging records of the plays by the two playwrights, as well as reviews and debates 

from the Republican era which comprised of the different views on their plays’ 

reception in the theatrical field. There were varied views from both Republican critics 

and contemporary researchers that some of Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s plays on whether 

they should be regarded as “antouju” or closet drama, and some claimed that particular 

plays cannot or are not suitable to be staged, so I intend to review these categorisations 

and explain if they are appropriate based on the study of the distinction between three 

types of “drama for reading” in Chapter 2. 

The three major focuses of this chapter are derived in correspondence to the 

three contested arguments for the rationale behind closet drama, which echo with the 

controversies which emerged in the discussion of the theatrical reception of Bai Wei’s 

and Yuan’s plays: on intention (the intention of authors not to stage), on possibility 

(the composition of the drama scripts making them not stageable), and on suitability 

                                                
without proof. Yuan, in fact, had never published through this society. She had friends who were core 
members of Crescent Moon, but there are no sources that show that she or her peers considered her a 
member of that society. For He’s interpretations, see ibid., 104, 23. 
1175 Man He declared this assumption based on the fact that there was a review published on the Crescent 
Moon Monthly, and this is the only review that could be traced. Therefore, he “hypothesize[s] that 
Yuan’s Peacock was relatively unknown to the public in the early 1930s” and only became famous in 
the 1940s following Tian Qin’s acclamation. The review mentioned was not the only review of this 
particular play. The other reviews will be quoted and discussed in this chapter. Also, having a positive 
review in a certain journal would have prompted the readers’ interest to pay attention to a literary work, 
but it does not necessarily mean that the readership of the work is restricted to the said journal. For He’s 
views, see ibid., 122-23, 25. 
1176 No relevant citation is included by He. Ibid., 93. The performance venue should be the Wuhan 
Women’s Teacher Training School (Wuhan nüzi shifan 」 ), as recorded by both Su Xuelin 
and Xiang Peiliang. Only one stage performance of the play was carried out in 1935, according to the 
existing sources. See Su, "Kongqüe dongnanfei juben ji qi shangyan chengji de piping," 29; Xiang, 
"Guanyu yanju bing zhi Peiliang xiansheng, " 40. 
1177 He, "The Peacock on Stage and in Print," 93, 125. 
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(impacts from external factors). Under each of the focuses, I will explore how the 

playwriting approach by Bai Wei and Yuan – which I refer as “experimental 

dramaturgy” and “professional dramaturgy” respectively, as Bai Wei did not have a 

formal training in drama and struggled on the literary scene as a playwright with 

constant experimental attempts, while Yuan, being a specialist in drama, had 

developed her own professional judgement amidst the trending popularisation of 

drama – posed different difficulties to those who wished to stage their plays. 

In the first section on interpreting Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s intention to focus only 

on writing plays for reading, I will also explain how their plays could be regarded as 

being from the genre of closet drama or be excluded from it. In the second section, I 

will cite staging records to show it was not impossible to stage some of their plays 

during the Republican era, then suggest why they should not be determinedly non-

theatrical, and whether the works should be regarded as “antouju”. In the third section, 

I will investigate how the two playwrights’ authorial choices inherently affected their 

suitability for staging as perceived by the Republican critics. The two playwrights’ 

attempt to create plays that deviated from the notions of dramatic reform should have 

affected the performing groups’ decision making, as they would not normally select 

those with irregular elements which would not meet with the audiences’ expectations. 

However, I have already discussed this aspect in the last two chapters, so I will 

concentrate on elaborating the low theatricality of the plays and the associated 

technical challenges. The last and additional section unfolds the history by which three 

of Yuan’s plays had transformed into audio drama, and eventually reached a wider 

audience and became popular through radio broadcasting. This section offers insights 

into how plays that were found not suitable for staging could have realised greater 

social impact through an alternative medium other than circulation in print.  

Through the comprehensive evaluation of the reception of Bai Wei’s and 

Yuan’s plays in the theatrical field during the Republican era, this chapter clarifies the 

ambiguity of merely labelling their plays as “antouju” or closet drama, identifies the 

characteristics of their dramatic form from the theatrical point of view, and provides 

illustrative examples to add to the conceptual discussion in Chapter 2. It also offers a 

clearer depiction of how the Republican playwrights, critics, audiences, and 

performing groups interacted with different critical stances on the controversy over the 
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never, or seldom, staged plays. Further, it discusses how they negotiated the dilemma 

to comply with practical constraints or transcend contemporary limitations to promote 

a higher level of dramaturgy.  

 
5.2   The Playwrights’ Intention to Write for the Page/ the Stage  

 As discussed in section 2.2.3, most of the intellectuals in Republican China 

regarded drama as a tool of enlightenment for social reforms and political 

manifestations, so they simply assumed all the playwrights should have been and 

always would be writing plays intended for the stage. Also, many critics stressed that 

the “duality of drama” needed to be preserved, so drama scripts should be written for 

both reading and staging. Some of the critics questioned why a playwright would 

prefer writing drama scripts if he or she does not expect their dramatic creation to be 

staged.1178  The question suggests that they could not comprehend the motivation 

behind the unconventional authorial choice. A few critics like Xiang Peiliang pointed 

out that the independence of the drama publishing industry afforded this option,1179 

and the growing play-reading practice demonstrates that there was an expanding 

market for printed plays,1180 but these explain only the favourable conditions and have 

not specifically explained why particular playwrights had chosen this route.  

 This section focuses on investigating whether Bai Wei and Yuan Changying 

had declared their intention of writing plays for the page and/or for the stage, and seeks 

to explore their reasoning behind their respective authorial choices. Bai Wei and Yuan 

both had shown signs of restricting the readership of their plays – as discussed in 

previous chapters, I intend to find out whether they had also planned to completely 

turn down public performances when they first started writing the plays, or held any 

intention to limit their plays to private/ small-scale performances. While the 

                                                
1178 For instance, Zhongxian asked “Why do playwrights have to write drama scripts?” and added that 
“they compose drama scripts to let people read them [aloud/ on stage] to many more people, but not 
just for people to study on paper.” He raised this question following his prediction of “only having 
drama on paper, and never have drama on the stage” if the trend of neglecting dramaturgy continues; 
Su Xuelin directly raised the question “Playwrights’ objective of writing drama scripts is to get them 
prepared for staging, or else they could write poems, prose works, novels, or short stories, then why 
must they use a dramatic approach to write?”. See Zhongxian, "Guanshu xiju changshi de biyao," 6; Su, 
"Zai da Peiliang xiansheng," 62. 
1179 As discussed in sections 1.3.3 and 2.3.3. 
1180 As discussed in section 1.4. 
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playwrights’ intentionality has not been considered in the classification of “antouju”, 

it has been the most controversial issue of the discussion of closet drama, so the 

upcoming investigation could provide details to determine whether Bai Wei’s and 

Yuan’s plays could/ should be classified as closet drama. 

 
5.2.1   Bai Wei: From a Mixed Decision to the Desire for  
                Performances 

Under the publication-led drama production mechanism in Republican China, 

passing up the chances of publishing the plays implied a lower incentive to gain 

staging opportunities as the majority of the performance groups tended to select 

suitable plays among those that were circulating in print. Therefore, even though Bai 

Wei did not directly indicate her preference for stage performances during her first 

three playwriting phases, we could interpret her inclination according to her authorial 

choices in her playwriting style and publication decisions both of which I had 

investigated in Chapter 3: For the early plays that she kept entirely to herself and 

originally did not plan to disclose through publication, most probably she did not 

intend to stage them either. Bai Wei sought to be more socially engaged from 1926, 

but for the plays that she created in the late 1920s, she still did not consider the 

readability as she inscribed personal conflicts that could only be fully understood by 

her family members, and she continued to project her bizarre romantic mentality into 

her plays - she would not have expected the readers nor performance groups to 

thoroughly comprehend those plays, and therefore stage performances did not seem to 

be on her mind during the playwriting process. 

From 1930 onwards, Bai Wei’s attempts to write for the general public 

gradually realised in her playwriting, and she seemed to have turned to wishing for 

staging opportunities to amplify the social impact of her plays written in a realistic 

style. However, evidence shows that she was not always targeting at audiences as 

widely as possible. During an interview conducted in 1937, Bai Wei said she could 

foresee that the nature of her play will restrict its opportunity for staging:  

I am planning a play that is about the traitors. I hope to 
portray the traitors as wicked beings, who are wicked to the 
extremes; but their wives are kind-hearted, and have a 
conscience. This kind of drama scripts, upon the finish of 
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writing, might not be able to get published anywhere; also, 
it might not be able to be staged in big cities like Shanghai, 
Nanjing and Pingjin . Perhaps in small places or variety 
shows in schools, it could get the opportunity to be 
staged.1181  

In this case, Bai Wei was thinking about the potential reception of her plays with 

sensitive content. It was sensitive as the other plays written at the time would normally 

avoid projecting a positive image over the traitors’ wives, for it was not advisable to 

show mercy to the traitors’ family as a whole. This quote shows that Bai Wei was 

aware of the different selection criteria from various performance groups on various 

levels, and she would still write what she wanted to even if the play only has small 

scale performances. In another interview carried out in 1937, she expressed her plan 

to revise her unpublished plays piled up at home to bring them into public 

circulation.1182  So, her candid revelation of her acceptance of having a restricted 

spectatorship in preservation of her original playwriting motivations suggest that she 

might adopt a similar mindset while revising her earlier plays.  

 In the letter to Xie written in 1943, Bai Wei recalled that from the early 1930s 

onwards, she had the ambition to gain a foothold in the theatrical circle. This clearly 

shows that she had sought to convert from a mixed decision towards staging – partly 

wished to engage with the public, and partly wished to preserve her controversial 

playwriting content and style, to a strong desire to gain recognition from wider 

audiences and other playwrights in the field. However, her new ambition was hardly 

fulfilled. She attributed the failure to the life-threatening disease that Yang Sao passed 

on to her:  

If that short-lived love life had not left me the tragedy of 
having a miserable disease for nine years, how would I be 
standing in the theatrical circle? If I had not left Shanghai for 
Beijing half a month before the war, and made use of the 
opportunity to publish those anti-Japanese drama scripts that 
I could not publish earlier, how would I be having such a 
hard time? My wish to gain a foothold in the theatrical circle 
and on the stage might not be only a dream. Now, all 
manuscripts are lost, I have no chance to hit the stage, and I 

                                                
1181 Yi, "Nü zuojia Bai Wei nüshi". 
1182 Li, "Bai Wei tanbing ji". 
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will not be remembered by the playwrights! This heartache 
is not conceivable!1183  

Although the illness was a major hindrance to her playwriting and revisions of her 

earlier works, the analysis in Chapter 3 shows that her constantly changing authorial 

choices in writing and publication also led to the restricted circulation of her plays. 

Moreover, her refusal to completely trade off her playwriting pursuits for wider staging 

opportunities as discussed above would have been another personal factor that 

counteracted her eager intention to extend her influence in the theatrical field. 

Therefore, Bai Wei’s claim on her strong feelings on staging since the early 1930s 

might not be fully representative as she had had other hidden plans that were not 

mentioned in her recollection quoted above.  

 
5.2.2   Yuan: Indifference to the Choice of Staging 

Yuan mastered professional dramaturgy following her overseas studies, 

through extensive reading of western theories of dramatic composition as well as 

viewing the practical applications in stage performances. She shared much of her 

learning in a series of essays. 1184  She had experience in acting on stage, 1185 

incorporating stage performances into her teaching curriculum of drama education,1186 

which both signifies how she valued the performance aspect as well as script writing. 

Her mastery of skills involved in turning drama scripts into stage performances was 

shown through her receiving of an invitation to supervise and give advice on drama 

rehearsals.1187 All these relevant experiences tend to suggest that Yuan would have 

taken performability into account during playwriting.  

However, as reflected in the quote cited at the beginning of this chapter, Yuan 

did not consider performability as a precursor to successful drama. She shared her 

                                                
1183"Di zhi qizi," 974.  
1184 Yuan’s essays on introducing Western drama theories and concepts, as well as critical reviews on 
dramatic movements in China and overseas, which had been published in various journals were 
reprinted in Yuan’s collection Shanju sanmo. 
1185 Records show that Yuan took up roles to act in drama performances during her study in Britain, and 
she also joined other intellectuals to perform Tagore’s play Chitra during his visit to China in 1924. See 
Yang, "Yaojian xiaojiao," 115-19; Huang, Liling de  Kongqüe, 64. 
1186 Yuan, "Yuan Changying he Shashibiya," 2; "Muqin Yuan Changying," 2. 
1187 Zhang Daofan , "'Zijiu' he 'Diyici de yunwu' zai Nanjing gongyan yihou (si) 

「 (After the public performances of 'Self rescue' and 'The 
first cloud and mist' in Nanjing)," Shen Bao, 12 October 1934. 



 292  

interpretation of “the true meaning of dramatic creation”, and she emphasised whether 

a play could transmit the playwright’s exclusive artistic conception or illusion to others 

– either the spectators “or” the readers – was of most importance. If either group 

underwent a change in perspective, then the play could be regarded as successful.1188 

The examples cited below will illustrate how this notion, which she shared when she 

was five years into her playwriting career, matches her lower incentive to seek for 

staging opportunities from earlier years, as well as how she adhered to her belief and 

reinforced it through her playwriting practices. 

 In the preface to her collection of plays, she showed that she had paid attention 

to the design of the stage setting, but with the aim of helping the readers to visualise 

the scenes rather than providing sufficient detail for performance groups to follow. For 

instance, she recalled that after finishing the draft of the play Kongqüe dongnanfei, 

she wrote to Hu Shi to consult about living conditions and clothing in the historical 

period when the original old Han ballad was written. She followed Hu’s feedback to 

adjust the type of furniture stated in the stage setting,1189 but regarding clothing, she 

did not take Hu’s advice to take reference from traditional paintings and unearthed 

figurines from the Han dynasty. Yuan opted to give little detail, by only stating 

whether the clothing was dark or light, and whether it appeared resplendent or 

unadorned. She explained that it should be the director’s and actors’ responsibility to 

work out what to wear - “if this play has the opportunity to appear on the stage 

someday”.1190 In the same paragraph, she stated that she thought the play was ready to 

be published after all the revisions.1191 The co-existence of the two statements shows 

that she decided to share her play through the printed medium, but she was not keen 

on making sure that it could or would be staged. 

 Another example is Xuanwu hu bin, which she noted as being “a prose poem 

in the form of a one-act play” under the title of the play when it was published. 1192 

She annotated that “If this play is to be staged, it has to be greatly stylised and 

                                                
1188 Yuan, "Lun xiju chuangzuo," 384-85. 
1189 Hu told her how people used to sit on the floor, and the characteristics of the furniture that they had 
used. See "Xuyan (Er)," 1-2. 
1190 Ibid. 
1191 Ibid. 
1192 "Xuanwu hu bin," 13. 
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poeticised to be exempted from an obscene and vulgar account.”1193 Even she was well 

aware that her play would need significant adjustments to become suitable for stage 

performances, she did not trade in the content and style which she had found most 

expressive. Her stance, again, reveals that she did not regard staging as an ultimate 

aim of creating this play. Although Yuan did not share her authorial choices explicitly 

for most of her plays, the two examples discussed are strong evidence that she believed 

drama could be sustained entirely through the printed medium.  

 The analyses above show that Bai Wei and Yuan both started out not aiming 

at attaining stage performances. Even though Yuan’s intention to focus only on 

ensuring her plays read well in the printed medium was based on her theoretical 

understanding of what to be regarded as successful dramatic creation, while Bai Wei 

chose to do so out of her intuition that drama could be utilised to cater for personal 

pursuits, their approach in asserting the independence of playwriting are comparable. 

In this connection, both of their plays could be categorised as “closet drama” in the 

sense that they were intended to be read rather than necessarily be performed. Also, 

both of their plays were meant to be accessed by a restricted readership albeit on 

different scale – Bai Wei’s early plays that she kept to herself were reserved for her 

own private reading, and the others written before 1930 could only be fully 

comprehended by her family members; Yuan’s plays were targeted at the elites as 

discussed in Chapter 4. Therefore, these plays were also concealed with the private 

nature usually embedded in the closet drama genre.  

However, one could argue that some of these plays should not be categorised 

as “closet drama” as firstly, both playwrights did not specify that these plays were 

written exclusively for reading, and secondly, some of the plays were eventually 

published in print and signify that both playwrights did not deny the possibility for 

them to be staged.  

