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01:165:264 Chinese Drama and Performing Arts 
Asian Languages and Cultures 
Rutgers University 
Fall 2013 
 
Instructor: XU Peng 
Office: Scott Hall 337 
Office Hour: Thursday 1:30-2:30pm 
xupeng.2013@rutgers.edu 
 
Course Description: 
This course is designed to give students a broad range of instruction and experience in the 
Chinese theatrical tradition—history, literature, practice and criticism. Students can draw 
upon the knowledge and skills they gain from the course to work effectively in the field 
of East Asian studies, drama and theater, and media studies. The main emphasis of the 
course is on Chinese drama as performing arts. Therefore, we will begin with 
understanding various aural and visual components of the living tradition, and then read 
the dramatic texts specifically for their theatrical aspects. Throughout the course, we 
expect to have vibrant discussions of filmed theater productions from different periods—
both filmed opera and opera film. Students will have the opportunity to create mini 
experimental stage productions. All readings are in English. 
 The course consists of several components: 

1.  lectures in which I will provide an outline history of Chinese drama from 
its origins to the early 20th century 

2.  analysis and interpretation of dramatic texts  
3.  analysis and interpretation of filmed performances or opera films  
4.  training in basics of voice production, stage movements and gestures  
5.  mini skits performed by students 
 

Course Objectives: 
At the end of the term you will have accomplished the following things: 

• you will have studied four works as center of the Chinese dramatic canon (I am 
by necessity selective as the course covers an extensive period of time) and 
understood the qualities that made them canonical and authoritative in Chinese 
literary and theatrical culture 

• you will be familiar with the general outline of the development of Chinese drama 
• you will be able to talk and write about Chinese performance traditions as they are 

still practiced today 
• you will be prepared with sharpened aesthetic sensibility that can be applied to 

careers in theater, opera and other media  
 
Attendance and Participation:  
Attendance and participation in class discussion are crucial and can make a substantial 
difference in your final grade. Absences can be excused only if you are sick (please 
provide doctor’s note) or you observe a religious holiday. 
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Assignments: 
Assignments for this class include: one 7-page critical review; students will write their 
own scripts (6 pages, double space, font 12) which they will develop into student stage 
productions (group activity); and a total of five sakai postings (each 1-2 pages, double 
space, font 12). These postings are due on the date they are listed in the schedule. They 
are designed to form the basis of collective inquiry and conversation carried out in the 
class discussion. You may choose to respond to a previous posting. 
 
Criteria on Posting Grades: 
“A”—a student posts all the five comments. Those comments reflect serious engagement 

with the assigned material and an excellent understanding of them. 
 “B”—a student misses at most one comment.  Those comments reflect considerable 

thought and a good understanding of the assigned materials. 
“C”—a student misses more than one posting but makes good contributions when s/he 

does; 
“D”—a student misses more than two postings.  
“F”—a student misses more than three postings and those postings show a hasty perusal 

of the materials. 
 
Final Exam:  
There will be three sections in the final exam.  You will be offered a list of twelve terms 
that we have covered throughout the course. In the first section, you will be asked to 
select and define five of the twelve terms.  In the second section, you will write a 
coherent essay in which you will have to make connections between the five terms. In 
third section, you will read a short contemporary theatrical adaptation of a classic 
Chinese play and answer some brief questions. 
 
Grading: 
Class attendance and participation: 20% 
Sakai postings: 20% 
Student Production: 20% 
Essay Assignment: 20% 
Final 20% 
 
Required Texts (available at the Rutgers Bookstore) 
Stephen H. West and Wilt L. Idema, trans. Story of the Western Wing. Berkeley: 

University of California, 1995. ISBN-13: 9780520201842 
Cyril Birch trans. Tang Xianzu, The Peony Pavilion. trans. Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2002.  ISBN-13: 978-0253215277 
Shamin Kwa & Wilt L. Idema, trans. Mulan: Five Versions of A Classic Chinese Legend 

with Related Texts. Hackett Pub. Co, 2010. ISBN-13: 978-1603841962 
Jean Mulligan, trans. The Lute: Kao Ming’s P’i-P’a Ji. iUniverse, 1999. ISBN-13: 978-

1583482834 
 
All other texts will be available in electronic format on the Sakai website for this class. 
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Course Schedule for 164:265 Chinese Drama and Performing Arts 
 

Western Wing = Stephen H. West and Wilt L. Idema, trans. Story of the Western Wing 
Peony Pavilion = Cyril Birch, trans. The Peony Pavilion 
Mulan = Shamin Kwa & Wilt L. Idema, trans. Mulan: Five Versions of A Classic 
Chinese Legend with Related Texts 
The Lute = Jean Mulligan, trans. The Lute: Kao Ming’s P’i-P’a Ji 
sakai = Class website on Sakai  

Week/Session Main Topic Reading & Writing Assignments 
 

Week 1 

Unit 1: The Living Tradition 

W 9/4 Introduction  
Week 2  
M 9/9 Theater 

Architecture 
and Stage 
Space 

1. Goldstein, “From Teahouse to Playhouse: Theaters as 
Social Contexts in Early-Twentieth-Century China” pp. 
753-79 (sakai) 

2. “Opposition” in A Dictionary of Theatre Anthropology 
pp. 176-85 (sakai)  

W 9/11 
 

Set and 
Costume 

Bonds, Beijing Opera Costumes, pp. 21-49, 71-91. 

