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Abstract  This essay aims to analyze the types of the historical plays during the 
War of Resistance Against Japan, reasons for the prosperity of this particular type 
of play and the historical background. The focus is put on the success of “the 
historical plays of uniting the chaotic country” by Guo Moruo, “the historical 
plays of the national crisis” by Aying and Yao Ke and “the historical plays of the 
peasant uprisings” by Yang Hansheng. The wartime left-wing writers showed 
great concern for the country and in their works, there are both the political 
implication of using the past to satirize the present and the complex humanistic 
feelings. More importantly, the double tragedies of the history and the humanity 
in these plays remarkably pushed the development of the art of tragedy in China. 
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摘要  在剧目统计的基础上，笔者重新分析了抗战时期历史剧的类型及其兴盛的时

代因缘和史学背景，重点讨论了以郭沫若剧作为代表的“乱世整合史剧”、从阿英到

姚克的“民族危亡史剧”、阳翰笙等人的农民起义史剧的成就，认为以左翼为主导的

战时剧作家感时忧国的历史想象中，既有借古讽今的政治寓意也寄托着复杂的人文

感怀，而其杰出之作则写出了历史与人性的双重悲剧，显著地推进了现代悲剧艺术

在中国的发展。 
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1  The prosperity of the historical plays during the War of 
Resistance against Japan: The plays, the types and the cause 
of the formation 

“Developments of the historical plays reached its climax now.”1 When people 
were talking about dramas from the War of Resistance against Japan till then in 
January 1944, they once strongly emphasized the special role the historical plays 
played in the field of drama during the war, which was a just saying. Based on 
resent researchers’ statistics, “among all the modern plays published from the 
1920s to the beginning of the War of Resistance against Japan, the types of the 
historical plays was less than 30”2. However, there were at least 118 types of the 
historical plays (including drama, operas and musicals) written or recomposed in 
the whole country from 1937 to 1945, among which the plays with the historical 
themes had taken the majority of 94 types: 7 in 1937, 7 in 1938, 11 in 1939, 11 in 
1940, 16 in 1941, 12 in 1942, 9 in 1943, 12 in 1944, and 9 in 1945.3 It was clearly 
revealed in this chronicle data of plays that the writing of the historical plays had 
been inching its way to its prosperity and persisted till the final victory of the war. 

Obviously, that tough situation and desperate request of saving the country not 
only provoked the playwrights’ national consciousness but also awakened their 
historical imaginations so that they could recall the past in the light of the present. 
This made the historical plays an appropriate way of expressing the strong will of 
national defence and the great concern for their country, especially in the years 
1941 and 1942 when the situation of the war was perilous and the conflict 
between the Communist Party and Guomindang (Guomindang) was most intense. 
It was at that moment that the writing and performance of the historical plays had 
just reached its crest. During the two years, the types of the historical plays 
reached a number of 28 and more than ten of them were recognized as the 
masterpieces during the war time. These plays were Daming yinglie zhuan 大明

英烈传 (The Legends of the Heroes in the Ming Dynasty),4 Hongxuanjiao 洪宣

娇 (Hong Xuanjiao),5 Zhongwang lixiucheng 忠王李秀成 (Li Xiucheng the 
Zhong Prince),6 Tianguo chunqiu 天国春秋 (The Spring and Autumn of the 
Heavenly Kingdom),7 Yang’E zhan 杨娥传 (The Legend of Yang E),8 Qinggong 

                                               
1 Liu Nianqu, 1944. 
2 Wang Jiakang, 2003. 
3 Tian Jin, 1946. 
4 The play was written by Yu Ling 于伶 and published in July 1941. It was about the story of 
such Anti-Yuan leaders as Liu Bowen 刘伯温 and Chang Yuchun 常遇春. 
5 The play was written by Wei Ruhui 魏如晦 (Aying 阿英) and published in August 1941. 
6 The play was written by Ouyang Yuqian 欧阳予倩 and published in 1941. 
7 The play was written by Yang Hansheng in 1941 and published in 1944. 
8 The play was written by Aying and staged in 1941. 
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yuan 清宫怨 (Hatred of the Qing Court),9 Qu yuan 屈原 (Qu Yuan),10 Zhengqi 
ge 正气歌  (Song of Justice), 11  Tangdi zhihua 棠棣之花  (The Flower of 
Kerria),12 Hufu 虎符 (Tiger Seal)13, and Gao jianli 高渐离 (Gao Jianli).14 
Therefore, both in terms of quantity and quality, great achievements had been 
made in the writing of the historical plays in these two years. That being so, 
people regarded the year of 1941 as the watershed in development of the 
historical plays at the very beginning of the victory of the War of Resistance, 
saying that the historical plays took only 14 percent in all the plays before 1941 
and 33 percent after.15 Actually by the end of 1941, the sensitive critics were so 
excited about the great prosperity of that year’s historical play writing that they 
made a prediction of a “great development”16 in 1942.They all deposited their 
hope on Guo Moruo, the flagman of the left-wing culture during the war time 
and believed that he would take the big responsibility. Guo Moruo did not let 
those people down. With his amazing talent, he did a great job of producing 
many important historical plays, which almost made 1942 “the year of Guo 
Moruo” in historical play writing. From the perspective of the region, the 
historical plays derived from the liberated regions and the enemy-occupied areas 
were quite few, and playwrights who dedicated themselves to historical play 
writing centered mostly in Guomindang-ruled areas and “the isolated island” 
Shanghai. Gradually, the work of writing and staging the historical plays were all 
the more gathered in the Guomindang-ruled areas in late 1941. Therefore, 
Guomindang-ruled areas were known as the main stage of the historical plays 
during the war. On the stage, the actors used the historical play as a weapon to 
arouse people’s national consciousness and moral consciousness. At the same 
time, the historical play also became the way for the Communist Party and 
Guomindang to express their political opinions and compete for a louder voice in 
the propaganda of resisting the Japanese invasion and building up a new country.  

Throughout the writing of the historical plays during the war time, there were 
two prominent phenomena that caught people’s eyes. 