The conflicting views in categorisation could be resolved if one makes 

reference to the narrative by Patrice Pavis on regarding closet drama as a type of drama 

                                                
1193 Ibid. 
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that is “meant to ensure a more sustained attention to the literary beauties”.1194 Also, 

Om Prakash Mathur proposed that closet drama communicates more pleasure in 

reading rather than theatrical performances, regardless of the playwrights’ intention to 

stage or not.1195 Under this point of view, Bai Wei’s plays written before 1930 and all 

of Yuan’s plays would fall into this less narrowly defined category of closet drama. 

Bai Wei’s plays written after 1930 which were intended for wider public performances 

and not written in a stage-resistant style, on the other hand, would not fit in to any of 

the “closet drama” categorisation.  

Bai Wei’s shuffle between the private and public approach in the late 1920s, 

and her clear shift in intention on staging, were two distinct differences when 

compared to Yuan’s constant focus on refining plays for reading throughout her 

playwriting career. The question of whether the playwrights’ intentionality would in 

fact influence their plays will need to be further investigated, by tracing the 

performance records as well as how the performance groups had perceived their plays.   

 
5.3   The (Im)possibilities in Staging 

The rejection of wenmingxi’s commercialism through the Amateur Theatre 

Movement which began in 1921, prompted the rise of amateur drama productions both 

in schools and among the dramatic societies during the 1920s.1196 Earlier in 1914, the 

Nankai School New Drama Troupe (Nankai xinju tuan ) in Tianjin had 

already started to stage quality original and translated plays for Chinese play-goers. 

1197 Then from 1921 to the early 1930s, the stage performances in China were mostly 

put on by non-professional theatre groups.1198 Prominent groups that contributed to the 

maturation of spoken drama include the Shanghai’s Theatre Association (Shanghai 

xiju xieshe ),  the Theatre Department of Beijing Normal Academy of 

Arts (Beijing yishu zhuanmen xuexiao xiju xi ), and the 

                                                
1194 Patrice Pavis, Dictionary of the Theatre: Terms, Concepts, and Analysis (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1998), 57. 
1195 Mathur, The Closet Drama of the Romantic Revival, 1. 
1196 Liu, Performing Hybridity in Colonial-Modern China, 176. 
1197 Kevin J. Wetmore, Erin B. Mee, and Siyuan Liu, Modern Asian Theatre and Performance 1900-
2000 (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 85. 
1198 Eberstein, "Introduction - The Rise of Modern Chinese Drama," 22. 
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Southern China Society.1199 The amateur groups aimed at raising social engagement 

in drama activities, and wished to utilise the theatre to spread enlightenment messages. 

However, the Chinese audiences were not enthusiastic about the new form of spoken 

drama compared to the classical drama, as they were more interested in being 

entertained than being lectured.1200 Due to the limited size of the audience for each 

performance, the majority of the plays by the local groups were held in small assembly 

halls borrowed from schools, guildhalls, and playgrounds.1201  Another reason for 

relying on the little theatres was that there were only a few formal drama theatres such 

as the Lyceum (Lanxin da xiyuan ) located in the concession areas, which 

were occupied by performances for the Western settlers and international touring 

shows.1202 Audiences of stage performances were primarily middle class and other 

educated persons like students, but through the course of the 1920s, the acceptance of 

spoken drama among the general public started to grow, and many movie theatres 

either converted to staging drama performances or began to include them.1203  

Drama performances in China underwent considerable changes in the 1930s. The 

demand for “proletarian theatre” advocated since the late 1920s was heightened after 

the establishment of the Left League. The staging of plays written in markedly simple 

language catering to the masses, and particularly to the workers, were frequently 

carried out in small halls in the major cities, but very few quality productions emerged 

as artistic considerations were not being emphasised under the propagandistic 

intentions.1204 Not many workers showed interest as there was still a big gap between 

what the playwrights’ projected and lives of the lower class in reality.1205 Xiong Foxi’s 

experiment in producing outdoor drama performances for peasants in a rural village 

Din in Hubei province was successful, but similar attempts in other rural areas mostly 

                                                
1199 Ibid., 26.  
1200 Ibid., 24. 
1201 Lu Xiangdong , Zhongguo xiandai juchang de yanjin: cong da wutai dao da juyuan 

「  (The evolution of China's modern theatre: from a big stage to 
the grand theatres) (Bejing: Zhongguo jianzhu gongye chubanshe , 2009), 66-69. 
1202 Edward Denison and Guang Yu Ren, Building Shanghai: The Story of China's Gateway (Chichester, 
England ; Hoboken, New Jersey: Wiley-Academy, 2006), 171. 
1203 Xian Jiqing , Minguo shiqi Shanghai wutai yanjiu  (A study of the 
theatrical stage in Shanghai during the Republican period) (Shanghai: Shanghai renmin chubanshe 

, 2016), 116, 120, 150.  
1204 Eberstein, "Introduction - The Rise of Modern Chinese Drama," 33. 
1205 Ibid., 34. 
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failed.1206  While a significant portion of the playwrights wrote plays out of their 

political conviction, some of them did not confine their plays to discussing class 

struggle and continued to strive for a high standard of dramatic art.1207 The most 

influential one was Cao Yu, whose masterpieces Leiyu and Richu remained two of the 

most well known plays in the history of modern Chinese drama.1208 The staging of 

Leiyu in 1935 by the China Travelling Theatre Company (Zhongguo lüxing jutuan 

), the first professional theatre group in over a decade which relied on 

box-office receipts without any institutional support, have been considered one of the 

greatest theatrical events in Republican China. 1209  Cao Yu’s plays stayed in the 

company’s repertoire, and Leiyu was overwhelmingly popular as evinced by the 

overnight queue for tickets during the last three days of a staging in Shanghai.1210 Cao 

Yu’s plays also entered the grand theatres such as Lyceum and the Carlton Theatre 

(Ka’erdeng da xiyuan ), and this development marked the peak of local 

drama production as well as the emergence of large audiences in Chinese society.1211 

There were numerous performing groups and hundreds of dramas performing in 

venues during 1922 and 1936, and therefore, theoretically, there were supposed to be 

plenty of potential staging opportunies for the plays by Bai Wei and Yuan. Some of 

the readers of Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s printed plays only read them for leisure or to meet 

personal interest, while some others read and checked if those plays are suitable for 

staging. The latter group is usually composed of members of different performance 

groups, for example, directors and producers of professional theatrical troupes, or 

leaders of students’ drama societies. Some of the critics also commented on the 

possibility and suitability for staging, apart from reviewing the content and style of a 

certain play. Unlike editors who review the plays from a reading perspective, and 

consider whether the play match with their publication plans; critics and members of 

                                                
1206 Eberstein, "Introduction - The Rise of Modern Chinese Drama," 38.  
1207 Ibid., 34. 
1208 Ibid. 
1209  Wetmore, Mee, and Liu, Modern Asian Theatre and Performance 1900-2000, 91; Hong 
Zhonghuang , "Zhongguo lüxing jutuan shihua  (History of the China 
Travelling Theatre Company)," in Zhongguo huaju shiliaoji  (Historical materials on 
Chinese spoken drama), ed. Zhongguo yishu yanjiuyuan huaju yanjiusuo 
ü (1987), 154-56.  
1210 Ibid., 157. 
1211 Ibid.; Xian, Minguo shiqi Shanghai wutai yanjiu, 112-13. 
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the performance groups considered if the plays were suitable for turning into 

performance subject to their staging plans and constraints.  

The second similarity in Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s theatrical reception was an 

opinion from the Republican critics that one or more of each of their plays were not 

only not suitable to be staged, but were in fact impossible to be staged – if there were 

no proper adjustments to the scripts nor availability of actors with exceptional abilities. 

The suitability to stage the plays of these two playwrights will be further discussed in 

the next section, and in this section, I focus on re-examining whether the Republican 

critics’ opinion was accurate by investigating the reception of the two playwrights’ 

plays in the theatrical arena by tracing the staging records. The staging records will 

also help to determine whether their plays should be regarded as “antouju” – as quoted 

in the introduction of Chapter 2, existing contemporary studies tended to categorise 

them as “antouju” or remark that they were never or seldom being staged, but such 

claims were made without quoting any factual evidence.  

As mentioned in sections 2.2.2 and 2.2.3., the possibility for “antouju” to be 

staged, and whether the closet drama genre is definitely non-theatrical, are both 

controversial issues in the conceptual discussion of the two genres. The existence, as 

well as the frequency and scale of performances of Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s plays could 

help to further evaluate to what extent the opposing views are correct or notable.   

 
5.3.1   Sporadic Staging Records of Bai Wei’s Plays 

When Bai Wei’s play Linli was circulated in print, her peers from the same 

epoch showed concern over the staging possibility. As quoted at the beginning of 

Chapter 2, He Yubo commented that “it cannot be staged unless there is an adaptation”; 

and Hong Shen regarded this play as full of passion and with a bit of hysteria, so he 

believed that “unless it is performed by extremely capable actors, it absolutely cannot 

be staged.” 1212 Some of the general readers also had a similar impression, for instance, 

a teacher named H pointed out that due to the contrived poetry and the supernatural 

atmosphere embedded in the play, it “can only be regarded as reading drama” and 

“cannot be staged unless there is an adaptation.” 1213  None of the reviews and 

                                                
1212 Hong Shen, "Xijui daoyan," 70. 
1213 H, and W, "Bai Wei nüshi zai aiwang zhong," 222. 
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commentaries on Bai Wei’s other plays from the Republican era had asserted the 

possibilities of staging.   

Existing studies on Bai Wei scarcely investigate whether her plays were staged. 

The only relevant sources in preceding studies are as follows: The critical biography 

on Bai Wei states that Sufei was staged in 1922. 1214 It also records that an unnamed 

dramatist had declared that he performed in one of Bai Wei’s plays, and the famous 

playwright Yu Ling  also claimed that he had directed a previously printed play 

by Bai Wei, but the name of the two plays have not been identified.1215 Another source 

indicates that “there is no record of performance” for Dachu youlingta.1216 

After rigorous searching, I have identified the venue of the Sufei performance 

in 1922; also, in contrast to an existing record, there were at least three performances 

of Dachu youlingta. There are also sporadic staging records of two other plays by Bai 

Wei. Details of the stage performances are listed below: 

 
Title of the 
Play 

Date Venue Performance 
Group 

Performance 
Details 

Sufei Around 1922 
(Two 
performances) 

Chinese Youth 
Association Hall 
Square in Tokyo, 
Japan. 1217 

Chinese 
overseas 
students in Japan 

- Fundraising 
event. 
- Bai Wei acted 
the heroine role. 
1218 

Dachu 
youlingta 

During 1928 
(Single 
performance) 

[Unknown] [Unknown] Performance on 
stage was not 
successful. 1219 

 Before the 
Japanese 
invasion 
(Single 
performance) 

Harbin No.1 
School, China.  

Students of the 
school 

Reportedly 
caused a 
sensation. 1220  

 After the 
Japanese 
invasion 
(Single 
performance) 

Harbin No.1 
School, China. 

Students of the 
school  

Students insisted 
on performing 
the play despite 

                                                
1214 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 64. 
1215 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 81. 
1216 For example, McDougall and Louie, The Literature of China in the Twentieth Century, 172. 
1217 Yang, Liuyun benshui hua Yang Sao, 59. 
1218 Bai and He, Bai Wei pingzhuan, 64. 
1219 Ying Peng , "Shiqu niandu Zhongguo zhi huigu  (Review of the 
Chinese literary field in 1928)," Shen Bao, January 6, 1929. 
1220 Cao Ming , "Dao Bai Wei  (Mourning Bai Wei)," Guangming Ribao  
(Guangming Daily), September 20, 1987, 4. 
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the Japanese 
invasion. 1221 

Yiliang 1933 Harbin, China. The Tiny Stars 
Theatrical 
Group (Xingxing 
jutuan 

) directed by 
Jin Jianxiao

1222 

Dongbei  
writer Shu Qun 

 and Xiao 
Hong  
starring as the 
main characters. 
1223 

 9-11 May 
1936 
(Three 
performances 
in consecutive 
days) 

The Hitotsubashi 
Assembly Hall in 
Kanda 

, Tokyo, Japan.  

The Chinese 
Students Troupe 
(Chinese 
overseas 
students in 
Japan) 

Performances 
carried out in 
Chinese.1224 

Qiangweijiu Before 1940 
[Exact date 
unknown] 

A school in Suzhou
, China. 

Students of the 
school 

Funfair event1225 

 

The staging records show that the predictions and perception of Linli being too 

difficult to be staged might be accurate, as there is no staging record of this particular 

play. While four of Bai Wei’s plays had been staged, the frequencies of staging are 

significantly lower when compared to plays authored by other major playwrights of 

the same period. Also, many of her other plays did not seem to have been staged at all.  

As we can see from the table above, Bai Wei’s plays were mainly being staged 

by student groups for one-off or short-term performances only in student association 

venues and school campuses. These suggest that her plays had not aroused interest 

from professional groups, and did not seem to have much chance of being staged in 

proper theatres. 

Another point to note is that the correlation between Bai Wei’s readiness for 

her play to be staged and the performance groups’ choice was not always consistent. 

                                                
1221 Ibid. 
1222 Qiu Shi , Hulanhe de nüer: xiangei Xiao Hong bainian  
(Daughter of the Hulan river: Dedicated to Xiao Hong on her centennial birthday), (Nanchang: 
Baihuazhou wenyi chubanshe , 2011), 108. 
1223 Other actors include Luo Feng Xiao Jun and Jin Jianxiao . Cao Ming , 
"Dao Bai Wei  (Mourning Bai Wei)," 4; Li Shuangli  Jin Jianxiao , "Bai Wei yu 
Shu Qun  (Bai Wei and Shu Qun)," Guangming Ribao, January 4, 1990, 3.  
1224 "Zhonghua xuesheng jutuan zuo zai Dongjing gongyan 「 (The Chinese 
students troupe performed in Tokyo yesterday)," Dagong Bao, 10 May 1936. 
1225 Zi Gang, "Ji Bai Wei," 31; Bai Xiang , "Ye ji Zi Gan  (Another note on Zi Gang)," 
Jizuo  (Exercise) 1, no. 1 (1940): 12. 
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For instance, as discussed, Bai Wei did not expect Linli to be publicised and to be 

staged when she was writing it, and then accordingly, the play did not arouse interest 

from any of the performance groups even she decided to sell the play in exchange for 

money. On the other hand, Bai Wei was only experimenting with playwriting when 

she wrote Sufei barely three months after she had begun her literary reading, 1226 and 

Dachu youlingta was rewritten in a huge rush, 1227 but both plays were selected to be 

staged. Also, as discussed in section 3.3.2., the drama script of Qiangweijiu and Yiliang 

were incomplete, but they still aroused interest from a few performance groups.  

 
5.3.2   Minimal Staging Records of Yuan’s Plays 

While in 1935, Xiang Peiliang argued that there were “no good methods to 

contain Kongqüe dongnanfei [in a stage performance]” with the resources that the 

performance groups held at the time, and therefore it “cannot be staged”;1228 some 

records kept by his peers indicated that stage performances of Yuan’s Kongqüe 

dongnanfei were frequent and popular in the Republican era since it was first published. 

For instance, in an article published in 1946, Sun Geng  recorded that this play 

had been staged numerous times, and in each public performance, many women 

among the audience shed tears for the main characters.1229 Yu Runqun stated that the 

play was very popular at that time, and it became a famous play that people liked to 

watch.1230 There are no sources quoted in both of these articles, and the validity of the 

claims of the popularity, especially on people’s enjoyment, need to be further testified 

– they seemed to be in contradiction with the unfavourable reception after the 

performance in 1935, as discussed previously, when the audience found the content of 

the play confusing, backward-looking, and to be in poor taste.  

After rigorous searching, only three staging records of the play Kongqüe 

dongnanfei have been found, and none of the ten other plays by Yuan has any staging 

records that could be identified. The first stage performance of most plays in the 

Republican era was generally carried out shortly after the publication of the drama 

                                                
1226 Bai Wei, "Wo toudao wenxue qianli dechuzhong," 20. 
1227 Bai Wei, "Dachu youlingta Act 3," 733-34. 
1228 Xiang, "Guanyu yanju bing zhi Xuelin xiansheng," 43, 46. 
1229 Sun, "Kongqüe dongnanfei de juzouzhe," 9. 
1230 Yu, "Hunan zuizao de xiandai nüzuojia Yuang Changying," 115. 
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script. As the years from 1929 to 1936 were Yuan’s active period in drama publication, 

I consulted the major annual reviews of the drama activities of these years. These 

reviews recorded thousands of titles of the plays staged in a wide range of locations, 

including Shanghai, Beijing, Tianjin, Hangzhou, Wuxi , Shangdong , 

Nanjing, and Changsha.1231 However, none of Yuan’s plays was listed among those, 

and this must mean that they were neither popular nor common in theatres. There are 

still possibilities that they were sporadically staged in small and unrecognised venues, 

which have not been recorded, but it seems that the printed scripts were the major 

medium in which they were circulated.  