Week 3  
M 9/16 Acting: The 

Body as 
Marionette  

** Dressing code: wear comfortable clothes so that you can 
dance. 

W 9/18 “Martial 
Arts” in 
Chinese 
Theater 

Gai Jiaotian, “How I First Learned to Act” (sakai) 
 
In-class screening VCD: “Charging against Chariots” (Tiao 

huache, 1970, starring Zhang Shilin)  
In-class reading: selected paragraphs from Haishing Yao, 
“The Use of Martial-Acrobatic arts in the Training and 
Performance of Peking Opera” pp. 191-208 (sakai) 
 
**assignment [sakai posting due 11pm]: Watch the video 
again while reading the corresponding analysis in Yao’s 
thesis.  Then read the “conclusion” (p. 226 onwards).  Write 
two paragraphs (300-400 words) commenting on the 
analytical approach: in what way have you found the 
approach helpful? What do you think are the merits and 
limitations of such an approach?  

Week 4  
M 9/23 The Aural 

Performance: 
The 

1. Zeitlin, “Imagining the Musical Text in Seventeenth-
Century Plays and Songbooks”, pp. 263-92 (sakai) 
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“Civilized” 
versus the 
“Vulgar” 

2. Wichmann, “The Voice” in Listening to Theater, pp. 177-
223 (sakai) 

W 9/25 The National 
Drama 

1. Goldstein, Drama Kings, pp. 1-13 (sakai) 
2. Goldstein, “Mei Lanfang and the Nationalization of 
Peking Opera”, pp. 377-420 (sakai) 
 
In-class screening: A Life of Sorrow [starring Mei Lanfang, 
1947] 

Week 5                       
M 9/30 The Elite 

Theater and 
Its Revival 

Shen, Elite Theater in Ming China, Chapters 1& 3 (sakai) 
 
** assignment [sakai posting due 11pm] Watch the online 
stream video of Tan Dun’s Peony Pavilion taking place at 
Met, and write a short review to be posted on sakai: 
http://www.metmuseum.org/metmedia/video/concerts/peony-
pavilion 

W 10/2 The 
Repertoire: 
The Case of 
Mulan 

Mulan, 1-51 

** assignment [production outline due] : After reading the 
original poem and two scripts, write a 2 page description of 
your mini stage project (one scene), including the following 
aspects of theater: stage space, set, costume, aspect, casting, 
plot elements, and a few lines that you select from the texts 
you read. Be prepared to present and exchange your ideas 
with your fellow classmates in class. 

 

Week 6 

Unit 2: The Dramatic Canon 

 
M 10/7 Yuan Drama  

(1280-1368) 
Orphan Zhao in Liu, Six Yuan Plays (sakai) 

** assignment [sakai posting due 11pm] 
W 10/9  Orphan Zhao in Liu, Six Yuan Plays (sakai) 
Week 7  
M 10/14  Western Wing, pp. 107-57 

In-class screening 
W 10/16  Western Wing, pp.158-208 

In-class screening 
Week 8   
M 10/21  Western Wing, pp. 209-86 

In-class screening 
W 10/23 Sight 

Reading 
** Student production scripts due (group assignment). 
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Practice 
Week 9  
M 10/28 Southern 

Drama 
(Nanxi and 
chuanqi) 

The Lute, pp. 30-78 

** assignment [sakai posting due 11pm] 

W 10/30  The Lute, pp. 79-127 
In-class screening  

Week 10  
M 11/4  The Lute, 128-179 

In-class screening 
W 11/6  The Lute, 180-226  

** student production rehearsal [discussion of choice of 
setting] 

Week 11  
M 11/11  ** student production  
W 11/13 Cont. Peony Pavilion, pp. 1-54 

In-class screening: clips from the Chen Shizheng production 
(premiere 1999)  

** assignment [sakai posting due 11pm] 
Week 12  
M 11/18   Peony Pavilion, pp. 55-109 

In-class screening: clips from the Bai Xianyong production 
(premiere 2004) 

W 11/20  Peony Pavilion, pp. 110-165 

In-class screening: clips from Mei Lanfang’s 1960 movie 
 

Week 13 

 Unit 3: Chinese Drama in the World 

M 11/25 Mei 
Lanfang’s 
American 
Tour 

 

** assignment due [Critical Review of the three Peonies, 
from a comparative point of view]  

W 11/27 Eisenstein, 
Brecht, and 
Chinese 
Theater 

 “Chinese Acting” (Brecht), 131-42; “Mei Lanfang in 
Moscow, 1935: Familiar, Unfamiliar, Defamiliar” (Haun 
Saussy), 335-52, Eisenstein, “The Magician of the Pear 
Orchard”  (sakai) 
Guy, “Brokering Glory for the Chinese Nation” pp. 377-92 
(sakai) 

Week 14  
M 12/2 S. I. Hsiung S. I. Hsiung, Lady Precious Stream: An Old Chinese Play 
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and Lady 
Precious 
Stream 

Done into English According to Its Traditional Style [you 
can find e-versions of the play or purchase a 1930s edition 
online] 

W 12/4 Cont. Lady Precious Stream 

In-class screening: videotaped Peking opera version of 
“Lady Precious Stream”  

Week 15  
M 12/9 Gendered 

Performance  
Script of the 2010 stage production of Women in Love 

Xu, “The Essential Li Yu Resurrected” (sakai) 

Lam, “Kunqu cross-dressing” (sakai) 

In-class screening: clips of the 2010 Beijing premiere of 
Women in Love 

W 12/11 Cont. Cheng, “The Challenge of the Actresses”, pp. 197-233 
(sakai) 

In-class screening: documentary The World of Mei Lanfang 
(2000) 

Week 16  
M 12/16 Conclusion  
 
F 12/20 Final Exam Dec 20, 2013: 12:00 PM - 3:00 PM 

 