First of all, these 94 types of historical plays touched upon the whole Chinese 
history of all ages (only 2 or 3 are in reference to history of other countries), but 
not every period of Chinese history got the same treatment. One remarkable 

                                               
9 The play was written by Yao Ke 姚克, staged in 1941and then published in 1944. 
10 The play was written by Guo Moruo 郭沫若 and put forth in January and February 1942. 
11 The play was written by Wu Zuguang 吴祖光 and published in June 1942, once renamed 
Wen Tianxiang. 
12 The play was finished by Guo Moruo in December 1941 and published in July 1942. 
13 The play was written by Guo Moruo and published in October 1942. 
14 The play was ritten by Guo Moruo and put forth in July 1942, first named Construction. 
15 Tian Jin, 1946. 
16 Huang Zhigang, 1942. 
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thing about the historical plays during the war was that the playwrights all 
happened to focus on several historical subjects and then a few prominent styles 
emerged. The first focus was put on the period of domestic trouble and foreign 
invasion, especially in the history of the Southern and Northern Song dynasties, 
the end of the Song dynasty, the end of the Ming dynasty and the Southern Ming 
dynasty. Plays like this were known as “the historical plays of the national crisis”. 
The second focus was laid on the chaotic period of wars among dukes and 
princes, for example, the history of the Warring States period and the war 
between the states of Chu and Han. The plays like this were known as “the 
historical plays of uniting the chaotic country”. The third focus was on the 
peasant uprisings in the history, especially the uprising led by Li Zicheng 李自成 
in the end of the Ming dynasty and the Taiping Rebellion in the end of the Qing 
dynasty. The plays concerned with these were known as “the historical plays of 
peasant uprisings”. However, the distinction was relative. In fact, the time when 
the country was in peril was also a chaotic period in the whole society; national 
conflicts and peasant uprisings sometimes emerged at the same time. Therefore, 
the playwrights each had their own preference in choosing themes, but during the 
process of writing, the interweaving of all the factors was inevitable. The reasons 
for the playwrights to focus on the three subjects were not only because of the 
sense of reminiscence inherited from the Chinese literary tradition, but also 
because of the “practical political issues” that the playwrights were faced with 
during the War of Resistance against Japan and the process of the national 
reconstruction. The questions they had in mind were how to learn from the 
failing experience and national heroism in the history in order to deal with the 
present national crisis, how to appropriately ease the domestic conflicts during 
the war to prevent the repeat of the historical national tragedy, and what should 
be the right concept, right power and right way in the war to lead and motivate 
people all over China to establish a new united nation. Meanwhile, the 
playwrights also sensed the profound effect the big historical change of the war 
and revolution had on people’s faith and personality, and couldn’t help writing 
down their own thoughts and experiences. All of these endowed the historical 
plays during the war time not only with an anxiety of the nation and a sense of 
modern political morality, but also with a complex concern for humanity. 

One prominent and thought-provoking phenomenon related was that many 
left-wing playwrights or the pro-revolutionary playwrights like Guo Moruo, Tian 
Han 田汉, Ouyang Yuqian, Aying, Yang Hansheng 阳翰笙, Yu Ling 于伶, Chen 
Baichen 陈白尘 and Wu Zuguang etc., took the dominant positions in the 
historical play writings. A lot of their writings set the standard and showed the 
achievements of the historical plays during the war time and in the 1940s. 

Why did left wing playwrights take a dominant position in the writing of the 
historical plays? The requirements on a playwright in writing the historical plays 
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were more than the basic artistic talent like editing skills. It required an 
extraordinary historical cultivation, a development concept of history and the 
ability of the second creation with the current historical situation involving in it. 

The left-wing playwrights led by Guo Moruo, Aying and Yang Hansheng were 
superior in these three aspects. Not only was Guo Moruo an expert in the study 
of historiography, but Aying and Yang Hansheng also possessed the profound 
knowledge of history. Aying collected more than three hundred kinds of historical 
materials of the Southern Ming dynasty, and earned a commendation from Liu 
Yazi 柳亚子, the most famous historiographer of the Southern Ming dynasty. 
When writing the historical plays of the Southern Ming dynasty, he did a 
meticulous research and profound study and also discussed with Liu Yazi about 
historical events and heroes like Zheng Chenggong 郑成功. Therefore, he was 
able to “write with evidence, use the language of the historical figure in 
dialogues and tried his best to present the truth and reality about the 
characters.”17 Also, Yang Hansheng made his collection of historical materials 
about Taiping Rebellion. After a full preparation, he started the writing of the 
trilogy of Taiping Rebellion.18 Marxist historical materialism and dialectics were 
even more important than the collection of the historical materials or the study of 
historical events because it enabled the left-wing playwrights to obtain a grand 
historical consciousness. As a result, they could find out the root cause and the 
operating mechanism of the left-wing and the right-wing historical movements to 
see through the historical conflicts and grasp the trend of the historical movement. 
This was just what the newborn Marxist historiography was better than other 
genres of the historiography. This superiority was even approved by the 
important non-Marxist historiographers. On January, 1939, Qian Mu 钱穆 ever 
talked about “Chinese modern history” and divided it into the three genres of 
“the tradition”, “the renovation” and “the science”. He criticized, “the first and 
third genres are lacking systems and thus meaningless. They are merely a study 
of a textbook and have nothing to do with reality.” To “the genre of renovation”, 
Qian Mu had his dissatisfaction, but still he put justice first, he said, “only the 
genre of renovation has historiographical meaning and system and therefore 
could make historiography inosculate with reality, getting a good control of it. It 
focused on and evaluated our nation’s own culture and achievements. The 
historiography of the renovation was spread fast and became the mainstream. 
People now having opinions about historiography was due to the influence of the 
historiography of renovation.”19 “The renovational genre of the historiography 
with a focus on the reform of the social economic formation” referred to by Qian 

                                               
17 Wei Ruhui, 2003a, p. 119. 
18 Yang Hansheng, 1983, p. 2. 
19 Qian Mu, 1996, pp. 3–4. 
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Mu was actually the Marxist new historiography grew up in the 1930s in which 
Moruo Guo was one of the cofounders. At that time, the effect the historical view 
of Marxism had was not only in the field of historiography, but also on the 
historical consciousness of all the left wing artists as well. Therefore, it 
spontaneously became the historiographical guiding star of all the left wing 
playwrights in their historical play writings. This made them grasp the root of 
historical development and the general trends of social variance in the complex 
historical phenomenon better. They also could discern the complex meanings of 
the words and deeds of the historical figures in the historical conflicts. Other 
playwrights like Xu Xu 徐訏 were also talented, his chronicle play Fei gongren 
费宫人 (Ms. Fei, a Female Court Attendant),20 however, revealed the orthodox 
view of history. He was satisfied with grasping a legendary twig from the great 
historical event in the end of the Ming dynasty and making it an innovative 
melodrama with traditional loyalism as the theme. The play described the time 
after Li Zicheng occupied Beijing and emperor Chongzhen 崇祯 hanged himself. 
Fei Zhen’e 费贞娥 disguised herself as Princess Changping 长平公主 and was 
awarded to a great warrior Han Hu 韩虎 by Li Zicheng. Fei Zhen’e originally 
attempted to kill the roving bandit Li Zicheng, but she didn’t get any chance. 
Finally, she was married to Han Hu 韩虎 according to the regulations of the 
Ming dynasty and then killed him and herself at the wedding day.21 The 
historical plays like Lichuangwang 李闯王 (Li Zicheng the Roaming King) by 
left wing playwright Aying focused on the historical analysis of national conflicts 
and class conflicts in the end of the Ming dynasty. It profoundly exposed the 
reasons for Li Zicheng’s failure and Wu Sangui’s 吴三桂 surrender and vividly 
depicted the change of the historical characters’ personality. As for Li Puyuan 李
朴园, another writer of the historical plays, there were four plays collected in 
Puyuan shiju 朴园史剧 (The Historical Plays by Puyuan), but none of them 
showed any trace of the author’s historical analysis. Instead, a few stories were 
pieced together to make a play and nothing more. The key did not lie in the 
differences of the playwrights’ talents, but the historical consciousness and 
understanding, in which the left-wing playwrights like Aying were better than Xu 
Xu and Li Puyuan. The Marxist historical view had the characteristics of a 
revolutionary ideology, and was especially suitable for the analysis of the 
conflicts during turbulent times. More importantly, the excellent left-wing 
playwrights did not turn it into the doctrine while making use of it. The last and 
most important thing was that both the Marxist new historiography and the 