Details of the three staging records of Yuan’s Kongqüe dongnanfei are listed 

here:  

Title of the 
Play 

Date Venue Performance 
Group 

Performance 
Details 

Kongqüe 
dongnanfei 

Around 1925 Chengzhong 
Secondary School 
(Chengzhong 
zhongxue ), 
Shanghai. 

Students of the 
school 

- Not 
specified.1232 

April 1935 Wuhan Women’s 
Teacher Training 
School (Wuhan nüzi 
shifan 」

) 

Student and staff 
of the school  

- Part of a 
fundraising 
programme 
organised by the 
Nationalist’s 
headquarters in 
Hubai 1233 

During 1937 The Dingdou Drama 
Club (Dingchou jushe 

), Shanghai. 

Members of the 
club. 

- First public 
performance of 
the club.1234 

                                                
1231  Shijun , "Yijiuerjiu nian shanghai xijujie zhi huodong 
(Activities of the Theatrical Field in 1929) " Wanren zazhi  (The million people magazine) 1, 
no. 1 (1930): 102-29; Qianli , "Zhongguo xiju yundong fazhan di niaokan 

1930-1931 (An overview of the development of Chinese drama activities (1930-1931))," 
Beidou  (The plough) 2, no. 1 (1932): 56-62; Song Zhidi , "Yijiusaner nian: huaju yundong 
de zitai 5  (1932: Gestures of the spoken drama movement )," in Beifang 
zuiyi wenhua yundong ziliao huibian  (An Edited Collection of Sources 
of the Left-wing Culture Movement in the North), ed. Zhonggong Beijing shiwei dangshi yanjiushi 

 (Beijing: Beijing chubanshe , 1991), 163-66; Yuan, "Yijiusansan 
zhi shanghai jutan," 15-25; Liu, "Yijiusansi nian zhongguo xiju yundong zhi huigu," 60-82; Lin, 
"Yijiusanwu nian zhi zhongguo jutan," 101-05; Zhang, "Yijiusanliu nian de xiju," 877-83. 
1232 Ge Yihong , Zhongguo huaju tongshi  (A comprehensive history of Chinese 
spoken drama) (Beijing: Wenhua yishu chubanshe , 1990), 60. 
1233 Su, "Su xu," in Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita dumuju, 4. 
1234 "Dingchou jushe zuijin dongtai  (Recent development of the Dingchou drama 
club)," Shen Bao, 19 June 1937. 
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The staging records show that Kongqüe dongnanfei was mainly being staged 

by student groups and small drama groups, and only for one-off performances. Yuan 

became a teacher at Chengzhong Secondary School in the school year that started in 

1924,1235 and the drama script was not published until 1930, so the performance at that 

school around 1925 was probably based on a draft provided by Yuan. This timeframe 

suggests that Yuan should have been aware of this particular performance, and was 

possibly involved in the production.  

Similarly to Bai Wei, Yuan’s plays did not seem to have aroused interest from 

professional groups, or opportunities to be staged in proper theatres. Compared to Bai 

Wei’s plays, which had limited staging records, the stage representations of Yuan’s 

plays seem even less. The minimal staging records seem to validate two of the 

observations made by two contemporary researchers from whom I quoted in the 

introduction of Chapter 2 - Li Yang remarked that Yuan’s plays could only be found 

in libraries,1236 and Dong Jian and Ma Junshan categorised Yuan’s plays as those 

mainly being read but seldom staged.1237  

The staging records of Yuan’s Kongqüe dongnanfei shows that even though a 

play was considered impossible to be staged at a particular time, it does not mean that 

the play is definitely non-theatrical and never would have a chance to be staged. In 

other words, the judgement of whether a play would be possible to be staged could 

change over time. This testifies the opinion of Patrice Pavis which I quoted in Chapter 

2 - “there is no criterion for deciding once and for all whether the play is literary or 

suited to the stage.”1238 Under such understanding, Linli and the other plays did not 

seem to have been staged in the Republican era, but they could have been possible to 

be staged in subsequent periods given a shift in performance capacities of the 

performance groups and preferences of the audiences.  

The reviews on the staging records of both playwrights’ plays also testify that 

they were much less popular in the theatrical field as compared to the circulation in 

print, which is reflected in the reprinting records listed in section 3.2 and 4.2. If one 

                                                
1235 "Xuewu congzai  (Academic affairs)," Shen Bao, 5 September 1924. 
1236 Li, "Zuojia, xuexhe Yuan Changying," 191. 
1237 Dong and Ma, Xiju yishu shiwujiang, 263.  
1238 Pavis, Dictionary of the Theatre, 58. 
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attempts to apply the first type of classification of “antouju” based on the actual 

reception, and agrees with some of the Republican critics who insisted that only plays 

that were never staged and only were read fall into the category, then plays by these 

two playwrights except those with staging records would be regarded as “antouju”. 

However, as mentioned, some of the staging records might just be difficult or 

impossible to be traced to date, therefore this type of classification cannot be definite. 

If one tends to apply the second type of classification, which refers to the suitability 

for staging, and includes plays that were more suitable for reading than being staged, 

then most of the two playwrights’ plays should be categorised as “antouju” – all but 

excluding plays by Bai Wei written in her phrase four of playwriting which were 

entirely realistic, not particularly popular in print with scarcely any performance hence 

difficult to determine if they were more suitable for the page or for the stage. If one 

makes reference to the third type of classification which takes in plays that had been 

read, regardless of whether they were staged or could be staged, then all of the plays 

by these two playwrights except those unpublished would be included in this broader 

sense. 

Bai Wei’s plays written before the 1930s were far more obscure and 

incomplete as compared to those written by Yuan, but there were more students and 

small drama groups attempted to stage part of Bai Wei’s dramatic creations. This 

discrepancy between the two cases show that some of the performers were more 

adventurous and were willing to stage some unconventional plays, and, also, there 

were other influential factors other than how the plays were written. This is also why, 

as suggested above, the playwright’s readiness for her play to be staged and the 

performance groups’ choice was not always consistent. However, in the next section, 

I will draw on examples to illustrate how their reading-oriented playwriting approach 

had nevertheless affected the performance groups’ determination of the plays’ 

suitability to be staged, and contributed to their final decision to stage or not in 

particular periods of the Republican era.  

 

5.4   Low Theatricality and Technical Challenges 

 Apart from whether the content and style of a play matches with the objectives 

of staging a performance, the theatricality of the play and the associated technical 
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challenges are two major considerations while performance groups try to decide on 

selecting which plays to add into their performance repertoire. Theatricality highlights 

conventions of theatrical communication and produces spectacular events for the 

spectators establishing a relationship that differs from the quotidian.1239 In other words, 

the quality of the drama scripts in terms of how the play planned to communicate its 

content in a theatrical setting, and to allow the audiences to witness a dramatic 

spectacle. Playwrights are generally expected to include this kind of planning while 

writing the drama scripts, and the performance groups subsequently utilised the 

resources that they own to realise them in theatrical performances on stage.  

 “Xijuxing ” and “wutaixing ” are two variations of the 

expression of “theatricality” in Chinese, and as quoted in Chapter 2, critics in 

Republican China had used this term in the discussion of autouju. Many of the critics 

believed that theatricality is an essential element of drama scripts, and those that lacked  

theatricality can only become “antouju” or closet drama.1240 While the descriptions of 

“low theatricality” given by the Republican critics all seems to be negative and rather 

abstract, 1241  there have been more neutral and specific examples given in the 

discussion of closet drama in the Western context.1242 In this section, I will explore 

why Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s plays were considered as drama scripts with low 

theatricality. Through this examination, it should be possible to review whether those 

were necessarily an unfavourable way of playwriting, or why the Republican critics 

considered them as negative representations. 

During the debate which broke out in 1935 on whether Yuan’s Kongqüe 

dongnanfei was possible or suitable to be staged, Xiang Peiliang expressed a 

                                                
1239 Josette Féral and Ronald P. Bermingham, "Theatricality: The Specificity of Theatrical Language," 
SubStance 31, no. 2/3 (2002): 94-108. 
1240  For instance, Wen Yiduo criticised that many plays were “lacking in structure” and “lacked 
theatricality”, so “at best, they can only become closet drama [the term was written in English in the 
original text] which can be read and cannot be staged”; Hua insisted that “drama scripts for reading are 
those without theatricality, which means they cannot be staged”; Dong Meikan indicated that drama 
should contain both “literariness” and “theatricality”. See 1240 Xi Xi, "Xiju de qitu"; Hua, "Du de juben 
yu yan de juben," 30; Dong, "Zenyang duju," 8. 
1241 For example, “largely ignore audiences’ vision, [make] no big changes to the facts [plots], and are 
far too boring,” and “lacking visual detail, the stories are static, talky, and repetitive”. See Hong Shen, 
"Shinian lai de Zhongguo xiju," 741; Liu, "Yijiusansi nian zhongguo xiju yundong zhi huigu," 59, 70. 
1242 For instance, Patrice Pavis listed “length of text, number of characters, frequent scenery changes, 
poetic and philosophical difficulty of monologues” as common examples of why closet drama would 
be difficult to be staged. Pavis, Dictionary of the Theatre, 57. 
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disagreement with the notion of some modern Chinese plays not being able to be 

staged due to lack of theatricality, as he was convinced that “the term theatricality is 

very ambiguous” and plays were not staged mostly due to “environmental factors”.1243 

He did not further elaborate on why “theatricality” is ambiguous, what it implies, and 

how it is conversely related to “environmental factors”. We could try to understand his 

argument by making reference to the relevant discourse in the western studies, which 

pointed out that to define theatricality is “to attempt to find parameters shared by all 

theatrical enterprises from time immemorial,” but it is also “to bring the nature of 

theater itself into focus against a background of individual theatrical practices, theories 

of stage-play, and aesthetics” which bear specificity that has become no longer evident 

as time has passed.1244 So, similarly to the determination of the possibility of staging a 

play, the suitability of staging is also relative to the resources and conventions of a 

specific time.  

There were huge differences in the quality and standard of equipment between 

those in the grand drama theatres such as the Lyceum and those in the small-scale 

performance venues. For instance, the Lyceum, which was rebuilt in 1874 after a fire, 

had the most advanced facilities for staging; it has a proscenium-stage and it was the 

only theatre tall enough to allow the scenery to be lifted rather than rolled up.1245 The 

movie theatres converted to drama staging venues and those which include such 

performances, usually have a smaller stage than purpose-built drama theatres. 1246 

Many of them did not have the proper configuration of staging equipement, and could 

barely meet the requirements for theatrical performances.1247 The same situation was 

found in the assembly halls, where all of the stage performances of plays by Bai Wei 

and Yuan were held as seen from the staging records listed above. Generally, these 

small-scale stages could only use some generic backdrop of some commonplace 

scenery, and had access to very limited varieties of lighting equipments.1248  Such 

                                                
1243 Xiang, "Zai da Xuelin xiansheng," 56.  
1244 Féral and Bermingham, "Theatricality: The Specificity of Theatrical Language," 94. 
1245 Denison and Guang, Building Shanghai: The Story of China's Gateway, 171; Wetmore, Mee, and 
Liu, Modern Asian Theatre and Performance 1900-2000, 76-77. 
1246 Xian, Minguo shiqi Shanghai wutai yanjiu, 143. 
1247 Ibid. 
1248 Ibid., 202-41. 
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settings made special effects hard to achieve, and thus restricted the choices for 

different theatrical representations on stage.  

It is difficult to trace concrete evidence on why the professional theatre groups 

did not choose to perform some of the plays by Bai Wei or Yuan in the better equipped 

grand theatres, which might have a higher possibility in having the required capacity 

to stage their plays. However, this research has suggested that the two playwrights’ 

stance on primarily writing plays for reading, their related authorial choices, and their 

restricted readership all scaled down the opportunites for their plays to be selected by 

the prominent groups. The complexity and highly debateable content of their plays, 

which could hardly be comprehended by the general public, would have also been a 

major reason for the prominent groups to avoid including them in their repertoires. In 

the following section, I will discuss why it was challenging for the amateur theatre 

groups to stage the plays by these two playwrights in the small-scale performing 

venues. The discussion of the difficulty involved would also explain why only a very 

limited number of performing groups attempted to stage their plays. 

Through analysis of the discussion of the alleged “low theatricality” of the 

plays by Bai Wei and Yuan, this section will offer a glimpse of how the playwrights 

and critics had taken up varied stances on the main conundrum depicted in Chapter 2 

– to pursue personal aspirations and promote higher level of dramaturgy regardless of 

contemporary constraints, or be practical and conform to the current performing 

conditions.  

 

5.4.1   Challenges from Bai Wei’s Experimental Dramaturgy  

Bai Wei did include all kinds of stage directions to try to convey the romantic 

mentality through music, dialogue and body actions, but many of them cannot be easily 

realised in theatrical performances given the constraints on time and actors’ ability as 

suggested in reviews quoted in section 5.3.1. Also, unlike fiction which would allow 

different paces of reading and even re-reading, theatrical performances cannot be 

paused on demand and thus clarity is valued. In this connection, the conflicting 

interrogations and puzzling expressions found in her plays would also pose a challenge 

to the potential audiences. 
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There would have been many technical challenges involved in staging Bai 

Wei’s plays during the Republican era. According to a guidebook on theatrical setting 

written in the 1920s, even the latest equipment could not solve all problems involved 

in creating outdoor scenes during that decade. 1249 So, the guideline was to use a plain 

cloth in light blue as the backdrop to represent the sky and add movable pictures of 

trees and mountains, as this could save the effort and money required to paint different 

backdrops.1250  However, Bai Wei often wrote the scene settings in a meticulous 

manner. For example, she provided great details of what the mountains in Sufei are 

supposed to look like:  

Green trees on the mountains are meandering, quiet valleys 
and weird gullies are obscurely hidden in between. Clear 
springs are flowing fast in the middle of the cliffs like 
swirling snow, and sounds like tidal flows in the breeze. 
Under the spring are millions of old pine trees, Usnea tied in 
knots. It is deep and quiet, with clouds surrounding back of 
the forest. Shrubs are mixed in the pine trees, showing green 
clusters. On its side are chunks of rough rocks with tender 
grass on the top, green and lovely. Shrikes fly in the 
mountains, and their twitters echo between the white clouds 
and rick valleys.1251 

She did not only specify the species of plants, but also described the different natural 

sounds. These details were designed to create a peaceful atmosphere, which played an 

important role in helping Sufei to soothe her grieving soul and to resolve her hatred 

towards her enemy Chen Te. This effect would be difficult to construct, if the scenery 

is being represented by plain cloth and simple pictures instead of painted detail. There 

are also frequent changes of locations in her scripts,1252 so it would be costly either 

way.  

Moreover, one of the stage directions indicates “the seven colours of the 

mechanical wheels behind the wall were spinning when it was revealed”, 1253 

describing a machine that projects different coloured lighting throughout the play. This 

                                                
1249 Chen, Aimei de xiju, 215-16. 
1250 Ibid., 220-22. 
1251 Suru nüshi, "Sufei." 
1252 For example, as discussed in section 3.4.3, Linli is set in an “unnamed city in East Asia” with three 
scenes taking place in “a garden with winter scenery”, “in front of an old temple”, and “an open 
wilderness under a clear sky at night”. It also includes exotic scenes in Russia. See Linli, 1, 157, 181. 
1253 Bai Wei, Linli, 154. 
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sounds impossible even for professional theatres in those days, when coloured lighting 

could only rely on spotlights and immobile bunch lights from the side. Most student 

groups and performance groups with a tight budget struggled to maintain even basic 

lighting.1254 The technology level in stage lighting in Japan was more advanced,1255 so 

it is also possible that her exposure when studying abroad had inspired her to include 

more complex settings. These examples of the technical constraints discussed show 

that when Bai Wei was designing the scene setting and other performance 

arrangements like lightings, she had not considered the practicality of staging her plays 

in Republican China.  

