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The Operatic Life of Emperors, Scholar
Officials and the Common People in
Ming and Qing Dynasties (I): The
Operatice Life of Emperors in Ming
and Qing Dynasties
Tseng, Yong-Yih’

[Abstract]

This study contends that xiqu opera during the Ming and Qing dynasties gained
flourishing and extensive popularity because of its grounding in the daily lives of both
emperors and the common people. In terms of social division, between emperors and
the common people lay a social straturm of nobles, governmental officials, and scholar
officials. Nobles here denotes those invested with royal and noble titles, while the
government bureaucracy denotes governors of various provinces as well as county
magistrates, and the notion of scholar officials denotes intellectuals with or without
official rank. Although those invested with royal and noble titles were similar in some
respects to emperors in the royal court, they did not influence the rise and fall of xiqu
opera. Scholar officials who also served in government had more influence on xiqu
opera than common scholar officials. Nonetheless, scholar officials were actually the
ones who controlled the creative practices of xiqu opera. The important influence
scholar officials had on xiqu opera was considerable, surpassing even that of emperors.
As the common people have treated xiqu opera a source of convivial entertainment
since ancient times, they accepted xiqu opera completely. Hence, if we take the above
five social categories as points of analysis, one can take as main subjects the emperors
who possessed absolute political authority and scholar officials who controlled the

creation of xiqu opera, with the other three being secondary. “Chinese operatic life” is

* Chair Professor of Shih Hsin University ; Professor Emeritus of National Taiwan University ;
Academcian, Academia Sinica.
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made manifest through performance culture, popularity, and influence.

In terms of understanding outstanding xiqu actors that are discussed in historical
records from the Ming and Qing periods, in addition to those with innate talent who
improved themselves through great effort, there were also those who received strict
training from xiqu masters. These master-pupil relationships were the general reason
why the actors could develop such exceptional skills. As to what we would call “stage
design” today, there were already attempts during Ming and Qing times to build sets, as
well as to utilize costumes and props in a judicious manner. Based on the above, we can
see that Ming-Qing xiqu was an exquisite artistic practice, popular among emperors,
nobles, and scholar officials during the Ming and Qing dynasties and essential in their
lives. Xiqu opera reached its greatest popularity for about one or two hundred years

between the late Ming dynasty and early Qing dynasties.

Keywords: Ming and Qing dynasties; emperor; scholar official; the common people;

Chinese opera life
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