                                               
20 The play was published in September 1939. 
21 An unknown author (1940), Feigongren cihu 费宫人刺虎 (The Assassination of Luo Hu by 
Ms. Fei, a Female Court Attendant). The plot is similar to Fei gongren 费宫人 (Ms. Fei, a 
Female Court Attendant). 
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revolutionary left-wing literature, including the historical plays of left-wing, 
possessed the quality of actively involving in reality and the creation of history. 
As a matter of fact, the important left-wing playwrights themselves were the 
people who took the responsibilities of participating in the work of rebuilding 
modern Chinese society and taking up the new nation’s historical creation. The 
optimistic concept of historical development and the passion of taking up the 
historical responsibility not only made them confident while “looking forward”, 
but also made their imagination closer to the historical facts while they “looked 
back” on the history. Therefore, when the left-wing playwrights were making a 
second creation of the history of thousands of years, they naturally put 
themselves in others’ positions to imagine the vivid scenes and intimately feel the 
slight change of humanity in the historical events. It was just the convergence of 
all the factors on the left-wing playwrights that made them superior in general. 
This advantage not only made the fusty and conservative Guomindang playwrights 
dim, but also made talented non-left-wing playwrights relatively in the shade. 

2  The dual law of contradiction between the historical facts 
and the human ideality: Guo Moruo’s Qu Yuan and other 
historical plays of uniting the chaotic country 

It is safe to say that Guo Moruo has almost perfectly displayed the 
comprehensive advantage of the left-wing historical playwrights. 

“Once again I had to renounce the pen and join the army, while departing from 
the wife and kids. Ten years away from the country, ten years of tears and insults, 
three days I boated back and saw our flags. It was grateful that the bodies were 
buried in the land of China, with absolute sincerity I wrote this poem. Forty 
thousand people united together and fought for military uniforms.” 

On July 27th, 1937, when Guo Moruo ended his ten years of exile and secretly 
came back to China, he immediately learned from Lu Xun’s poem “Inured to 
pass my prized springtime; In such long, long nights and dead”, and wrote this 
great poem. And the return of this veteran of new literature not only made C.P.C. 
and left-wing culture recapture a cultural flag after the death of Lu Xun 鲁迅, but 
also made Guomindang feel grateful for getting a powerful force at the very 
historical moment of the War of Resistance. Actually, the permission for the 
return of Guo Moruo, who was a political criminal then, was given by the 
paramount of Guomindang and secretly operated by the Guomindang followers. 
Therefore, in February of 1938, Guo Moruo, who commanded the public respect 
and support, headed the third office of the political department of the Military 
Commission during the period of Guomindang-Communist Cooperation. He was 
in charge of the war-time propoganda and was under the direct leadership of 
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Zhou Enlai 周恩来, the vice director of the political department. However, the 
honey-moon of the second Guomindang-Communist Cooperation was soon over. 
In September of 1940, the Guomindang authorities dismissed the third office 
after finding out that it was not at their service. Soon the Working Committee of 
Culture was organized, but it existed only in name. Guo Moruo was again 
appointed as the director, but was not given any real power. Soon after that, the 
South-Anhui Incident broke out and the anti-communist hysteria and the splitting 
power came to the climax. The left-wing writers had a hard time in the 
Guomindang-ruled area. At that critical moment, Guo Moruo firmly held his 
ground in Chongqing with great prestige and exceptional courage, hence 
becoming the unyielding fighter against the anti-communist force in the cultural 
circles. Simultaneously, he reached the second climax of his writing career and 
made splendid achievements in historical plays. From December of 1941 to 
March of 1943, Guo Moruo had created six grand historical plays in succession, 
including Tangdi zhihua, a play of five acts,22 Quyuan, a play of five acts, Hufu, 
a play of five acts, Gao jianli, a play of five acts, Kongque dan 孔雀胆 (Peacock 
Gallbladder), a play of four acts and Nanguan cao 南冠草 (The Grass in the 
South), a play of five acts. The historical plays revealed the unrivalled artistic 
talent and profound historical insight of the famous poet-playwright. With these 
historical plays, Guo Moruo declared his political ideal and humanistic ideal as a 
revolutionary politician. His creation played a decisive role in the developments 
of the historical plays of uniting the chaotic country and the historical plays of 
the national crisis. Jiashen sanbainian ji 甲申三百年祭 (The Three-hundred-year 
Sacrificial Ceremony for the Jiashen Peasant Uprising) published later could 
serve as the guideline for the development of the historical plays of the peasant 
uprising. The article was employed by the Chinese Communist Party for the 
purpose of rectifying the incorrect working styles and building up the country 
after the war of resistance. 

The four historical plays of Tangdi zhihua, Qu Yuan, Hufu and Gao Jianli were 
all based on the historical facts from the period of the Warring States to the time 
when the first emperor of China united the country, therefore being called the 
historical plays of the period of the Warring States. These plays focused on the 
intense political struggles and human conflicts during the period when the dukes 
and princes were fighting against one another for the throne. Therefore, they 
gave voice to the author’s political ideal of uniting the country and building up a 
people’s republic where the common people were put in the foremost position 
and everyone could enjoy peace and freedom. In view of this, these four plays 
should be considered as the representatives of the historical plays of uniting the 

                                               
22 The second and third acts of this play were written in the early 1920s. Guo Moruo began to 
expand it into a play of five acts in 193 and finished it in December of 1941. 