 
5.4.2   Challenges from Yuan’s Professional Dramaturgy  

Among the scathing reviews on the performance of Yuan’s Kongqüe 

dongnanfei submitted to Wuhan Ribao from April to June in 1935, some criticised that 

the play was written in a way which was not suitable for staging. In 1982, Su recalled 

this incident and reckoned that all those censures were built on bias projected by the 

leftist forces, rather than legitimate artistic evaluation.1256 However, Xiang Peiliang, 

who was an independent critic, also argued that this play was not suitable for 

staging.1257  In fact, there were other critical voices from non-leftist sources, such as 

the series of reviews written in 1936-1937 and contributed to Shen Bao by Kui Feng 

, 1258 in which he closely analysed the shortcomings of the Kongqüe dongnanfei 

script and discussed in detail why most of the other five one-act plays in the collection 

were unsatisfactory in terms of their suitability for staging.1259 

 An extended debate was sparked off between Xiang Peiliang and Su Xuelin 

following the performance of Kongqüe dongnanfei in 1935. They both realised that 

there were external factors that affected and would continue to affect the staging of 

                                                
1254 Chen, Aimei de xiju, 232-41. 
1255 A few wealthier drama societies hired electro-optical technicians from Japan to provide fancier 
lighting. Ibid., 241. 
1256 Su, "Su xu," in Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita dumuju, 4. 
1257  Xiang, "Guanyu yanju bing zhi Peiliang xiansheng," 40-44; "Zai da Xuelin xiansheng," 55-61.  
1258 The review with the title ‘Yuan Changying de Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita 

 (Yuan Changying's 'Southeast flies the peacock and other plays')’ was published in four parts 
on the following dates: 24 December 1936, 31 December 1936, 21 January 1937 and 28 January 1937.  
1259 Kui Feng , "Yuan Changying de Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita (san) 

 (Yuan Changying's 'Southeast flies the peacock and other plays' (3))," Shen Bao, 21 January 
1937; "Yuan Changying de Kongqüe dongnan fei ji qita (si)," Shen Bao, 28 January 1937. 
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Yuan’s play, but they had contrasting views on the following topics: whether plays 

should be stageable, whether inability to be staged imply the play is imperfect, and 

whether plays that do not match with current performing conditions should be staged. 

After Xiang first published his criticism towards the performance and asserted that the 

play was not suitable for staging, Su published an article in response to show her 

disagreement, and the two continued their written polemics and bombarded each other 

with arguments one after the other.1260 

Su started out trying to defend the quality of Yuan’s play by pointing out that the 

unsatisfactory performance was a result of limited funding for getting suitable clothing 

and stage settings, the imperfect performance of the actors, and the shallowness of the 

audience.1261 She also accused the critics of writing negative reviews of the play, 

without reading the original script.1262 Xiang disagreed with her subjective assertion, 

and argued that those critics might have arrived at the same conclusion even if the 

critics had read the script – critics usually expect plays to be suitable for staging, and 

devalue those that were not.   

Based on Xiang’s reading of the script, he was convinced that it is not suitable 

for staging with the constraints that they were facing at that time: firstly, neither 

modern clothing or those used in classical opera would match the historical setting of 

this play, and none of their peers could produce ancient costumes or direct actors to 

perform ancient gestures; secondly, props that would match the context could not be 

found, nor were items suggested by Hu Shi were accessible; thirdly, the Hunan dialect 

made it difficult for audiences not from there to comprehend the spoken lines.1263 He 

also argued that the script itself was better to be read rather than staged. He illustrated 

this by quoting an example, “the last two scenes were so soul-stirring that the aesthetic 

values might be ruined through the stimulations generated in stage performance, which 

makes it less moving than it would be in reading”.1264 He believed that the intricate 

                                                
1260 The original publication of three articles by Su and the two articles by Xiang in the newspaper 
Wuhan Ribao could not be found today, and the five articles are being reprinted in the collection 
Qiangniao ji. See Su, Qingniao ji, 2; "Yanju wenti da Xiang Peiliang xiansheng," 47.  
1261 "Kongqüe dongnanfei juben ji qi shangyan chengji de piping," 29-39. 
1262 Ibid., 39. 
1263 Xiang, "Guanyu yanju bing zhi Peiliang xiansheng," 40-44; "Zai da Xuelin xiansheng," 55-61. 
1264 "Zai da Xuelin xiansheng," 55-57. 
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emotions of those characters would be conveyed better in the printed text than in 

recited lines.1265  

Xiang declared that he did not intend to discuss the play’s values in terms of 

literary writing, and was only evaluating its suitability for staging based on his 

knowledge of current theatrical development.1266 In 1931, four years before the debate 

with Su, Xiang had discussed why a drama script is an independent form of literature, 

and why some people would suggest that certain well-written scripts should not be 

staged.1267 These show that Xiang’s appraisal of Yuan’s play as being too delicate to 

be staged was a judgement made genuinely, as he himself emphasised, without any 

negative connotation. 

Su was aware that the editor of the newspaper, where part of the written polemics 

was published, also acknowledged that even when a drama script is of admirable 

quality, there is no guarantee that it would be suitable to be staged.1268 However, Su 

firmly believed that a play is only legitimate if it can be staged, except for “closet 

drama” which she interpreted as a group of plays that were intended to be read and 

cannot be staged. In her opinion, “closet plays” do not count as legitimate plays. 

Taking into consideration that drama was called a “synthetic act”, she regarded stage 

performance an inseparable part of drama, and postulated that Kongqüe dongnanfei 

would have minimal artistic value if it could not be staged. She emphasised that it is 

definitely not reasonable to say a play cannot be staged, unless the drama script itself 

has shortcomings. She blamed Xiang for discouraging theatre directors from staging 

Yuan’s play, which does not need to rely on specific clothing, props, and language to 

convey its message.1269   

In response, Xiang clarified that many of plays of that era were not staged due to 

the constraints of the theatres. He predicted that Yuan’s play would be significantly 

devalued if it was forcibly staged under the constraints. As a specialist in drama who 

understood all the limitations of the field, he was convinced that performing groups 

should not tackle these plays with special requirements before they could competently 

                                                
1265 Ibid. 
1266 "Guanyu yanju bing zhi Peiliang xiansheng," 40. 
1267 Relevant parts were quoted and discussed in section 2.3.3. 
1268 Su, "Yanju wenti da Xiang Peiliang xiansheng," 47. 
1269 Ibid., 47-53. 
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perform a basic script. He suggested that Yuan’s play could still serve its function in 

imparting its implied messages through the circulation of the printed scripts.1270 

Su quoted L'Oiseau bleu which requires complicated stage settings, and Maurice 

Maeterlinck’s symbolist play Pelléas et Mélisande as examples to stress that “from 

Chinese people’s eyes, these plays would be considered ‘closet drama’ and never but 

staged”; the “inquisitive and undaunted Europeans”, however, “perform them against 

all odds”.1271 Here she shared the same thought with Xiang in acknowledging that the 

reasons behind the alleged unsuitability for a play to be staged are mainly related to 

external and material constraints. The difference between them was that Xiang 

inclined towards waiting to perform complex plays until they have adequate resources, 

while Su advocated adaptation and constant trials. Another difference is that Xiang no 

longer recognised performance as an essential part of drama production, while Su 

insisted that plays could not be independent from the stage, and only sustained in print. 

Although Su and Xiang’s debate initially evolved around Yuan’s Kongqüe 

dongnanfei, their discussion extended to cover the staging problems for historical 

plays as well as any other plays that entail complicated stage settings. Their different 

interpretations of the function of drama, and varied acceptance of play-reading as a 

free-standing cultural practice, both reflect the changing configuration of drama 

production in that particular stage of the Republican era, and suggest why there were 

different judgements of the suitability of staging plays with low theatricality at the 

time.  

 Su, who had close contact with Yuan, later changed her views on the nature of 

drama. She had stressed that closet drama did not count as legitimate drama, and 

doubted why playwrights would still write in a dramatic form without wanting to serve 

the integral function of staging. 1272  One year after the debate with Xiang, she 

attempted to write, with help from Yuan, a play mainly intended for reading: 

I heard that Mr Xiang Peiliang had written a critical essay on 
the Beiping Chenbao  (Beijing morning post), 
which I have not seen yet. The main idea of his criticism is 
said to be on the far too complicated stage setting, which 

                                                
1270 Xiang, "Zai da Xuelin xiansheng," 55-59. 
1271 Su, "Zai da Peiliang xiansheng," 65-66. 
1272 Su, "Yanju wenti da Xiang Peiliang xiansheng," 47-48; "Zai da Peiliang xiansheng," 63. 
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cannot be realised on stage. I write this play [Jiunaluo di 
yanjing  (Kunala's eyes)]as an “antou duju

 (closet drama) ”, and I did not want to stage it. If it 
really has an opportunity to be staged, the stage setting will 
not constitute a problem as more complicated scenes can 
also be arranged in European and American theatres; besides, 
stage managers have the power to cut down the complicated 
parts and simplify it (the play), and adapt to the location 
conditions. […] My friend Ms Yuan Changying offered me 
a lot of help [to finish writing this play].1273 

 
This quote shows that while Yuan insisted on not restricting her playwriting to 

contemporary constraints in the theatrical field, her approach had also started to 

influence her peers. 

 Another significant set of commentaries on Yuan’s plays were those written 

by Kui Feng  and published in 1936. Taking a different view from Yuan’s, he believed 

that every play is written to be staged: 

Apart from [being] used [as a basis] for performances, drama 
scripts can also be used for reading, which it is redundant to 
explain. However, none of the plays is written without a 
hope of being staged, or else the meaning of drama itself will 
be lost. 

Unfortunately, these five one-act plays are mostly not 
compatible with the stagecraft needed to stage plays.1274  

Based on this interpretation, he discussed why the five plays included in Yuan’s 

collection were not suitable for staging.  

Regarding Kongqüe dongnanfei, he pointed out that dialect from Hunan and 

Hubei used in the script is a minor defect, as it should cater the needs of audience from 

all over the country; the monologues are too long, especially during the critical plots, 

thus making the performance unappealing to the audience as it will become 

monotonous and boring;1275 pauses could create an intense atmosphere, but using them 

repeatedly in a staged performance will not create an ideal effect.1276 

                                                
1273 Su, "Wo zeyang xie 'Jiunaluo di yanjing' " Dagong Bao (Tianjin), 6 May 1936. 
1274 Kui, "Yuan Changying de Kongqüe dongnan fei ji qita (si)." 
1275 "Yuan Changying de Kongqüe dongnan fei ji qita (er). " 
1276 "Yuan Changying de Kongqüe dongnan fei ji qita (si)." 
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 Regarding the four other plays, Kui indicated that there were “great problems”. 

He cited Huo shiren as an example, and said the section on a yellow dog catching a 

cat is “definitely not possible to be realised [on stage]”. He also elaborated his stance 

by showing an excerpt from another play: 

In Qianfang zhanshi, there are two scenes with the 
appearance of Mr Sun Yat-sen’s ghostly spirit, plus [the 
following stage direction], “faintly [projected] on the back 
curtain: out in a vast ocean; the fierce wind and torrential 
rain are competitively enraged; thunder and the howling sea 
were so loud that they are shaking all the people and the earth. 
In this overcast and miserable sea with tumbling waves, a 
big ship is indistinctly floating. The ship is filled with living 
creatures which stared at each other speechlessly and 
frowned. The ship is swaying unsteadily on the sea. 
Obviously, it showed a tendency to sink. Only one string was 
tied to the shore, and a group of people are desperately 
dragging it. Among the people on the shore, one particularly 
appeared sturdy and dignified. This is plainly visible that that 
one is Mr Sun Yat-sen……”1277  

 
He claimed that these ghostly scenes were often used as a transition in performances 

of Xiyou ji  (Journey to the West) or other traditional plays filled with gods and 

ghosts, but these representations are “not feasible in the staging of spoken drama”. 

Besides, he argued that this kind of play displays illusions, which is also “not a proper 

method to use in any spoken drama”. 1278  Kui did not elaborate why ghostly 

representations and illusions should not appear in modern Chinese drama, but 

presumably, it is related to the trend of writing realistic plays to address social 

imperatives, as well as the practical constraints faced by numerous non-professional 

performing groups. 

 Kui cited the two examples listed above, and I have found that similar scenes 

are generally found in Yuan’s plays, including those written after the publication of 

that collection. In Wentan hunwu, Eying also experienced an illusion which brought 

her back to a night in a ballroom from ten years ago.1279 In Xiao, Sister Yu has an 

illusion of her spirit travelling to the outer world and reaching God while she hears her 

                                                
1277 Ibid. 
1278 Ibid. 
1279 Yuan, "Wentan hunwu," 20-22. 
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elder sister hysterically laughing due to indignation. The whole process is depicted in 

a detailed stage direction:  

Unexpectedly, a clamour of the laughing continues to break 
out - sometimes like a rushing torrent on the sea, surged in a 
hurry; sometimes like a storm in the Northern border, with 
sand flying over thousands of miles…… Sister Yu’s feet are 
nailed to the ground and could not move; but her soul drives 
the torrent and rides on the storm, keeps travelling to the 
outer world. Then the laughter sounds like icy wind over the 
Arctic Ocean, desolate and sad; it also sounds like sleet over 
the South China Sea, meandering and lingering…… Sister 
Yu’s soul, as if sucking the icy wind and ingesting the sleet, 
endures pain and sadness. Suddenly, the laughter becomes 
unearthly and intense, like a burst of fairy tones from a violin, 
breaking through the more than two hundred feet of turbid 
air, through the endless ether, and soars before the seat of 
God…... Sister Yu’s soul, hanging on the tail of this fairy 
tone, also soars to in front of God’s knees; she opens her big 
round eyes and looks up at the sky, to look up to God’s 
affectionate face, [then] she cannot help but kneel down to 
her knees. Suddenly, the laughter cuts off, the universe 
becomes desolate; the sky brightens for a second, a shooting 
star brightly falls down. Sister Yu cries ‘WA’ and falls onto 
the ground in fear. [……] Everything is desolate and silence, 
only the moonlight and the tree shadows are still softly 
whispering about the tragedies of the mortal world, as if they 
are very sad too.1280   

 
The metaphors, used to describe the subtle changes in Sister Yu’s laughs, would have 

posed great technical challenges to present on stage as they involved a range of natural 

phenomena like a torrent, a storm, icy wind, sleet and even a shooting star. The soaring 

of the soul, as well as the fast-changing backdrop would also have been difficult to 

represent.  

Xiang and Su’s discussion had also touched on the topic of stage direction. 

Xiang believed that extremely detailed stage directions are written for readers, as stage 

directors usually do not pay much attention to them.1281 Su argued that detailed stage 

directions serve both functions. She admitted that those are written for readers who do 

not have a chance to watch a stage performance, but they are also important references 

                                                
1280 "Xiao  (Laugh)," Dalu zazhi  (La Terre) 1, no. 9 (1933): 173-74. 
1281 Xiang, "Zai da Xuelin xiansheng," 56. 
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for directors and actors to interpret the style of a play through descriptions that better 

convey characters’ personalities and the overall atmosphere of the setting.1282 Both of 

their views could be true, as the level of detail a playwright includes and the 

willingness of directors to follow the directions vary from case to case. For Yuan’s 

plays, she wrote the directions predominately for the readers, and indicated that 

directors could make necessary adjustments.1283 If the performance groups were not 

aware that they could or they should make adjustments, then Yuan’s intricate stage 

directions would have posed significant technical challenges. This might be one of the 

reasons why limited numbers of groups attempted to stage Yuan’s plays, resulting in 

a low rate of performances.  

Yuan’s admiration for some fanciful western plays would have been an 

influential factor for her to repeatedly include illusionary scenes in her plays, and to 

insist on describing them in detail in the stage directions. According to Su, Yuan once 

recounted her appreciation of the performance of Maurice Maeterlinck’s symbolist 

play Pelléas et Mélisande:  

Yuan Changying once watched a performance of this play 
[Pelléas et Mélisande] in a foreign theatre. The marble 
towers and jade houses, the fairy caves, the exotic flowers 
and plants, the shadows of the clouds and lights from the sky, 
were all presented on the stage. After watching the staged 
performance, she thought it was comparable to the 
experience of reading a fantastic Greek Mythology or a most 
beautiful long poem.1284  

Su indicated that judging from the perspective of contemporary Chinese people, this 

foreign play would have been considered a reading drama destined never to be staged. 

She praised the Europeans for being “curious and undaunted” in attempting to stage 

this play, and considered Yuan’s sharing as an evident example of the capability of 

creating complex stage representations in western theatres. As discussed, Yuan had 

been involved in acting, directing, and reviewing stage performances in China during 

the 1920s and 1930s, and this implies that she witnessed the development and 

restrictions of groups performing in the local context. Her continued inclusion of stage 

                                                
1282 Su, "Zai da Peiliang xiansheng," ibid.  
1283 Yuan, "Xuyan (Er)," 2; "Xuanwu hu bin," 13. 
1284 Su, "Zai da Peiliang xiansheng," 66. 
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setting and directions which were more or less unattainable in her plays despite her 

awareness of the constraints, further shows that she prioritised her preferred way of 

expression as well as her literary pursuits over the opportunities of staging. 