XIE Zhixi 72 

chaotic country. 
Tangdi zhihua was based on the story of Nie Zheng 聂政 , the famous 

assassinator during the Warring States Period. According to Shiji cike liezhuan 
史记·刺客列传  (The Biographies of the Assassinators from The Book of 
History), Yan Zhongzi 严仲子 from Puyang 濮阳 served Marquis Ai of Han 
(Han Aihou 韩哀侯) and he bore a grudge against Xia Lei 侠累, the prime 
minister of the Han State. However, the grudge between Yan Zhongzi and Xia 
Lei was only the personal enmity that was not at all related to the state affairs. 
The reason why Nie Zheng “arrived in the State of Han and killed Xia Lei with 
his sword” was not because of any political ambition, but because he wanted to 
show his gratitude and loyalty to Yan Zhongzi. Therefore, Guo Moruo felt it not 
to his taste. In his opinion, “writing historical plays is not the same as compiling 
a book of history. The task of the playwright is to grasp the historical spirit, so he 
should not be bound up by the historical facts. The playwright can enjoy the 
freedom of creation and reverse the historical verdict. As for the accomplished 
facts, he can put forward new interpretation so as to transfer the true spirits of the 
ancient people to the modern times.”23 It was this new concept of the historical 
plays that enabled Guo Moruo to add his own experience and understanding of 
the War of Resistance against Japan to the story of Nie Zheng and then build up a 
grander historical background for the story. He imagined that “the ruler of the 
Sate of Han was Marquis Ai of Han and his prime minister Xia Lei took a 
pro-Qin position and proposed to divide the state of Jin into three parts. Yan 
Zhongzi, Xia Lei’s political enemy opposed his idea of the three division of Jin 
and called upon the rulers of the dukedoms to get united and defy the forces of 
Qin. However, he was defeated in the struggle and exiled to Puyang. He always 
wanted to get rid of Xia Lei and destroy his pro-Qin plot.”24 With this idea in 
mind, the author reconstructed the play Tangdi zhihua, in which Nie Zheng 
assassinated both Xia Lei and Marquis Ai of Han. In this way, the new play was 
endowed with greater historical and political significance and therefore surpassed 
the original story that was only confined to the feelings of personal resentments. 
Guo Moruo also said frankly, “the political purpose of this play is to support 
unification and oppose separation and the subjective opinion is obviously added 
to the plot construction. It has been everyone’s hope to eradicate the separatist 
force and reunite the country since the period of the Republic of China. It is also 
the hope of every one of the past ages. Therefore, this hope is common both to 
the ancient people and the modern people. I do not think it is very abrupt to add 
the feeling of the modern people to the story of the past.”25 In Hufu, the author 

                                               
23 Guo Moruo, 1986b, p. 273. 
24 Guo Moruo, 1986a, p. 280. 
25 Guo Moruo, 1986b, p. 277. 
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reconstructed the story of Lord Xinling (Xinling jun 信陵君), the prince of the 
state of Wei who stole the seal to save the state of Zhao with the help of 
Concubine Ru (Ruji 如姬). The dramatic conflict in the play helped to highlight 
the modern theme that instead of making compromise to the enemies, people 
should get united to resist the invasion and save the country. In terms of the 
structure of the play and the analysis of the human nature, Hufu was more 
remarkable and more profound than Tangdi zhihua. For example, the conflicts 
among Lord Xinling, Concubine Ru and the King of Wei not only reflected their 
contradictions in the political opinions, but also indicated their differences in the 
personality psychology and the human ideal. The character with the greatest 
personal charm and psychological depth was Concubine Ru. After her behavior 
of stealing the seal was disclosed, she could have fled to Handan and turned to 
Lord Xinling for help, but she chose to commit suicide. Before her death, she 
was faced with the distant image of her dead father and spoke a soliloquy like the 
famous “to be or not to be” by Hamlet. This long and solemn soliloquy unveiled 
her complex psychology and displayed her grave dignity at the critical moment 
of life and death. On the one hand, she was bearing gratitude, respect and love 
for Lord Xinling. On the other, these complex feelings intensified both her 
self-respect and self-inferiority. Eventually, in a fit of depression and desperation, 
she was determined to sacrifice her own life to maintain the brilliant reputation 
of Lord Xinling. 

 
Lord Xinling is the person to maintain and uphold justice. The brilliance that 
he gives off helps to enhance my courage... He is the sun, so I will be burned 
to death or cover his light if I approach him. I am only a small star hidden in a 
night of the sky and looked at him from the great distance. If I go to look for 
him, others will think we have done everything for the love between us. 
Everything about him is so wonderful and shining, including his spirit of 
sacrificing his life for a just cause, his compassion for the state of the world 
and its people, his great wisdom and his courage to defy all difficulties and 
dangers! His honor will be stained if I go to him. 

If I go to him, he will understand me and he surely will. What about the 
other people? Will they understand us? It is my responsibility to prevent the 
future generation from misunderstanding him. No! I cannot go to him and I 
definitely cannot! I will stay here for ever... 
 
On the other side, as the favorite concubine of the King of Wei, she hated him 

to the utmost. Her hatred was directed at his shameless acts of compromising and 
surrendering to the enemies and despicable behavior of not rescuing the dying. 
At the same time, the hatred was also directed at his tyrannical rule under which 
the human right was trampled on and the human dignity was violated. Therefore, 
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she was determined to commit suicide so as to show her defiance against the 
inhuman life and her desire for self-respect and freedom. 

 
(She looked back at Daliang 大梁.) Oh! You are the tyrant! You maltreat the 
people as if they were not human. You regard all the people as your horses and 
your tools. You threaten people with death and turned them into your slaves, 
your horses and your playthings. Now I will demonstrate to you the human 
dignity. The death you have created is not enough to frighten everyone! Death 
is now my friend and your authority is over! You tyrant! You should know that 
people can commit suicide, which is an act of dignity! Now I will demonstrate 
the human dignity to you! 
 
The solemn and tragic death of Concubine Ru and her soliloquy before death 

brought the play to its climax. At the same time, the theme of the play was also 
shifted from resisting invasion and opposing surrender to rebelling against the 
tyrannical rule and pursuing for the human liberation. The story was not based on 
the historical record, but was created by Guo Moruo. However, in view of the 
thought of human-orientation popular during the Warring States period and the 
specific situations of the characters, the author’s description and portrait did not 
come from nothing. Instead, they were derived from the in-depth analysis of the 
historical facts and the human nature. 

The extraordinary historical insight and the exceptional artistic talent of Guo 
Moruo was also displayed in Guo Jianli. When he lived in exile in Japan, he had 
the idea of “writing out the story of Gao Jianli”,26 but he did not have the 
opportunity to fulfill his long-cherished wish until June of 1942. The play was 
originally named Zhu 筑 (Construction) and published on the fourth issue of 
Xiju chunqiu 戏剧春秋 (The Spring and Autumn of Chinese Opera) in October 
of 1942. However, it was said that “Qinshihuang 秦始皇 (the first emperor of 
the Qin dynasty) was portrayed to allude to Jiang Jieshi 蒋介石  (Chiang 
Kai-shek)”, so the play “did not pass the censorship”.27 Therefore, Gao Jianli 
could not be put on stage and the first edition did not come out until 1964. 
Ironically, the best-portrayed character in the play was neither the hero Gao Jianli 
nor the villain Qinshihuang, but the supporting character Zhao Gao 赵高 . 
According to the official history, Zhao Gao was nothing but a contemptible 
eunuch. He seduced Hu Hai 胡亥 to do the evil acts, which led to the destruction 
of the State of Qin. Therefore, the critics of the past ages unanimously 
condemned Zhao Gao as the crafty and evil person who damaged the country and 
harmed its people, though they all agreed that the tyrannical Qin rulers deserved 

                                               
26 Guo Moruo, 1986e, p. 113. 
27 Guo Moruo, 1986d, p. 129. 
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such a fate. None of them have probed into his motive for misleading Hu Hai. 
According to Guo Moruo’s diary, it was quite difficult for him to describe Zhao 
Gao seducing Hu Hai to do evil acts. However, the diary of the next day told us 
that the portrait of Zhao Gao was quite successful.28 It turned out that Guo 
Moruo felt it difficult for him to go on writing, so he reread “Mengtian liezhuan 
蒙恬列传 (The Biography of Meng Tian)” of Shiji. He found out that “Zhao Gao 
and his brothers were all castrated and their mother was sentenced to death. 
Therefore, every generation of the Zhao family were considered as low and 
humble.” At this moment, an idea suddenly came to his mind that “Zhao Gao is 
actually a calculating person who could think and plan far ahead. He destroyed 
the State of Qin from inside so as to revenge the deaths of his parents.”29 The 
portrait of Zhao Gao made according to this clue would explain to the readers the 
reason why he seduced Hu Hai to do evil was because of the irreconcilable 
family hatred. At the same time, the vicious circle of hatred begetting hatred also 
showed to the readers that the extremely tyrannical rule would definitely give 
rise to the extremely abnormal rebellion. Probably, the author meant to tell the 
people who were resisting the foreign invasion and building up their own country 
that a united nation-state should not be ruled by a cruel despot. The rebellion 
against the despotic rule would be deprived of its validity and constructiveness if 
it was made abnormal and extreme. It should be said that Guo Moruo made a 
new interpretation of Zhao Gao, the established character and his role in 
overthrowing the rule of Qin, which reflected his historical insight and his artistic 
talent. In addition, this new interpretation also showed his insight into the 
abnormal psychology, which enabled him to probe deep into the disposition and 
the behavior of a specific historical figure. As a result, the depth of human nature 
was revealed after the historical reflection. 

Qu Yuan was generally accepted as the masterpiece of Guo Moruo. The play 
disclosed all kinds of conflicts during the process of uniting a chaotic country 
and gave expression to the author’s indignation at the political reality during the 
war time and his wish to build up a united nation-state. Besides, it also indicated 
the author’s feeling towards the dual law of contradiction during the process of 
historical operation. According to Guo Moruo’s historical study, Qu Yuan lived in 
the Warring States period when Chinese society was experiencing great changes. 
The changes were manifold. The first one was the political change through which 
the small dukedoms that were fighting against one another would be united into 
one big country. This tendency towards unification would benefit the 
development of the Chinese nation. Therefore, “the scholars in the pre-Qin 
period all cherished the idea of the great unification and they all wanted to unite 
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29 Guo Moruo, 1986j, p. 123. 
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the country”. The second one was the social change in which the slavery gave 
way to the feudal system. The third one was the ideological revolution brought 
about during the shift from the slave society to the feudal society. For example, 
the people-based thought said that “people are the most precious, the country 
next, the ruler is the least important”. The humanitarian ethical thought promoted 
benevolence and universal love. The political thought said that “the ruler should 
govern with the power of his virtue”. All these ideas and many others joined 
together and converged into a great trend of thought with Confucianism as the 
guiding star. Among the three great changes, the social revolution was the most 
important, but it was only in the state of a natural evolution. The ideological 
revolution reflected the humanistic ideal of the know ledged class, so it was not 
popular among the common people. By comparison, the political process of 
unification, just as Guo Moruo said, was the historical requirement accepted by 
the people with insight. “During the Spring and Autumn and the Warring States 
periods and especially in the late Warring States period, China was in the 
situation where ‘all the vehicles are running in the same lane and all the articles 
are written in the same language’. Therefore, the whole China was waiting for a 
state to accomplish the great unification.” At that time, the State of Qin and the 
State of Chu were both qualified for this great task. The scholars at that time 
were accordingly divided into two groups. The people who advocated the 
benevolent rule, such as the Confucian scholars were generally opposed to Qin 
while those who advocated the rule of law, such as the scholars of the Legalist 
School tended to defend Qin. The stirring and tragic story of Qu Yuan took place 
in such historical and ideological backgrounds. On the one hand, Qu Yuan 
cherished the idea of the benevolent rule and was opposed to the rule of force 
carried out in the State of Qin, so he hoped that the State of Chu could 
accomplish the task of uniting the country. What is more, “Qu Yuan’s thought 
was advanced and he was one of the Confucian scholars in the south. During the 
transition from the slave society to the feudal society, the Confucian thought was 
the progressive one”. On the other hand, “at that time, the State of Chu felt 
secure because of its vast territory and never showed any solicitude for its 
people”.30 The cruelty to its people and the compromise to the State of Qin led to 
the fall of the State of Chu. Eventually Chu was forced to move its capital city 
and the state was unable to recover after this major set-back. During the process, 
Qu Yuan had been fighting persistently and dauntlessly against the evil forces, 
but he was hopelessly outnumbered and tragically defeated. He witnessed “the 
State of Chu was made a terrible mess at the hands of two self-indulgent kings 
and a group of treacherous court officials. The State of Qin was about to unite 

                                               
30 “Zhongshan ce” 中山策 (“Zhongshan Strategy”) from Zhanguo ce 战国策 (Strategies of 
the Warring States). 
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and rule the country by force, which is all the more disappointing than the 
destruction of Chu. Faced with such a grave disappointment, what can Qu Yuan, 
the idealist do? I think he had no choice except to take his own life.”31 

It is according to the profound historical analysis and the reasonable historical 
interpretation discussed above that Guo Moruo described the dual conflicts that 
Qu Yuan was faced with. The first one was the political conflict between resisting 
the invasion of Qin and making compromise to Qin or between the benevolent 
rule and the rule of law. The second one was the ideological conflict between the 
people-based thought advocated by the Confucian and Mohist scholars and the 
principle of force and law upheld by the Legalist scholars. Qu Yuan was always 
standing on the side of the just and the progressive in both conflicts. However, at 
the end of the struggles, Qu Yuan was defeated and the State of Chu was 
conquered after contiguously moving backwards in politics. In contrast, the 
sinister plots of Qin were successfully carried out one after another. Therefore, 
the author reconstructed the image of Qu Yuan and rewrote his tragic story. Qu 
Yuan was no longer “the arrogant poet who was proud of his talent and indignant 
at everything”.32 Instead, he was not only a patriotic and loyal court official 
“who showed concern for both the State of Chu and King Huai of Chu (Chu 
Huaiwang 楚怀王)”,33 but also a great poet, politician and tragic hero who 
embraced the people-based thought, had a penetrating insight into the trend of 
moving from separation to unification, stuck to the correct political opinion and 
eventually devoted his life to the great ideal. In terms of the foreign policy, he 
proposed that Chu should unite the kingdoms in Shandong and resist the invasion 
of Qin together and in terms of the domestic policy, he thought that the king of 
Chu should govern the country by means of his virtue. Only in this way, could 
the State of Chu accomplish the great cause of uniting the whole China. For this 
reason, Qu Yuan had suffered repeated set-backs and heavy blows, which 
however did not change his mind. Even after he was falsely accused, he still 
persisted in his ideal and persuaded King Huai calmly and gravely. 