 
5.5   An Alternative to Staging: Yuan’s Plays in Radio Broadcast 

During Xiang’s debate with Su, he suggested that before the performing groups 

in China had the capacity to properly stage Yuan’s Kongqüe dongnanfei, they should 

not forcibly stage it as undesirable outcomes could be expected. He said if it had to be 

performed, then an alternative to stage performance should be considered.1285 He did 

not further elaborate on this, and Su did not respond either. Three of Yuan’s plays 

including this particular play were, in fact, transformed into audio drama and broadcast 

through a radio platform. They were among a small number of previously printed plays 

that were considered suitable for the radio broadcasting medium.1286 The first audio 

performance was carried out two months before the debate, but it was not 

acknowledged by Xiang or other critics. These audio performances have not been 

recorded by any of the preceding studies, memorial essays, and biographies of Yuan 

to date. 

Yuan’s Kongqüe dongnanfei, which had been renamed as Tongming yuanyang

 (Mandarin ducks sharing the same fate), was broadcast through the Central 

Radio Broadcasting Station (Zongyang guangbo wuxian diantai ) 

at 9:20pm on 23 February 1935.1287 As seen from a photo taken during this play’s 

audio performance, the broadcasting team consisted of ten adults and one child.1288 

This play was broadcast for a second time at 7pm on 25 January 1936.1289 Ren zhi dao, 

                                                
1285 Xiang, "Guanyu yanju bing zhi Peiliang," 43. 
1286 Chuanyin ke , "Bentai boyin huaju yilianbiao  (List of audio drama 
on this station)," Guangbo zhoubao, no. 87 (1936): 54-55. 
1287 "Bianyu xiaoyan  (Additional notes from the editors)," ibid., no. 22 (1935): 13. 
1288 Those narrators were all members of the broadcasting department of this broadcasting station. The 
child belonged to one of the members. See "Tongming yuanyang boyinzhe   
(Narrators of 'Mandarin ducks sharing the same fate') ", Guangbo zhoubao, no. 24 (1935): 2; Wang 
Xueqi  and Shi Hansheng , eds., Disi zhanxian: Guomingdang Zhongyang guangbo 
diantai duoshi  (The fourth front: the Kuomingtang central 
broadcasting station) (Beijing: Zhongguo wenshi chibanshe , 1988), 45. 
1289 "Zhongyang guangbo wuxian diantai guanlichu diantai boyin jiemu yugao 

 (The management office of the Central Radio Broadcasting Station - 
broadcasting programme preview)," Guangbo zhoubao, no. 68 (1936): 7. 
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which was renamed as Yuanjia jutou  (Enemies’ meet up) was on broadcast 

at 7:30pm on 18 May 1935.1290 Chunlei zhi ye was also in the broadcasting programme 

of the same platform in 1936 although the exact broadcasting date could not be 

traced.1291 The scripts of the first two of these plays were published on Guangbo 

zhoubao  (Broadcast Weekly) before the broadcast, so the audience could 

read along during the audio performance. 1292  Not all of the plays scheduled for 

broadcasting were printed,1293 presumably due to the limited space in the magazine. 

The broadcasting department made only small adjustments to Yuan’s scripts. 

As seen from the printed script of Tongming yuanyang, Yuan’s original script was 

basically retained. The biggest revision was the addition of three short scenes, which 

go between the original ones to give more detail of some plots that were briefly 

written.1294 In the final scene where the couple were found to have committed suicide, 

a paragraph which describes how Mother Jiao mistook a bunch of grasses for her baby 

son was deleted.1295 A few singing sections with music were added,1296 and these 

added a variety of expression that would have made the audio performance more 

appealing. (The lyrics were inserted into the revised script published in 1935,1297 and 

the four songs with lyrics and music score were printed in the magazine prior to the 

broadcast in 1936.1298)  Revisions to the text are rarely found. Only five sentences in 

                                                
1290  Chuanyin ke, "Bentai boyin huaju yilianbiao," 54-55; "Zhongyang guangbo wuxian diantai 
guanlichu diantai boyin jiemu yugao  (The management 
office of the Central Radio Broadcasting Station - broadcasting programme preview)," Guangbo 
zhoubao, no. 33 (1935):7;  
1291 Chunlei zhi ye was listed in the list of audio drama which had been on broadcast on the Central 
Radio Broadcasting Station. See Chuanyin ke, "Bentai boyin huaju yilianbiao," 54-55. 
1292 "Bianyu xiaoyan," ibid., no. 22 (1935): 13; Chuanyin  Yuan Changying , "Tongming 
yuanyang  (Mandarin ducks sharing the same fate) " ibid.: 26-54; "Yuanjia jutou  
(Enemies’ meet up) " Guangbo zhoubao, no. 33 (1935): 41-56. 
1293 Chuanyin ke , "Bentai boyin huaju yilianbiao  (List of audio drama 
on this station)," ibid., no. 87 (1936): 54-55. 
1294 The three scenes portray the experience of Zhongqing and Lanzhi when they first got married, and 
when the latter was sent home. See Chuanyin and Yuan, "Tongming yuanyang," ibid., no. 22 (1935): 
28-30, 39-42. 
1295 Ibid., 48. 
1296 Ibid., 20, 30, 45. 
1297 Ibid. 
1298 "Tongming yuanyang gequ  (Songs in 'Mandarin ducks sharing the same fate') ", 
Guangbo zhoubao, no. 69 (1936): 69-70. 
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the lines or stage directions which seemed redundant were removed,1299 and a few 

specific words changed. 1300  The revisions in Yuanjia jutou are similar. The only 

difference is that the lyrics and music score for an added piano accompaniment were 

also printed with the script.1301  

The minor revisions conducted on Yuan’s plays suggest that her way of 

playwriting inadvertently met the distinct requirements of broadcasting drama through 

a radio platform. When this practice was first introduced to China in 1934,1302 the 

advocates soon found that audio drama, which was called “wuxiandian xiju 

 (drama on the wireless broadcast)” or “boyin huaju  (spoken drama on 

broadcast)” at that time,1303 created a demand for a specific kind of drama scripts 

different from those written for stage performances. There were unsuccessful attempts 

in the early years.1304 In 1936, Zhi , a member of the Broadcasting Department at 

the Central Radio Broadcasting Station, published an article to share their discoveries 

on the characteristics of audio drama. He indicated that as audio drama is entirely 

auditory, they found that “a script for broadcasting should not only convey the play’s 

ideological significance through the lines, but also project impressions of the scenes 

through the voices.”1305 The lines have to be written in a way that could be articulated 

solely through the voices, and the actions as well as moods need to be clearly expressed 

                                                
1299 The removed sentences seemed redundant as they either remark a speaking tone (which can be 
expressed through the intonation) describe repeated actions, or does not give much information (such 
as “don’t talk about this now”). See ibid., 22, 47, 6-47. 
1300 For example, the phase “xiao mimi  (slightly smile)” was changed into “xiao rongrong

 (charmingly smile)”, and “sishou  (endure)” was changed into “renshou  (tolerate)”. See 
ibid., 25-38. 
1301 "Yuanjia jutou  (Enemies’ meet up) " 43. 
1302 Audio drama was introduced by Fan Benzhong , director of the broadcasting department, to 
the central radio broadcasting station in late 1934. In the same year, A broadcasting group called Gu 
Leiyin huaju boyintuan  (Gu Leiying broadcasting group) was formed in 1934, and 
it started to perform audio plays on Guohua guangbo diantai  (Guohua radio station) and 
its associated radio platforms. According to the sources that are still available, these two are the earliest 
broadcasting group in Republican China. See Wang and Shi, Disi zhanxian, 42-44; "Xuwen  
(Preface) ", Lanyin ji  (The orchid and shade collection), no. 1 (1934): 7; Yin , "Huaju 
boyinyuan zhi faqi ji qi renwu  (The launch and mission of our drama 
broadcast group) " ibid.: 33-34. 
1303 Audio drama in China was only renamed as “guangbo ju  (broadcasting drama)” after the 
outbreak of the second Sino-Japanese war. See Wang and Shi, Disi zhanxian, 44. 
1304 Ibid., 43. 
1305 Zhi , "Tan boyin huaju zhi tedian  (Discussion of the characteristics of audio 
drama)," Guangbo zhoubao, no. 68 (1936): 52. 
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too.1306 Zhi stated that none of the Chinese playwrights had written a proper audio 

drama script, and very few previously printed plays were suitable for transforming into 

audio plays. So, eighty to ninety percent of the audio plays that they broadcast were 

written by members of the broadcasting department, and the remaining ten to twenty 

percent were revised versions of Chinese and Western masterpieces.1307 According to 

the list of audio plays’ broadcast on their platform, Yuan had the highest number of 

plays included as compared to five other playwrights who also had plays being 

transformed for broadcast.1308  

Yuan’s detailed, imagery, and poetic stage directions which were difficult to 

represent accurately on stage, became favourable in the audio drama medium as they 

could help project more vivid impressions of the scenes. Even though the audio 

performances had to be broadcast live due to technical difficulties in recording,1309 and 

each play was performed in one setting, the lengthy monologues and stage directions 

in Yuan’s plays were still preserved and read. For instance, in the Tongming 

yuanyang’s case, the broadcasting script is so long that it took up twenty-nine 

pages,1310 and that particular issue of Guangbo zhoubao had to add on more than one-

third of the usual number of pages.1311 In order to print the full script of this play, 

which the editor referred as significant, the number of plays being included in the issue 

also had to be reduced.1312 The minor revisions and special editorial arrangements 

show that Yuan’s plays were found to be highly suitable for radio broadcast, and the 

broadcasting team valued her creation. 

 Yuan’s plays’ emphasis on preserving traditional Chinese culture matched 

with the broadcasting team’s ideology, and this would be another major factor in why 

her plays were valued. The Central Radio Broadcasting Station was run by the 

                                                
1306 Ibid., 54. 
1307 Ibid., 52. 
1308 Out of the seventy-seven plays recorded on the list, three of the plays were originally written by 
Yuan Changying, two by Zhang Daofan , two by Xiong Fuxi , one by Yuan Muzhi 

, one by Chen Dabei , and another one by Xiao Wenzheng . See Chuanyin ke , 
"Bentai boyin huaju yilianbiao  (List of audio drama on this station)," ibid., no. 
87: 54-56. 
1309 Ibid., 45. 
1310 Yuan, "Tongming yuanyang," 26-54. 
1311 "Bianyu xiaoyan," ibid.: 13. 
1312 Ibid. 
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Nationalist government from  1928.1313 The objectives of broadcasting audio drama 

were to “carry forward the national spirit, encourage production and construction, 

elevate traditional codes of conduct, and condemn the existing misdeeds”.1314 In an 

essay that discusses the mission and appropriate approach of audio drama, the 

broadcasting team emphasised the urge to highlight the merits of oriental culture.1315 

The essay quoted Sun Yat-sen’s reminder of preserving traditional values amidst the 

overwhelming influences of the new culture developed since the May Fourth 

Movement,1316 and stressed that their audio plays should be dedicated to remedying 

those fading values.1317 Yuan had also worked towards the same goals,1318 so the 

content of her plays fitted in with the broadcasting team’s pursuits. 

All three of Yuan’s audio plays should have reached a wide audience through 

the radio platform. In 1932, the Central Radio Platform had a new broadcasting station 

which enlarged their signal coverage from southeastern China to the whole country.1319 

There was a sharp increase in the sales of radios from the early 1930s, and radio had 

gradually become a necessity at home as it broadcast the news and provided 

entertainment.1320 In 1935, the government granted funding to install radios in all the 

middle schools and public education halls.1321 By 1936, nearly every household had a 

                                                
1313 Wang and Shi, Disi zhanxian, 4. 
1314 Ibid., 45. 
1315 "Boyin huaju zhi shiming yu yingqu zhi tujing  (The mission and 
appropriate approach of audio drama) ", Guangbo zhoubao, no. 87 (1936): 51. 
1316 The reminder says, “people who are obsessed with the new culture, generally reject traditional ethics; 
they believe that once a new culture is being developed, then the traditional ethics are no longer relevant. 
Those people do not know that if the inherent values are beneficial, then those values should certainly 
be preserved; only those that cannot turn around [to fit in with the modern era] should be given up.” 
Ibid. 
1317 Ibid. 
1318 As discussed in section 4.5.2. 
1319 Su Zuguo , "Zhongyang guangbo diantai yangge jilüe  (A brief 
history of the development of the central broadcasting station)," Wuxiandian dawen huikan 

 (Records of the questions and answers on radio broadcasting), no. 19 (1932): 323-24. 
1320 Lin , "Jiujing mai na yizhong shouyinji zui heyong? ? (Which kind 
of radio is most suitable for buying?)," Rensheng xunkan  (Livelihood weekly) 1, no. 2 (1935): 
29-30. 
1321  "Quanguo zhongdeng xuexiao ji minzong jiaoyuguan zhuangshe wuxiandian shouyinji banfa 
dagang  (Outline of the scheme for 
installation of radios in middle schools and public education halls)," Jiaoyu shenghuo  
(Education and life) 2, no. 3 (1935): 44-46. 
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radio at home.1322 In 1935 and 1936, when the revised version of Yuan’s plays were 

printed and broadcast, Guangbo zhoubao had distributors in more than forty cities all 

over the country.1323  

While the feedback from the broadcasting of the audio plays is difficult to trace, 

there is evidence that shows the broadcast of Tongming yuanyang in 1935 received 

much positive feedback - Guangbo zhoubao printed a collection of the reviews. Those 

reviews were written by people from various places and different walk of lives. They 

all praised the admirable and expressive audio performance by the team; many of them 

appreciated the storyline as well as the script, and recognised its contribution to their 

society: 

The plots [of this play] are very good. 

- Mr Xu Boliang , 
From the Liangchen shushe   

(Liangchen reading group) in Yangzhou 1324  

This play is deeply touching, and has great educational value. 

- Mr Fan Wanghu ,  
from the Ministry of Finance1325 

The story is extraordinary, and it can inspire numerous 
audiences who could not understand the conflict between 
their mother’s love and their partner’s; it will enable many 
young men and women, who are not yet trapped between the 
two kinds of love, to take preventative measures and avoid 
the misfortune from such conflict; those who are 
experiencing this can now understand the crucial reason and 
be able to seek a solution. The play’s contribution to our 
society could obviously be anticipated. 

- Xiao Zhuanfeng ,  
representative of a large group of audience1326 

                                                
1322 Hanwen 」 , "Jiating yulepin de shouyinji zenyang shiyong he baohu? 

? (How to use and protect radios for household entertainment?)," Jiating xingqi 
 (The family weekly) 1, no. 45 (1936): 306. 

1323 "Gebu fenxiaochu  (Distributors in different ports)," Guangbo zhoubao, no. 22 (1935): 
59; "Gebu fenxiaochu  (Distributors in different ports)," Guangbo zhoubao, no. 68 (1936): 
55. 
1324 "Tingzhong yijian  (Opinion from the audience)," Guangbo zhoubao, no. 24 (1935): 29. 
1325 Ibid. 
1326 Ibid. 
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The phenomenon narrated in the play is indeed very 
common across China. The broadcasting members of your 
radio station could identify this and pay attention to it, really 
show your mission in showing affection for the ordinary 
folks. The miserable plots in this audio performance 
resemble the original script closely. It definitely lives up to 
the good intentions by the author of Kongqüe dongnanfei 
[Yuan Changying]. I am extremely impressed! 

- Mr Pan Shiyuan 〔 , 
From Wuhu Beimen 1327 

The words from the various characters are alarming, and 
hearing their conversation made me shudder; their 
performance made the plots of the play even more moving, 
and I could not hold back my tears. This type of play shows 
proper consciousness, which can be used to educate the 
people. I hope more similar audio drama programmes could 
be added to improve the welfare of our nation.  

- Mr Jin Zhensheng , 
from a silkworm production plant in Zhenjiang 1328 

 
In sharp contrast to the scathing reviews in the press after the stage performance of 

Yuan’s Kongqüe dongnanfei in April 1935, these comments given after the audio 

performance in February of the same year were entirely affirmative. There are three 

possible reasons why this play had contrasting feedback in such a short period: Firstly, 

the reviewers of the audio performance concurred with the broadcasting team’s choice, 

and their preference suggests that they were most likely supporters of this radio 

platform as well as its operator the Nationalist Government. The scathing reviews on 

the stage performance were, on the other hand, mainly written by critics affiliated with 

the Left League. Even though there is a possibility that Guangbo zhoubao filtered out 

negative comments to project a successful image, the selected affirmations represent 

that a portion of the people found topics other than class struggle beneficial to their 

society. Secondly, the additional scenes written by the broadcasting team added more 

detail to the storyline, and made the implied messages more explicit. So, the revised 

version made Yuan’s plays easier to be understood by the listeners. Lastly, 

corresponding to some critics’ judgements, this play had a better outcome through 

                                                
1327 Ibid. 
1328 Ibid. 
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media other than staging. The comparison between the stage and audio performances 

suggests that the small number of staging records and negative reviews of Yuan’s plays, 

in addition to her elite approach to drama writing and publishing, do not necessarily 

represent that her plays had a minimal social impact.  