 
My dear king, it is all right for me if I am forbidden to come to the court or 
meet you. It is not wrong of you to listen to me. You should show more 
concern for the people of Chu and the people of China. The people all want to 
have a better life and get the split country united. It is not wrong of you to 
follow my advice, show concern for the people and build up friendly 
relationships with the kingdoms in Shandong through political marriages. If 
you continue doing that, the great cause of uniting China will be accomplished 

                                               
31 Guo Moruo, 1982, p. 57, p. 86, p. 90, pp. 92–93, p. 103, p. 104. 
32 The Preface to Li Sao by Ban Gu 班固. 
33 “The Biographies of Qu Yuan and Jia Sheng” from Shiji. 
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by you. 
 
The final analysis revealed to us that the tragedy of Qu Yuan was derived from 

“the great distance between his ideal and the real situation of the State of Chu. 
Therefore, he was extremely disappointed and died as a martyr”.34 Guo Moruo 
purposefully arranged Qu Yuan’s tragic struggle in the situation where despotism 
and the idea of making compromise held sway while the people-based thought 
suffered repeated set-backs. Obviously, he was alluding to the social reality and 
warning against the authorities. Nevertheless, Qu Yuan was not merely a political 
allegory and the play also implied the author’s understanding of the humanistic 
history. Such Western philosophers as Kant, Hegel and Engles all showed 
profound insight into the dual law of contradiction between the historical reality 
and the humanistic ideal. The two usually do not match up. Sometimes, the evil 
force will have its way, but it also promotes the development of history. Although 
Guo Moruo did not sum up the idea clearly, he had already realized it when he 
was making the outline of Qu Yuan’s story. On the one hand, he eulogized the 
people-based thought and the rebellious spirit of Qu Yuan, lamented his tragic 
death and felt sorry for the State of Chu that had let slip a golden opportunity. On 
the other hand, he was forced to admit that the unification of China by the State 
of Qin by force demonstrated the victory of the realism of the North over the 
romanticism of the South.35 He also admitted that the historical achievement of 
Zhang Yi 张仪, the enemy of Qu Yuan and that of the State of Qin, the enemy of 
the State of Chu should be recognized. He thought that “in the play, Zhang Yi 
was wronged and he was sacrificed to set off the dignity of Qu Yuan. In the 
opinion of a historian, Zhang Yi had done his contribution to the unification of 
China.”36 

It is true that Qu Yuan, the play was not a simple reproduction of the story of 
Qu Yuan. Guo Moruo clearly realized that he would encounter many difficulties 
during the process of transforming the heroic deeds of Qu Yuan into the art of 
drama and the biggest one might be the structure of the play. “Qu Yuan’s life 
experience is too long and how can I put it on the stage?”37 The original plan 
was to write two full-length plays to achieve a complete reproduction of Qu 
Yuan’s tragic life, but the plan was given up by the author the moment he started 
to write. As a result, he only wrote a play of five acts, which “described one day 
of Qu Yuan’s life from the early morning to the late midnight. The whole life 
experience of Qu Yuan seemed to be summed up in this one day.”38 On this day, 
                                               
34 Guo Moruo, 1982, p. 103. 
35 Ibid, p. 102. 
36 Guo Moruo, 1986c, p. 403. 
37 Ibid., p. 397. 
38 Ibid., p. 404. 
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all the conflicts were incidentally and also inevitably drawn together and reached 
the climax and Qu Yuan experienced the violent ups and downs. When the 
curtain was lifted, it was in the early morning and Qu Yuan was chanting poetry 
and reading history in orange garden. He was genuinely elated because the day 
before he had made great efforts to save a desperate situation. With his help, 
King Huai of Chu defeated the plot of Zhang Yi, the envoy of Qin and prevented 
the diplomatic relations between the States of Qi and Chu from being destroyed. 
Zhang Yi would not give up and resorted to the scheme of offering the beautiful 
girls to King Huai, which forced Nanhou 南后 (King Huai’ queen named Zheng 
Xiu 郑袖) to falsely accuse Qu Yuan in the dancing party held in the morning so 
as to maintain her own position. The fatuous king changed his decision in a fit of 
anger and the situation took a sudden turn for the worse. After being framed up, 
Qu Yuan was imprisoned in Donghuang Taiyi Temple and threatened with the 
death penalty. Later, the faithful Chanjuan 婵娟 took the poison by mistake, so 
he escaped death by sheer luck. Late in the midnight, one of the guards was 
moved by Qu Yuan’s spirit and killed the murderer Zheng Zhanyin 郑詹尹. He 
offered to be Qu Yuan’s servant and the two resolutely ran towards the people of 
the North, leaving behind the temple enveloped in flames. At the end of the play, 
the audience were left with hope and implication. The one day presented on the 
stage was the crystallization of Qu Yuan’s whole tragic life and the plot 
development was very smooth, so the play was said to be a genius creation in 
terms of structure. In addition, the play was also transformed from a rigid 
biographical play to a condensed and profound tragedy. Besides, the vivid 
portraits of the Nanhou and Chanjuan and the poetical language in the play also 
pointed to the exceptional talent of the author. All that mentioned above made Qu 
Yuan an outstanding piece among the modern Chinese drama and the play was 
said to “be the perfect work that opens up the frontiers of Chinese poetic 
drama”.39 

3  The difficult choice between “home” and “country”: The 
plays of national crisis by Aying and Yao Ke 

The plays of the national crisis were usually based on the stories happened at the 
critical moment of the dynastic changes, but the focus was not put on the national 
conflict, but on the different choices that people had made under the background 
of the national crisis. The faithful and adamant martyrs were eulogized and the 
treacherous traitors were condemned. The unavoidable moral tests and the 
comparison and contrast between different historical figures were employed to 

                                               
39 Wang Yaping, 1942. 



XIE Zhixi 80 

arouse the national consciousness of the people and teach them that the 
responsibility of defending the country falls on all the people. In this way, the 
moral sentiments of faithfulness, constancy and selflessness among people were 
enhanced. The historical plays with the function of moralization would meet the 
needs of resisting the Japanese invasion and saving the country from extinction. 
Therefore, those plays came out one after another and the audience responded 
warmly. The “plays about the history of the Southern Ming dynasty” written by 
Aying were among the best of this kind of plays. 