 
5.6 Conclusion 

Through the in-depth studies on the intention, possibility, and suitability for 

staging of Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s plays during the Republican era, this chapter has 

shown that the decision-making process of determining to stage or not to stage their 

plays was highly complex as it had been complicated by both the varied preferences 

of different parties and confrontation with technical constraints. Bai Wei and Yuan 

Changying, as the creators of the plays, did not have the authority to force, nor to deter 

any stage performance after their plays were published and circulated in print. On the 

other hand, their authorial choices were the most influential factor underlying the 

staging opportunities.  

Both of the playwrights started out not intending to attain stage performances, 

and their disregard to the fitness for staging of their plays afforded them flexibilities 

in adopting the expressions that they found most expressive. Bai Wei later on 

attempted to be more socially engaged, but her refusal to trade off her controversial 

playwriting pursuits and her inability to revise due to her poor health condition 

counteracted her new-found impulse for obtaining recognition in the theatrical field. 

Bai Wei’s experimental dramaturgy had prompted her plays to include conflicting and 

puzzling content intertwined with highly detailed scenery and dazzling lighting, which 

were all hardly achievable within the basic theatrical setting and the limited level of 

technology in Republican China. Yuan’s plays also included fanciful illusions, but her 

plays are much less obscure. Her professional dramaturgy manifested itself in soul-

stirring scenes engraved with the intricate emotions of her characters, which could be 

less moving and even ruined by the visual distractions generated in stage performances. 

The plays of both writers would have communicated more pleasure in reading rather 

than in theatrical performances. 

 Theoretically speaking, all of Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s plays are possible to be 

staged given the required performance ability from the performance groups involved, 
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including both material resources and the actors’ competence. In reality, these two 

factors changed over time, and staging records that have been able to be traced to date 

reveal that only around four to five of Bai Wei’s plays and one play by Yuan were 

staged in Republican China. All of them were mainly staged by student groups and 

small drama groups, and only for one-off performances. As for the other plays, they 

might either have been literally impossible to stage at that time given the practical 

constraints, or have been considered as not suitable for staging. Considerations taken 

into account in determining the suitability include external factors like whether the 

theme and message match with the staging objectives, whether there is political 

intervention, preferences and expectations from the audiences, as well as intrinsic 

factors which include the quality and style of the drama scripts.  

Given the limited resources and technical competence across the country, this 

chapter has shown the divergent stances being adopted to evade or resolve the dilemma 

of falling short of the necessary conditions: playwrights like Yuan and critics like Su 

Xuelin encouraged the directors’ and actors to make necessary adjustments to the more 

refined drama scripts to make them suitable for stage performances; some performing 

groups simply passed over plays with low theatricality; some performance groups 

endeavoured to make an attempt despite the existence of a high chance of having 

unsuccessful results (such as those who tried to stage Bai Wei’s obscure and 

incomplete plays); critics like Xiang Peiliang advocated, on the other hand,  that plays 

with special technical requirements or that were intricately written would be 

significantly devalued if they were forcibly staged under the constraints, so those plays 

should be reserved for reading, and the performing groups should rather invest their 

resources and time in plays that they were currently competent to stage.  

As opposed to the unfavourable reception suggested by critics who fiercely 

criticised plays that were more suitable for reading than staging, the highly refined 

plays had in fact gained much respect in the theatrical field during the Republican era, 

and were occasionally being offered opportunities to be staged given that adjustments 

or adaptations were in place. The popularity of Yuan’s plays’ as audio drama 

suggested that plays that were found not suitable for staging might not have been 

required to stay only in print, but could have realised greater social impact through 

radio broadcasting, or might even be ideal for reading in small groups given their 
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potential to allow readers to witness a dramatic spectacle without the provision of 

visual elements. 

 The review on the categorisation of closet drama and “antouju” based on Bai 

Wei’s and Yuan’s plays exemplifies the conceptual discussion of drama for reading 

analysed in Chapter 2. Bai Wei’s shuffle between keeping her plays private and 

engaging with the public, the small-scaled performing groups’ greater flexibility in 

making adventurous staging attempts, and the sporadic records of plays being staged 

years after completion of writing or after the date of publication, all contribute to 

confirm the hypothesis that both closet drama and “antouju” are relative concepts that 

could be constantly changing over time. In other words, a play being regarded as closet 

drama and “antouju” at a specific time and space does not mean it would always be 

part of these dramatic genres, as playwrights’ intentions, performing groups’ resources 

and technical capability, as well as the audiences’ preferences and acceptance levels, 

are all variables that would shift over time. Moreover, I have demonstrated how 

different conclusions would emerge by applying different types of classification 

criteria, and that explains why a play could be categorised as included in or excluded 

from the genre by different people at the same time. 

 Lastly, and most importantly, the examination of the examples of “low 

theatricality” from Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s plays identified by the Republican critics 

reveals that the alleged “lack of consideration for the fitness for staging” should not 

be considered simply as a source of defects – all of the examples being cited are not 

poorly written, nor too vague to be realised through stage representation; instead, most 

of them are highly refined scene settings and plots that convey intricate emotions of 

the characters, which could not be staged merely because the performing groups during 

the Republican era did not possess the required resources and technology. Other 

arrangements like the incorporation of animals, or the insertion of an illusion, were 

unconventional rather than unattainable. Some might have had a bias about suitability, 

largely due to the fact that Bai Wei’s romantic style and Yuan’s professional skills did 

not follow the realism and popularisation of other plays of the time.  

 In contrast to the accusation of neglecting the theatrical aspect of drama, Bai 

Wei and Yuan had drawn on inspiration from their overseas exposure and imitated the 
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type of dramatic spectacle that they had admired, without being held back by the 

current constraints back in China. In other words, their plays were not too inferior to 

be staged, but rather too advanced to be staged. This also explains why the novelty of 

Bai Wei’s plays once attracted many readers, and Yuan’s plays were regarded as an 

exemplar in drama education. Both of their plays are fine examples of how the genre 

of “antouju” and even closet drama could have afforded modern Chinese playwrights 

the freedom to utilise the independence of playwriting; they not only composed 

content that mainstream theatres did not dare to stage, but also transcended practical 

constraints to promote drama development. They introduced variety to the field of 

drama which allowed readers as well as limited groups of audiences an alternative 

drama experience, and also inspired other playwrights to move beyond the limitations 

of the stage – as mentioned, Su Xuelin attempted to create “antouju” with the help of 

Yuan; and Zhao Qingge who later had many plays regarded as suitable for reading 

rather than staging, admitted that she enjoyed reading Bai Wei’s early plays and was 

greatly influenced by her predecessor’s creations.1329

                                                
1329 Zhao Qingge , "Huang Baiwei yu Xie Bingying  (Huang Baiwei and Xie 
Bingying)," in Zhang xiangyi  (Deep in my heart) (Shanghai: Xuelin chubanshe  
1999), 5. 
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Conclusion 

This research has examined how Bai Wei’s and Yuan Changying’s playwriting 

connected to the literary scene in Republican China from 1922 to 1936, with a focus 

on addressing the question of why their plays were mainly being read rather than 

staged. Unlike the small number of preceding studies on modern Chinese women 

playwrights which concentrate on content analysis of the plays, this research has 

extended the discussion to cover the dynamic playwriting experiences, as well as the 

drama production mechanisms and play-reading culture at the time which offered them 

the opportunities not only to write for stage performances. Also, in contrast to the 

existing literature which either simply assumes these two playwrights’ plays were all 

staged, or merely label them as “antouju”, this research has offered a more precise 

depiction of the textual reception and theatrical reception of their plays during the 

Republican era. Through the process of tracing the reasons underlying the contrasting 

feedback on their plays in the two different fields of reception, this study has suggested 

the need not merely to evaluate the limitations of the plays according to the 

performance traditions, but instead, shift the emphasis to uncover the potential of 

printed drama – specifically the ways in which it allowed the two playwrights to 

construct a platform that encompasses unconventional dramatic experiences in a 

relatively private realm.  

 One of the major discoveries of this research is the identification of how the 

print culture in Republican China facilitated drama to predominantly circulate in print, 

and afforded printed plays the opportunity to be sustained entirely through textual 

reception. The tracing of the development of modern drama production in China has 

shown that it started off with the common performance-led model, which only 

published successfully staged plays in order to preserve them. However, this model 

was short lived as the performance groups were unable to accept all the completed 

drama scripts due to three factors: the staging of the western art form of spoken plays 

in China was complicated by challenges posed by local cultural practices, the 

introduction and translation of foreign plays rapidly increased, and many Chinese 

authors were eager to attempt playwriting without establishing collaboration with the 

performance groups in the first place. After drama production had transformed into a  
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publication-led mode by 1921, significant changes gradually emerged: in terms of 

drama publication, success in theatrical performance was no longer a pre-requisite of 

drama printing; in terms of playwriting, authors tended to add fuller details in the 

drama scripts to make them easier to comprehend through reading, they started to write 

for specific groups of readers, or even to write plays exclusively for reading; in terms 

of planning for stage performances, performance groups turned to search for suitable 

plays from drama publications; in terms of the consumption of drama, people adapted 

to reading printed plays prior to watching stage performances as a preparation process, 

and some regarded play-reading as a substitute to play-going or even a better option. 

The investigation has suggested that the re-positioning of drama from a theatrical 

genre to a literary genre is not only evident in the rising status of drama from mere 

entertainment to a valued and serious form of art reaching high literary standards, but 

also in the shifting of the norm in drama reception from a collective spectatorship in 

public performance venues to include solitary reading in private settings. 

 The play-reading culture, and the controversies over drama for reading which 

emerged in Republican China, have been depicted for the first time in this thesis, and 

have offered fresh perspectives from which to re-examine the possible impact of the 

never or seldom staged plays. Traces of the massive sales of printed drama, guidelines 

and records of various approaches to play-reading, as well as the diverse ways of 

accessing printed plays in different cities across the nation, suggest that play-reading 

had become a prevalent and wide-spread cultural practice. The first two chapters have 

shown that while more authors and readers started to accept play-reading as an 

independent form of drama experience, critics developed divergent views on this trend. 

Most critics refused to regard plays that could not be staged as legitimate dramatic 

creations, as they insisted that the “duality of drama” of being both readable and 

stageable had to be preserved. They accused the authors for displaying incompetence 

in dramaturgy, and for posing the threat of a degeneration of drama. These criticisms 

are the only side of the debate recognised by literary historians and researchers, thus 

have rendered those plays as irrelevant. I argue that the previously overlooked aspects 

of the debate could help to put into perspective the reason why those plays were not 

necessarily of inferior quality: some neutral judgments called for attention to external 

factors that made staging difficult; a few defence initiatives asserted the creation and 
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staging of drama are separate forms of arts, and argued that at times admirable plays 

are more suitable to be read as stage performances have limited capacity to fully 

transmit the beauty and subtle wonders inherited in drama scripts, nor do they allow 

people to develop their individual interpretation of the dramatic works. The debate 

also reveals a conundrum faced by the Republican playwrights – design stagecraft that 

conforms with contemporary technical constraints to strive for staging opportunities, 

or keep refining plays to attain personal expression as desired, and to promote a higher 

level of dramaturgy, both risking the chance to leave the sole option of having their 

plays circulated in print. 

 Through tracking the perception of three types of drama for reading during the 

Republican era, this study has clarified the ambiguity of the term “antouju”, and 

stresses that to mistakenly treat it as an equivalent to closet drama would lead to 

neglect of the private nature of certain plays and the intentionality of the playwrights. 

Section 2.2 has illustrated that both the terms and concepts of drama for reading were 

undergoing a formative stage, so people in Republican China had varied 

interpretations of the classification criteria and the implications shifted over time. 

Based on the most common usage, and definitions in the strictest sense – to avoid 

further confusion due to the overlapping characteristics, I suggest understanding the 

three types of drama for reading with the framework of two levels of group-subgroup 

relationships: “Printed drama” refers to the physical form of the plays that appeared in 

print for reading, and stands against the few plays that were directly staged and never 

published. “Antouju” is a sub-group of printed drama in which either the plays have 

reception records of mainly being read rather than staged, or being of recognised as 

not suitable for staging, and this sub-group stands against the normally staged plays. 

“Closet drama” could be seen as a sub-group of “antouju” not intended for staging 

and/or designated for private reading, which stands against plays not staged largely 

due to other factors, including intrinsic factors such as the ability of the writer and the 

quality of the dramatic creation, as well as external factors ranging from political 

interventions, financial restrictions, technological capacities, and many other factors. 

The research has also explicated how the concepts of “antouju” and closet 

drama, which have origins in traditional Chinese and Western literature respectively, 

were being appropriated in the Republican era. While the pre-existing form of drama 
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mainly being read from late Ming did not seem to be well known among the 

Republican intellectuals, disapproval of a non-performative dramatic form seemed to 

have left a deep root in Chinese literary criticism, and that explains why a majority of 

the critics continued to resist such plays without realising that the new dynamics of the 

drama field provided sufficient impetus for them to thrive. As for closet drama, the 

contested arguments for the privacy and intentionality behind the genre which evolved 

in the West have scarcely been identified by the Republican critics, mainly due to their 

conventional assumption of all playwrights should be writing plays intended for the 

stage and their anticipation of the modern plays to serve the social function of 

enlightening the general public. I argue that these entrenched beliefs overshadowed 

the alternative attempts made by some of the playwrights from the same epoch, which 

were bound to face overwhelming condemnation from critics despite receiving 

growing interest from readers.  

Sources of records on authors tempted to focus on creating plays primarily 

destined for reading are presented, and among them, Bai Wei and Yuan Changying are 

fine examples of playwrights who put the new autonomy into practice. The analyses 

of their plays have exemplified the review of the conceptual discussion between the 

Republican critics, and have deconstructed the myths about plays intentionally created 

for reading rather than staging in the modern Chinese context:  

Firstly, the intention to focus on writing a play without aiming for staging as 

an ultimate goal was not unfounded as some critics had claimed. Rather, it could be 

generated by a personal preference to keep a play private for intimate readers, or to 

prioritise the writing intuition over careful consideration on the suitability for staging, 

both as in Bai Wei’s case; it could also be prompted by a desire to focus on 

communicating the content through the text with a belief in the medium of print 

capable of transmitting the author’s artistic conceptions, and/or a resolution to evade 

political intervention or any limitation that comes with stage performances, as 

suggested by Yuan’s case.  

Secondly, the classification of the plays as part of the “antouju” or closet drama 

genre is hardly definite, partly because they are not generic terms that entail fixed 

classification criteria, therefore the judgment could vary in different contexts and 
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involve different implications; also, it is partly because the playwrights’ intention to 

stage or not, the technical competence of performing groups, as well as the acceptance 

level of audiences could all be factors which changed over time. Therefore, under 

different circumstances, Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s plays could be regarded as part of both 

genres or be excluded from them.  

Thirdly, very few of those plays are determinedly non-theatrical, as the alleged 

“low theatricality” has no fixed parameters, and very often only reflects the convention 

of theatrical communication of a particular time rather than impossibility of attaining   

certain stagecraft. Whether the plays that pose difficulty in staging would eventually 

be staged depends on the performance groups’ choice – whether to make adventurous 

attempts, to adjust the scripts to accommodate the constraints, or avoid wasting 

resources and rather invest them in other more practical plays. As in Bai Wei’s and 

Yuan’s plays, the frequent changes of highly detailed backdrop, complicated 

mechanical lighting arrangements, and the inclusion of fantastic illusions, were largely 

inspired by overseas exposure, but these features were too advanced to be realised on 

most stages in China given the limited recourses that the performance groups held 

during the Republican era. For the soul-stirring scenes in their plays engraved with 

intricate emotions, they were found to be better communicated through reading rather 

than remaining unattainable on stage. 