Aying was one of the famous left-wing critics working actively from the late 
1920s to the early 1930s. He once joined the “left-wing movie group”, 
responsible for writing movie script and plays. After the War of Resistance 
against Japan broke out, Aying had been holding on to “the isolated island” for 
many years, engaging himself in the creation of the plays about the history of the 
Southern Ming dynasty. In the late 1941, the Pacific War broke out and “the 
isolated island” was occupied by the Japanese troops. He was forced to leave 
Shanghai for Northern Jiangsu Base for the War of Resistance against Japan,40 
working as a cultural leader in the “New Fourth Army”. The Southern Ming 
dynasty referred to the provisional regimes founded by the kings of the vassal 
states of the Ming dynasty in the south from 1644 to 1662, including the 
Hongguang 弘光 regime, the Longwu 隆武 regime, the Yongli 永历 regime 
and the regime founded by King Lu (Luwang 鲁王 ). In addition, Zheng 
Chenggong, the adopted son of Emperor Longwu also founded the anti-Qing 
regime in Fujian and Taiwan. Although the surviving force of the Southern Ming 
dynasty continuously retreated in defeat due to the full press of the Qing troops 
and the intense inside conflicts, many national heroes with a strong sense of 
righteousness emerged in the Southern Ming territory and they remained faithful 
and unyielding in the turbulent times. Their heroic and moving deeds naturally 
became the hot topics for the writers of the historical plays after the War of 
Resistance against Japan broke out. At that time, the historical materials of the 
Southern Ming dynasty collected by Aying and his experience in play writing 
came in handy. Hence, he held the greatest ambition and planned to write four 
plays concerned with the history of the Southern Ming dynasty, including Bixue 
hua 碧血花 (The Blood-stained Flowers),41 Haiguo yingxiong 海国英雄 (The 
Hero of the Coastal Country),42 Yang’E zhan and Xuan’ao shenyuan 悬岙神猿 

                                               
40 Aying did not write down the exact time when he left the “isolated island”, and it might be the 
end of 1941 according to his recollection and the research of some scholars. Aying spent the most 
time of the year 1941 in Shanghai and he published many articles in the magazines in Shanghai 
in November of that year. Therefore, it can be concluded that he left Shanghai at the end of 1941.  
41 The play was published in 1939, originally named The Anger and Resentment in the Late 
Ming Dynasty and later also named Ge Nenniang. 
42 The play was published in 1940, also named Zheng Chenggong. 
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(The Magical Monkey).43 He believed that “the four plays can sum up the history 
of the Southern Ming dynasty”.44 Although the author only finished the first 
three,45 these plays should fairly be considered as the outstanding pieces among 
the plays about the history of the Southern Ming dynasty and the model works 
among the plays of the national crisis.  

The same as such left-wing writers as Xia Yan 夏衍 and Yu Ling who had 
held on to “the isolated island”, Aying was extremely concerned about how to 
encourage the people to fight firmly against the invaders. He especially wanted 
to lift the spirit of the five million Shanghai people who had to safeguard the 
psychological defense line and wait for the dawn of liberation. Therefore, he 
selected the typical historical facts of the Southern Ming dynasty with the utmost 
care and glorified the national heroes by singing their praises so as to advocate 
their unyielding national spirits. Similar to Li Xiangjun 李香君 in Taohua shan 
桃花扇 (The Peach Blossom Fan), Ge Nenniang 葛嫩娘 in Bixue hua was one 
of the famous prostitutes at the River Qinhuai who emerged unstained from the 
filth, but she was “more active in politics than Li Xiangjun”.46 Li Xiangjun only 
hoped to prevent Hou Fangyu 侯方域, the gentleman she loved from being 
contaminated by evil influences. In contrast, Ge Nenniang was always 
accompanying Sun Kewei 孙克咸, the gentleman loving her and encouraged him 
to join the anti-Qing troops. Later, the two were captured after being defeated 
and both died heroic deaths. In the play, the other two pairs of lovers, Yu Danxin 
余澹心 and Li Shiniang 李十娘 and Cai Ruheng 蔡如衡 and Chen Weibo 陈微

波 had done the same heroic deeds. Yang’E zhan reconstructed the image of 
Yang E 杨娥, a famous anti-Qing hero in the south of Yunnan who died before 
realizing her ambition. Her husband Zhang Xiaowu 张小武 escorted Emperor 
Yongli 永历 to Burma and later Emperor Yongli was killed by Wu Sangui 吴三

桂 and Zhang Xiaowu also died for his country. Filled with both national and 
family hatred, Yang E sneaked into Wu Sangui’s mansion to assassinate him, but 
failed. She then opened a wine shop near the barracks of Wu’s army and 
attempted to seduce Wu Sangui with her beauty and accomplishments. 
Unfortunately she did not find the opportunity to revenge her husband’s death 
and eventually died in depression. Haiguo yingxiong reconstructed the image of 

                                               
43 The play was about the story of Zhang Cangshui 张苍水. 
44 Wei Ruhui, 2003c, p.113. 
45 Some scholars claimed that Aying had written Xuan’ao shenyuan, but the play was not 
included in The Collection of Aying’s Works. Aying published “Zhang Cangshui: one of the 
characters in Xuan’ao shenyuan” in Shanghai Weekly on November 1, 1941, which obviously the 
preparation for the play. Later, the Japanese troops conquered the isolated island and Aying left 
Shanghai before he had the time to start the play. There was no record about Xuan’ao shenyuan in 
his diary, so probably he did not finish the play.  
46 Wei Ruhui, 2003f, p. 347. 
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Zheng Chenggong, the great national hero who workded arduously all through 
his life. “The author correctly grasped the major turn points in Zheng 
Chenggong’s life so as to promote the flexible fighting spirit of this great 
national hero”.47 This “flexible fighting spirit” could be best interrelated with the 
colloquial expressions of the common people. “The prince really deserved our 
respect and he fought all the way through. When the emperor was killed, he went 
on fighting. When his mother was captured and killed, he went on fighting. He 
went on fighting after he succeeded. He went on fighting after he was defeated.” 
This spirit that kept people unyielding in the face of brutal force was the 
combination of the national consciousness and human dignity and it was the 
common trait of all the heroic men and women created by Aying. Obviously, 
Aying there and then dramatized the spirit for the purpose of encouraging the 
people who were strenuously resisting the invasion, especially the people in the 
conquered area. However, Aying did not turn the plays about the Southern Ming 
dynasty into the mouthpiece of the national spirit. The national heroes created by 
him were the perfect human beings, but the people with both high aspirations and 
personal weaknesses. “The flexible fighting spirit” supported them in distress 
and loneliness. In Haiguo yingxiong, there was a description of the 
communication between Zheng Chenggong and his son during the interval of his 
busy military duties. The description highlighted the hero’s difficult choice 
between “home” and “homeland”. 