Moreover, there might not necessarily be distinct textual or structural 

differences in plays intentionally created for reading, as most of them have contained 

all the dramatic elements as in the staged plays. Both playwrights’ plays include longer 

stage directions with intricate details and literary expressions, but as indicated, this 

was a common practice to assist reading. Bai Wei’s plays have a bizarre style with 

convoluted plots, hysterical and inconstant characterisation, as well as racing thoughts 

that were often irreconcilable, which add up and complicate the actions in unravelling 

the conflicts or resolving them in the ending. Yuan’s plays, on the other hand, are 

professionally refined to match with the standards of spoken drama and Western 

dramatic theories. Her style of composition is only different from other modern 

Chinese plays in terms of the incorporation of multi-disciplined knowledge and 

fanciful illusions which do not alter the usual dramatic form.  
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The two case studies have also shown that the features which set Bai Wei’s 

and Yuan’s printed plays, which were written during 1922-1928 and 1928-1936 

respectively, as remarkably different from the frequently staged plays are the 

playwrights’ ideological struggles and perceptions of the function of drama reflected 

in their plays. In terms of content, both playwrights negotiated with the prevailing May 

Fourth pursuits; in terms of style, they both deviated from the realistic norm in the 

most recent drama movements; in terms of the function of drama, they both rejected 

the idea of simply viewing drama as a tool to convey mainstream and unified 

enlightenment messages for social reforms and political manifestations.  

  Unlike the common Nora-themed plays, which encouraged women to walk out 

of their families to fight for freedom of love and to battle against patriarchy, Bai Wei 

depicted the women’s hesitation about leaving home. She projected her experience in 

juggling to live independently while tackling entanglements with friends and family 

members after fleeing to Japan to escape an arranged marriage. She disagreed that love 

and freedom are indisputable rights that undoubtedly override one’s obligation in her 

family, and the female protagonist in her plays was often trapped in ethical dilemmas 

between seeking revenge and expressing gratitude to feudal parents, choosing betrayal 

or loyalty in a love triangle, as well as questioning the suitability about upholding 

individualism or altruism when the need to cater for the interests of different family 

members arose. The lyrical text and fantastic elements were in place to portray the 

mentality of the characters amidst their complex struggles and extreme psychological 

stress; they also opened up a space away from reality, which allowed exploration of 

alternative choices. Bai Wei did not seem to assume that drama was necessarily 

obligated to convey a pre-formulated message. The two sides of the spectrum 

presented in her plays are projections of the conflicting views that her divided-self 

held, and she attempted to made use of the playwriting process to reflect on the options 

and to seek for a resolution - though she repeatedly ended up straddling between 

protecting personal pursuits and safeguarding the well-being of others.  

Yuan’s plays also reconsidered the extent of applicability of the right to pursue 

love and freedom, as well as the suitability of the rapid westernisation in Republican 

China. She had the privilege to have studied in Europe, where she acquired western 

knowledge and wider life experience including interaction with the underprivileged. 
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Following her return to China, she started to write plays about how to embrace new 

practices without overthrowing valuable traditional virtues, and to strike a balance 

between learning from the west and preserving Chinese culture. Her plays also 

condemned various irresponsible practices of intellectuals, and advised them how to 

make good use of their education to serve the Chinese society. These plays contributed 

to the restrained National Literature in the Left-wing dominated literary field. As she 

struggled to live with her pre-arranged marriage, and where community that she lived 

in was also troubled with marital issues, she continued to write about such topics while 

the prevailing Proletarian literature moved the focus to class struggle. Yuan once 

shared her opinion that she valued the diversity of literary writing, so she also 

exercised her right to choose her playwriting approach, which could also explain her 

choice to include frequent use of illusions even though that was not widely accepted 

in Republican China. The style of plays by Yuan was nevertheless more realistic than 

that of Bai Wei, and a second difference was that even though both of them used to 

project their ideological struggles in their plays, Yuan usually had an intuitive 

judgement embedded in the debates, and she apparently tried to remind herself to 

choose a morally justifiable option by which she wished to convince her readers.  

Another significance of Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s unconventional attempts being 

identified in this research is the redefining of the division of private and public spheres 

which structured the contexts of playwriting and play-reading. The independence and 

growth of drama publication had promoted solitary play-reading in private settings, 

but a majority of the printed plays were still written for the general public to read and 

potentially watched at a performance venue. Bai Wei and Yuan, on the other hand, had 

only allowed restricted access to their printed plays. Bai Wei, in particular, once wrote 

a play only for herself and never intend to disclose it, which means she reinvented 

drama as an art form that can be solely attached to personal value and not tied to a 

social function. She also included encrypted content that can only be understood by 

her friends and family in her early plays, and her choice in adopting an obscure style 

indicates that she did not consider ensuring readability as a priority in her playwriting. 

She kept many of those plays at home, and thus they remained under private ownership; 

after she revised and published some of those plays, readers tended to assume them as 

autobiographical in nature, thus tried to comprehend them as making reference to her 
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private life, which was also a different play-reading approach in the making. Yuan 

extended the locus of private readership to an elite community interested in 

independent views, and the reprint editions were also read by small groups of students 

in drama studies. When three of her plays were transformed into audio plays, they 

reached larger audiences through radio broadcast.  

Both Bai Wei and Yuan did not explicitly state the range of their target readers, 

which was shown through their way of writing, their decision to publish or not, and 

the choice of publication venues. The plan became more indistinct when the plays were 

included in compiled collections, without the relatively clear indication of their nature 

as reflected by a particular journal, magazine, or newspaper. As readers beyond the 

target groups and some critics and were not aware of the playwrights’ inclination, so 

there were reviews that criticised the plays for posing difficulties to comprehension.  

The case studies have also shown that the fact that both playwrights’ plays did 

not reach an even wider readership could be regarded as, to a certain extent, a passive 

authorial choice. This applies to most of their playwriting, except for the specific 

circumstances for which Bai Wei indicated that she did not plan to publicise some of 

her early plays due to personal reasons. She later tried to publish other plays that had 

she had piled up at home, but failed to realise her plan. Yuan strived to maintain 

political neutrality in her playwriting, but her plays were still subjected to fierce attacks 

by members of the Left League. The number of plays published by Yuan also seems 

rather limited, taking into consideration her passion for drama and her eagerness to put 

theories into practice. Investigation into the discrepancies between the playwrights’ 

motives and the outcomes has shown that unlike the early British women playwrights 

who turned to create closet drama as they were debarred from public theatres, the 

modern Chinese women playwrights did not seem to have met with formal prohibition 

again women writing plays for public circulation either in print or on stage, and as 

discussed, they held an active role in determining the private approaches to playwriting; 

however, both their decision making and plans of publication were altered by 

resistance from different parties, on top of the concern for technical constraints as 

previously indicated.  
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As depicted in the case study, Bai Wei had met more resistance in her 

playwriting career. Literary societies are supposed to gather like-minded authors to 

build up a support network and to advance literary creation, but the disputes between 

different societies added pressure for authors to comply with a standard corresponding 

to the objectives of one side of the debate, which confined Bai Wei to her lack of 

compliance, and she largely lost sight of her strengths and other writing possibilities, 

resulting in a lower incentive to playwriting. She also suffered from poor and unfair 

treatment from editors which made her hesitant to publish: these included making 

substantial changes to her plays which altered and even reversed her original meaning 

without her constant, deliberately giving her a lower pay rate than other authors, and 

not returning the manuscripts after rejecting her submission for review. Yuan did not 

seem to have such encounters, presumably due to her higher social status as a 

university professor. However, the quarrels between the literary groups had still 

dragged her creations into becoming the target of attacks, and the hidden political 

agenda of a journal in which she chose to publish unintentionally converted her 

intention to maintain political neutrality in print. Most of the critics, as suggested, 

failed to or chose not to, discern the values behind the irregularities of both playwrights’ 

plays; they tended to criticise that the plays deviated from the norms, which left a 

negative impression for potential readers, and affected the chances of further creations 

being accepted by publishers. Even Xiang Peiliang, who advocated the independence 

of playwriting, also disapproved Bai Wei’s style and accused her of pretending that is 

a real art. The lack of respect for unconventional attempts in playwriting would have 

been a major reason why Bai Wei gradually adjusted her style closer to Realism – but 

her plays became indistinctive after the transition, and she soon faded from fame; the 

non-acceptance would also be an influential factor which prompted Yuan to retreat 

from playwriting for ten years after 1937. 

The relatively narrow scale of reception of Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s printed plays 

might seem to suggest that the social impact would be rather limited, but many of the 

plays were reprinted several times, thus the number of readers remained substantial. 

By only involving a particular group of target readers through the circulation of the 

printed plays, Bai Wei and Yuan had constructed a “private stage” for themselves and 

the readers – not ensuring a physical performance venue beyond the public theatres, 
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but they had established a platform for unfolding exclusive dramatic experiences in a 

private realm. 

 Both playwrights had utilised the dialogism and imagined nature in drama to 

express thoughts and feelings not disclosed in their writings in other literary genres, to 

meditate on and resolve their emotional crises and ideological struggles. Without a 

keen interest in attaining stage performances, they were not required to trade in 

personal views and artistic pursuits to conform to preferences and constraints of the 

performance groups, thus had freedom to apply a more diverse range of styles and 

techniques to reveal their complex emotions and untold struggles.  

As for the readers, they were exposed to the powerful “voices of the heart”, 

passionate emotions, and fantastic imaginations, during solitary reading at a private 

setting – very often in their own studies – without being distracted by the visual 

elements on stage, nor by the reactions of other audiences in the theatre. With no 

restraint from the scheduled progress of performance, readers could undertake the 

sentimental journey at their own pace, and take the lead to pause or have breaks that 

allowed them to ponder over the plots. As reflected through the drama reviews, the 

novelty of the style in Bai Wei’s and Yuan’s printed plays aroused interest from both 

male and female readers. There are a few sources which record that female readers 

were particularly interested: the married woman Sun Wenwei and her friend were so 

fond of Bai Wei’s plays that she persuaded her husband to offer financial support, 

which eventually saved the playwright’s life; there were also many female students 

who reportedly genuinely loved the play Qiangweijiu.  

As most of the reviews were written by male critics commenting on the quality 

of the plays, impressions or reflections written by female readers are rarely found. So, 

the lack of relevant primary materials to support a depiction of women readers’ 

playreading experiences of these plays is a limitation of this research, but references 

to news reports which show that what the female protagonists encountered were 

common experiences of women from the same era suggest that many female readers 

would have resonated deeply with the struggles, and presumably gained inspiration to 

make alternative choices in life. The lack of reviews by audiences also posed 

difficulties in evaluating the staging effects, but the few staging records of a small 
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proportion of the plays indicates their being staged by small-scale performing groups 

which would only have very limited resources, so simplification of the stagecraft 

should had been in place. The records also testify that those plays had very little 

opportunity to enter mainstream theatres, and their impact primarily relied on the 

circulation through the printed medium. 

This research has revitalised the studies on Bai Wei and Yuan Changying by 

remapping their identities and experiences of being a playwright during the Republican 

era, and by the explaining the implications of the inconsistencies between their 

playwriting motives and outcomes, as well as their contrasting reception in print and 

in the theatrical field. Through tracing the elements that constituted their distinguished 

contributions, this research also uncovered how the independence of the drama 

publication industry in early Republican China and the prevailing play-reading culture 

afforded the modern Chinese women playwrights the creative space to express a 

complexity of concepts and emotions beyond the capacity of performance traditions, 

and thus allowed them to reveal more details about the modern women’s straddled 

position between traditional values and the new culture in an era of change.  

The exploration on the nature and potential of printed drama, and differences 

between “antouju” and closet drama, are significant in terms of introducing a new 

framework within which to conduct critical evaluations on the creations by authors 

influenced by Bai Wei and Yuan, as well as the marginalised plays by other authors 

which were seldom or never staged. The emphasis on drama publication and play-

reading culture could also be applied to studies on drama production and consumption 

during the second Sino-Japanese War, and inspire further studies on the discrepancies 

between the readership and spectatorship of modern Chinese drama. Through the 

enhancement of our understanding of the more diversified playwriting attempts and 

drama consumption practices, we would be in a position to re-examine modern 

Chinese drama history from a non-theatrical point of view. 
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Appendix: Publication and Reprinting Records of Plays by 
Modern Chinese Women Writers, 1918-1937 

 

Explanatory notes: 

I. The list covers the period from 1918, the year in which the first modern Chinese play 
authored by a women writer was published, to the outbreak of the Second Sino-Japanese 
War in July 1937.  

II. The order of the women writers listed below is arranged according to the time when they 
published their first play. The list starts with the playwright who published at the earliest 
time. For playwrights who had published their first play in the same year, the playwright 
who published in an earlier month comes first – when this information cannot be traced, 
the two (or more) playwrights are listed in alphabetical order by the author’s name. 

III. The most commonly used name of the women writers, as seen in the plays that they have 
published, will be listed first. If there is another name of the author which had also been 
used in publication, or if the authors had mainly used a pen name that is not well known, 
a second name will be listed after the slash symbol (/) to help to identify the writers.   

IV. The plays listed under each women playwright are arranged in chronological order. When 
two (or more) plays by the same writer were published in the same year, those plays are 
listed in alphabetical order by the title of the plays.  

V. The numbering under each play shows the number of times that the play was printed. For 
plays that were serialised and printed on different dates in a particular journal, magazine, 
or newspaper, the records of each issue will be put under the same number. 

VI. Titles of plays marked with the symbol  are those that have been newly-found – not 
previously included in the “Bibliography of plays by Chinese women authors in the 20th 
century” at the end of Su Qiong’s book Kuayujing zhong de nüxing xiju (2016), nor any 
other preceding studies on plays by modern Chinese women writers. 

 
Chen Hengzhe   

1. Lao fuqi  (Old Couple) 

1) Chen Hengzhe . "Lao fuqi  (Old couple)." Xin qingnian
 (The New Youth) 5, no. 4 (1918): 379-80.  

 
Shi Pingmei   

1. Zhe shi shui de zui? ? (Whose sin is this?) 

1) Pingmei nüshi . " Zhe shi shui de zui? ? (Whose sin 
is this?)." Chenbao fukan  (Morning Post Supplement), 1 April 
1922, 3.  
———. " Zhe shi shui de zui? (xu) ? (Whose sin is this? 
– continued)." Chenbao fukan  (Morning Post Supplement), 2 
April 1922, 3.  
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———. " Zhe shi shui de zui? (xu) ? (Whose sin is this? 
– continued)." Chenbao fukan  (Morning Post Supplement), 3 
April 1922, 3.  
———. " Zhe shi shui de zui? (xuyuan) ? (Whose 
sin is this? – the ending)." Chenbao fukan  (Morning Post 
Supplement), 4 April 1922, 2-3.  

 
Bai Wei  / Suru nüshi  

1. Linli  (Miss Linli) 

1) Bai Wei . Linli  (Miss Linli). Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan 
, 1925. 

2) Bai Wei . Linli  (Miss Linli). Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan 
, 1926. 

2. Sufei  (Sophia) 

1) Suru nüshi . "Sufei  (Sophia)." Xiaoshuo yuebao 
 (The Short Stories Monthly) 17, no. 1 (1926): 1-29. 

3. Fangwen  (Visiting Qingwen) 

1) Bai Wei . "Fangwen  (Visiting Qingwen)." Xiaoshuo yuebao 
 (The Short Stories Monthly) 17, no. 7: 1-15. 

2) Bai Wei . "Fangwen  (Visiting Qingwen)." In Nüzuojia xijuxuan
 (Selected plays of women writers), edited by Zhang 

Liying , 50-67. Shanghai: Kaihua shuju , 1934. 

3) Bai Wei . "Fangwen  (Visiting Qingwen)." In Xiandai nüzuojia 
xijuxuan  (Selected plays of modern women writers), 
edited by Jun Sheng , 97-125. Shanghai: Fanggu shudian , 
1936. 

4. Gemingshen de shounan  (The suffering of the revolutionary 
god) 

1) Bai Wei .  "Gemingshen de shounan  (The suffering 
of the revolutionary god)." Yusi  (Thread of Talk) 4, no. 12 (1928): 
17-42. 

5. Dachu youlingta  (Breaking out of the ghost tower) 

1) Bai Wei . "Dachu youlingta  (Breaking out of the ghost 
tower) - Act 1." Benliu  (Torrent) 1, no. 1 (1928): 79-114. 

———. "Dachu youlingta  (Breaking out of the ghost tower) 
- Act 2." Benliu  (Torrent) 1, no. 2 (1928): 251-83. 

———. "Dachu youlingta  (Breaking out of the ghost tower) 
- Act 3." Benliu  (Torrent) 1, no. 4 (1928): 673-734. 



 391  

2) Bai Wei . "Dachu youlingta  (Breaking out of the ghost 
tower)." In Dachu youlingta  (Breaking out of the ghost 
tower), 1-146. Shanghai: Hufeng shuju , 1931. 

3) Bai Wei . "Dachu youlingta  (Breaking out of the ghost 
tower)." In  Dachu youlingta  (Breaking out of the ghost 
tower), 1-146. Shanghai: Chunguang shuju , 1936. 

6. Qiangweijiu  (Rose wine) 

1) Bai Wei . "Qiangweijiu  (Rose wine)." Zhen mei shan 
 (Truth, beauty, and virtue), no. Nüzuojia hao  (Issue on 

women writters) (1929): 1-74. 
7. Yiliang  (Aunt) 

1) Bai Wei . "Yiliang  (Aunt)." Xiandai xiaoshuo  (The 
Modern Novels) 3, no. 1 (1929): 203-31. 

2) Bai Wei . "Yiliang  (Aunt)."In Dachu youlingta  
(Breaking out of the ghost tower), 1-34. Shanghai: Hufeng shuju 

, 1931. 

3) Bai Wei . "Yiliang  (Aunt)." In Xiandai Zhongguo nüzuojia 
chuangzuoxuan  (Selected works of modern 
Chinese women writers), edited by Xue Fei , 301-38. Shanghai: 
Wenyi shuju , 1932. 

4) Bai Wei . "Yiliang  (Aunt)." In Nüzuojia xijuxuan
 (Selected plays of women writers), edited by Zhang Liying , 

77-103. Shanghai: Kaihua shuju , 1934. 

5) Bai Wei . "Yiliang (Aunt)." In Xiandai nüzuojia xijuxuan 
 (Selected plays of modern women writers), edited by Jun 

Sheng , 125-54. Shanghai: Fanggu shudian , 1936. 

6) Bai Wei . "Yiliang  (Aunt)." In  Dachu youlingta  
(Breaking out of the ghost tower), 1-34. Shanghai: Chunguang shuju 

, 1936. 

7) Bai Wei . "Yiliang  (Aunt)." In Xiandai Zhongguo nüzuojia 
chuangzuoxuan  (Selected works of modern 
Chinese women writers), edited by Xue Fei , 271-99. Shanghai: 
Wenyi shuju , 1936. 

8) Bai Wei . "Yiliang  (Aunt)." In Xiandai Zhongguo nüzuojia 
chuangzuoxuan  (Selected works of modern 
Chinese women writers), edited by Xue Fei , 271-99. Shanghai: 
Wenyi shuju , 1937. 
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8. Letu  (The paradise) 

1) Bai Wei . "Letu  (The paradise)." In Dachu youlingta 
 (Breaking out of the ghost tower), 1-72. Shanghai: Hufeng shuju 

, 1931. 

2) Bai Wei . " Letu  (The paradise)." In  Dachu youlingta 
 (Breaking out of the ghost tower), 1-72. Shanghai: Chunguang shuju 

, 1936. 

9. Jia yangren  (The false foreigners) 

1) Bai Wei . "Jia yangren  (The false foreigners)." Beidou 
(The plough), no. 1 (1931): 37-51. 

2) Bai Wei . "Jia yangren  (The false foreigners)." In Dachu 
youlingta  (Breaking out of the ghost tower), 1-34. Shanghai: 
Hufeng shuju , 1931. 

3) Bai Wei nüshi . "Jia yangren  (The false foreigners)." In 
Zushi xiandai xiju xuan  (Commentaries on selected 
modern drama), edited by Wang Meihen , 131-160. Shanghai: 
Zhonghua shuju , 1935. 

4) Bai Wei nüshi . "Jia yangren  (The false foreigners)." In 
Zhonghua xiandai wenxue xuan  (Selected works of 
modern Chinese literature) Vol. 3, edited by Wang Meihen , 119-
145. Shanghai: Zhonghua shuju ,1935. 

5) Bai Wei . " Jia yangren  (The false foreigners)." In  Dachu 
youlingta  (Breaking out of the ghost tower), 1-34. Shanghai: 
Chunguang shuju , 1936. 

10.  Ying  (Warbler) 

1) Bai Wei . "Ying  (Warbler)." Beidou  (The plough) 1, no. 2 
(1931): 39-57. 
———. "Ying (xuyuan) ( ) (Warbler- continued)." Beidou  
(The plough) 1, no. 3 (1931): 73-97. 
———. "Ying de weiba   (Warbler- the end)." Beidou  
(The plough) 1, no. 4 (1931): 118-119. 

11. Di tongzhi  (Enemy in comrades) 

1) Bai Wei . "Di tongzhi  (Enemy in comrades)." Xiandai  
(Modern times) 2, no. 1: 181-200. 

2) Bai Wei . "Di tongzhi  (Enemy in comrades)." In Huzhan 
wenyi pingxuan  (Commentaries on selected literature and 
art of the Shanghai war), edited by Guo Jianbai , 41-85. Shanghai: 
Lehua tushu gongsi , 1933. 
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12. Beininglu mou zhan  (A station on the Beining Road) 

1) Bai Wei . "Beininglu mou zhan  (A station on the 
Beining Road)." Beidou  (The plough) 2, no. 1 (1932): 185-212. 

13. Zhanhuo  (The disasters of war)  

1) Bai Wei . "Zhanhuo  (The disasters of war)." Xiandai funü
 (Modern women)1, no. 1:80-100. 

14. Fengzai  (Disaster of a rich harvest)  

1) Bai Wei . "Fengzai  (Disaster of a rich harvest)." Zhonghua 
yuebao  (Central China Monthly) 1, no. 3 (1933): C4-C13. 

15. Yijiusansi: yishitongren  (1934: Treating all equally)  

1) Bai Wei . "Yijiusansi: yishitongren  (1934: 
Treating all equally)." Zhonghua yuebao  (Central China 
Monthly) 2, no. 9 (1934): C1-C8. 
 

Su Xuelin / Lü Yi   

1. Meigui yu chun  (Roses and spring) 

1) Lü Yi nüshi . "Meigui yu chun  (Roses and spring)." 
Beixin  (Beixin weekly), no. 49/50 (1927): 353-76. 

2) Lü Yi nüshi . "Meigui yu chun (dai xu)  
(Roses and spring – to be continued)." Taling  (The tower bell), no. 
3 (1931): 7-10. 
———. "Meigui yu chun (xu)  (Roses and spring –
continued)." Taling  (The tower bell), no. 4 (1931): 10-12. 
———. "Meigui yu chun (xuyuan)  (Roses and 
spring - the ending)." Taling  (The tower bell), no. 5-6 (1931): 17-
20. 

3) Lü Yi . "Meigui yu chun  (Roses and spring)." In Nüzuojia 
xijuxuan  (Selected plays of women writers), edited by 
Zhang Liying , 149-71. Shanghai: Kaihua shuju , 1934. 

4) Su Xuelin . "Meigui yu chun  (Roses and spring)." In 
Xiandai nüzuojia xijuxuan  (Selected plays of modern 
women writers), edited by Jun Sheng , 209-30. Shanghai: Fanggu 
shudian , 1936. 

2. Jiunaluo di yanjing  (Kunala's eyes) 

1) Su Xuelin . "Jiunaluo di yanjing  (Kunala's eyes)." 
Wenxue  (Literature) 5, no. 1 (1933): 862-83. 
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Pu Shunqing / Shunqin   

1. Ta de xin shengming  (His new life) 

1) Shunqin . "Ta de xin shengming  (His new life)." 
Nüqingnian yuekan  (The Green Year) 6, no. 7 (1927): 36-46. 

———. "Ta de xin shengming (xu)  (His new life - 
continued)." Nüqingnian yuekan  (The Green Year) 6, no. 8 
(1927): 29-45. 

2) Shunqin . "Ta de xin shengming (dai xu)  (His 
new life – to be continued)." Shanxi jiaoyu zhoukan  
(Shanxi education weekly), no. 71 (1929): 37-41. 
———. "Ta de xin shengming (xu qian)  (His new 
life – continued)." Shanxi jiaoyu zhoukan  (Shanxi 
education weekly), no. 72 (1929): 40-42. 
———. "Ta de xin shengming (dai qian)  (His new 
life – continued)." Shanxi jiaoyu zhoukan  (Shanxi 
education weekly), no. 73 (1929): 37-39. 
———. "Ta de xin shengming (dai si)  (His new 
life – continued [the fourth part])." Shanxi jiaoyu zhoukan  
(Shanxi education weekly), no. 74 (1929): 23-26. 
———. "Ta de xin shengming (xu qian)  (His new 
life – continued)." Shanxi jiaoyu zhoukan  (Shanxi 
education weekly), no. 75 (1929): 31-35. 
———. "Ta de xin shengming (dai xu)  (His new 
life – continued)." Shanxi jiaoyu zhoukan  (Shanxi 
education weekly), no. 76 (1929): 30-34. 
———. "Ta de xin shengming (dai xu)  (His new 
life – continued)." Shanxi jiaoyu zhoukan  (Shanxi 
education weekly), no. 77 (1929): 30-33. 

2. Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on earth)  

1) Pu Shunqing . "Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on 
earth)." In Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on earth), 3-32. 
Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1927. 

2) Pu Shunqing . "Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on 
earth)." In Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on earth), 3-32. 
Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1928. 

3) Pu Shunqing . "Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on 
earth)." In Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on earth), 3-32. 
Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1931. 

4) Pu Shunqing . "Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on 
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earth)." In Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on earth), 3-32. 
Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1933. 

3. Aishen de wan'ou  (The doll of Eros) 

1) Pu Shunqing . "Aishen de wan'ou  (The doll of Eros)." 
In Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on earth), 35-82. Shanghai: 
Shangwu yinshuguan , 1927. 

2) Pu Shunqing . "Aishen de wan'ou  (The doll of Eros)." 
In Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on earth), 35-82. Shanghai: 
Shangwu yinshuguan , 1928. 

3) Pu Shunqing . "Aishen de wan'ou  (The doll of Eros)." 
In Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on earth), 35-82. Shanghai: 
Shangwu yinshuguan , 1933. 

4) Pu Shunqing . "Aishen de wan'ou  (The doll of Eros)." 
In Renjian de leyuan  (Paradise on earth), 35-82. Shanghai: 
Shangwu yinshuguan , 1936. 

5) Pu Shunqing . "Aishen de wan'ou  (The doll of Eros)." 
In Xiandai nüzuojia xijuxuan  (Selected plays of 
modern women writers), edited by Jun Sheng , 154-98. Shanghai: 
Fanggu shudian , 1936. 

4. Liming  (Dawn) 

1) Pu Shunqing . "Liming  (Dawn)." In Renjian de leyuan 
 (Paradise on earth), 95-98. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan 
, 1927. 

2) Pu Shunqing . "Liming  (Dawn)." In Renjian de leyuan 
 (Paradise on earth), 95-98. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan 
, 1931. 

3) Pu Shunqing . "Liming  (Dawn)." In Renjian de leyuan 
 (Paradise on earth), 95-98. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan 
, 1933. 

4) Pu Shunqing . "Liming  (Dawn)." In Renjian de leyuan 
 (Paradise on earth), 95-98. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan 
, 1936.  

5. Xishi — (Miss Xishi) 

1) Shunqing . "Xishi — (Miss Xishi)." Nü qingnian  (Young 
women) 14, no. 4 (1935): 49-83. 
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Luyin  / Huang Luyin  

1. Xisheng  (Sacrifice)  

1) Huang Luyin . "Xisheng  (Sacrifice)." Qiangwei zhoukan 
 (Rose weekly), one year anniversary supplement (1928): 92-99. 

2. Chongtu  (Conflict)  

1) Huang Luyin . "Chongtu  (Conflict)." Huayan yuekan 
 (Huayan weekly) 1, no: 5 (1929): [unknown]. 

 
Lu Xianman (Co-authored with Xu Zhimo) 

1. Bian Kunggang  (Mr. Bian Kunggang) 

1) Xu Zhimo and Lu Xianman . "Bian Kunggang  
(Mr. Bian Kunggang)." Xinyue (Crescent Moon) 1, no. 2 (1928): 1-
39. 
———. "Bian Kunggang  (Mr. Bian Kunggang)." Xinyue 
(Crescent Moon) 1, no. 3 (1928): 1-19. 

 
Yuan Changying / Changying   

1. Qianfang zhanshi  (Warriors on the front-line) 

1) Yuan Changying . "Qianfang zhanshi  (Warriors on the 
front-line)." Xiandai pinglun  (The Contemporary Review) 7, 
no. 197 (1928): 9-15. 

2) Yuan Changying . "Qianfang zhanshi  (Warriors on the 
front-line)." In Kongqüe dongnanfei  ji qita dumuju 

 (Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays), 141-160. 
Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1930. 

3) Yuan Changying . "Qianfang zhanshi  (Warriors on the 
front-line)." In Kongqüe dongnanfei  ji qita dumuju 

 (Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays), 141-160. 
Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1933. 

4) Yuan Changying . "Qianfang zhanshi  (Warriors on the 
front-line)." In Kongqüe dongnanfei  ji qita dumuju 

 (Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays), 141-160. 
Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1935. 

2. Jiehun qian de yiwen  (A kiss before marriage) 

1) Yuan Changying . "Jiehun qian de yiwen  (A kiss 
before marriage)." Xiandai pinglun  (The Contemporary 
Review), no. 209 (1928): 9-17. 
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2) Yuan Changying . "Jiehun qian de yiwen  (A kiss 
before marriage)." In Kongqüe dongnanfei  ji qita dumuju 

 (Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays), 161-
84. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1930.  

3) Yuan Changying . "Jiehun qian de yiwen  (A kiss 
before marriage)." In Kongqüe dongnanfei  ji qita dumuju 

 (Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays), 161-
84. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1933.  

4) Yuan Changying . "Jiehun qian de yiwen  (A kiss 
before marriage)." In Kongqüe dongnanfei  ji qita dumuju 

 (Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays), 161-
84. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1935.  

5) Yuan Changying . "Jiehunqian de yiwen  (A kiss 
before marriage)." In Xiqu jiaxuan  (A Selection of the Top 
Drama), edited by Xie Yanzi , 471-86. Shanghai: Qunzhong tushu 
gongsi , 1935. 

3. Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing  (Who actually is the jinx) 

1) Changying nüshi . "Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing 
 (Who actually is the jinx)." Zhen mei shan  (Truth, beauty, 

and virtue), no. Nüzuojia hao  (Issue on women writters) (1929): 
1-22. 

2) Yuan Changying . "Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing  
(Who actually is the jinx)." In Kongqüe dongnanfei  ji qita dumuju 

 (Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act 
plays), 119-40. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1930.  

3) Yuan Changying . "Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing  
(Who actually is the jinx)." In Kongqüe dongnanfei  ji qita dumuju 

 (Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act 
plays), 119-40. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1933.  

4) Yuan Changying . "Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing  
(Who actually is the jinx)." In Nüzuojia xijuxuan  (Selected 
plays of women writers), edited by Zhang Liying , 33-50. 
Shanghai: Kaihua shuju , 1934. 

5) Yuan Changying . "Jiujing shui shi saozhouxing  
(Who actually is the jinx)." In Kongqüe dongnanfei  ji qita dumuju 

 (Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act 
plays), 119-40. Shanghai: Shangwu yinshuguan , 1935.  

4. Huo shiren  (A living poet) 

1) Yuan Changying . "Huo shiren  (A living poet)." In 
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Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita dumuju  
(Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays), 81-118. Shanghai: 
Shangwu yinshuguan , 1930. 

2) Yuan Changying . "Huo shiren  (A living poet)." In 
Xiandai Zhongguo nüzuojia chuangzuoxuan  
(Selected works of modern Chinese women writers), edited by Xue Fei 

, 265-98. Shanghai: Wenyi shuju , 1932. 

3) Yuan Changying . "Huo shiren  (A living poet)." In 
Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita dumuju  
(Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays), 81-118. Shanghai: 
Shangwu yinshuguan , 1933. 

4) Yuan Changying . "Huo shiren  (A living poet)." In 
Nüzuojia xijuxuan  (Selected plays of women writers), 
edited by Zhang Liying , 4-32. Shanghai: Kaihua shuju , 
1934. 

5) Yuan Changying . "Huo shiren  (A living poet)." In 
Kongqüe dongnanfei ji qita dumuju  
(Southeast flies the peacock and other one-act plays), 81-118. Shanghai: 
Shangwu yinshuguan , 1935. 

6) Yuan Changying . "Huo shiren  (A living poet)." In 
Xiandai Zhongguo nüzuojia chuangzuoxuan  
(Selected works of modern Chinese women writers), edited by Xue Fei 

, 237-70. Shanghai: Wenyi shuju , 1936. 

7) Yuan Changying . "Huo shiren  (A living poet)." In 
Xiandai Zhongguo nüzuojia chuangzuoxuan  
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