 
Zheng Yu 郑瑜. (distressingly) I clearly know that my father is a great hero 
and an outstanding person, but it never occurred to me that you had such great 
sorrow hidden in your heart. 

Cheng Gong. Because of this, I feel all the more miserable. My son, don’t 
you know that I am human in spite of the fact that I am a great hero and an 
outstanding person? Human beings have feelings and worries and how can I be 
happy? The country is conquered and the family is broken. My father cannot 
live to see the country and the family rebuilt. My mother is more tragic and 
she was even raped and killed. In order to build up a more solid foundation for 
the revenge plan, I was forced to kill your uncle Zheng Lian 郑联 and drove 
away your uncle Zheng Cai 郑彩. Your stepmother and three younger brothers 
got drowned in the sea during the northern expedition. Why is my life so tragic? 
With so many tragic happenings, how can I not feel sad? How can I not feel 
sad even though I am a great hero? 
 
Zheng Yu came to a sudden realization and was overwhelmed with the great 

sorrow. Zheng Chenggong recovered himself and comforted his son by saying, 
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“this is only one side of your father and I happened to reveal it to you today. In 
fact, I am as calm as ever. I will not feel frustrated or disappointed. The more 
pain I feel, the more determined I will be; the more pain I feel, the more eager 
my heart will be. That will only enhance my desire for revenge!” In the plays 
written by Aying, the attention was paid to the combination of the hero’s moral 
character and his emotions. In addition, the proportions of “drama” and “history” 
were calculated to a nicety. On the one hand, he had collected so large an amount 
of historical materials concerned that almost every sentence spoken by the 
character was based on the historical fact. On the other, he understood that 
writing the historical plays was not to copy the historical facts, so he sometimes 
gave up and even change the historical fact a little bit no matter how painful it 
was.48 Besides, Aying ever tried to introduce some elements of the traditional 
opera into drama, such as the rhythmic dialogue, but he failed. However, the 
great efforts he had devoted to our nation and the revival of art should be given 
due attention. 

Zhengqi ge by Wu Zuguang, Kongque dan and Nanguan cao by Guo Moruo, 
and Qinggong yuan by Yao Ke 姚克 were all the famous pieces among the plays 
of the national crisis. Zhengqi ge and Nanguan cao were respectively based on 
the heroic deed of Wen Tianxiang, the national hero in the late Song dynasty and 
that of Xia Wanchun 夏完淳, the national hero in the late Ming dynasty. The 
purpose of the authors was to encourage the people of wartime to learn from the 
martyrs and uphold the national integrity. Zhengqi ge was once renamed as Wen 
Tianxiang and put on stage in Shanghai that was conquered by the Japanese 
troops. The play was warmly received by the audience and strengthened the faith 
of the people in the conquered area. Kongque dan and Qinggong yuan revealed 
the moral dilemma and confusion of the historical figures at the time of the 
national crisis. 

Kongque dan was different from other plays of the national crisis in that the 
story happened in the late Yuan dynasty when the tyrannical rule of a different 
race was about to collapse and the oppressed Han people were about to welcome 
the national revival. The difference of the play was also highlighted by the 
complex cultural endowments and personalities of the hero and heroin. On the 
one hand, the hero Duan Gong 段功 was a person of the oppressed nationality 
and had the illusion of shielding his hometown from the chaos caused by war and 
keeping his happy family intact. Therefore, he blindly believed in the “good will” 
of the ruler and took the wrong way of giving up struggle and making 
compromise to the enemy. Eventually, he had to suffer the consequence of his 
own doing and was killed by the ruler. On the other hand, Princess Agai 阿盖, 
the heroin was one of the rulers, but she was edified by the Han culture and had a 
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kind heart. She was extremely devoted to Duan Gong, but at the same time, she 
could not defy the order of her father. At last, she had to sacrifice her own life to 
revenge her husband’s death and her death also wakened up her fatuous father. 
As for the prime minister and the queen, they were driven by their swelling 
vanity and ambitions. At last, they still refused to take their fate of being defeated 
and did many evil deeds in the violent mental agitation. Therefore, in Kongque 
dan, the national conflict and the human conflict intertwined with each other and 
it also took the author sometime to develop a deeper understanding of that. Guo 
Moruo said, “At first, my focus was placed on Princess Agai and the unity of 
different nationalities. The evil prime minister stood in contrast to Agai. What 
about Duan Gong? I only put him in a subordinating position. Besides, I also 
wanted to avoid one possibility. That is to say, I was afraid of hurting the feelings 
of the people of other nationalities. Therefore, I portrayed Duan Gong in a vague 
way.”49 Soon after, Guo Moruo shook off the worries and came to realize that 
Duan Gong was a sympathetic figure, but he had made too many compromises. 
“The person who makes compromise must have his own intention and he must 
be a smart person. The reason for him to fall into a pit of his own digging was the 
love of King Liang and Princess Agai. He was bound up by the love and 
eventually stuck up in the mud. This may turned Duan Gong into a tragic 
figure.”50 The tragic fate of Duan Gong was due to the irreconcilable conflict 
between different nationalities and his own personality. Both from the 
perspective of politics and in terms of human nature, making compromise would 
be one of the political tendencies at the time of the national crisis. Usually, the 
playwrights would oversimplify the description of the compromisers due to the 
great indignation. However, Guo Moruo’s exceptional talent displayed itself 
when he later polished Kongque dan. One the one hand, he added a sympathetic 
touch to the character portrayal of Duan Gong and on the other, he revealed the 
evil consequence of his compromise from the perspective of the complex 
national and interpersonal relationships. In this way, both the tragic flavor and 
the historical significance of the play were enhanced. However, the tragic love 
between the hero and heroin and the abnormal psychology of the villains were so 
remarkably described that most of the audience were attracted by the love story 
and neglected the author’s intention of warning people against the tendency of 
making compromise in the time of the national crisis. Therefore, in terms of the 
audience’s acceptance, the theme of the play was overshadowed by its motif, 
which later aroused a lot of discussion and criticism.51   

Yao Ke (1905–1991), the author of Qinggong yuan graduated from Soochow 
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51 Guo Moruo, 1986g; Guo Moruo, 1986h; Guo Moruo, 1986i. 
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University and had a good command of English. He approached the league of the 
left-wing writers in the 1930s and ever collaborated with the progressive 
journalist Edgar Snow in the translation of the works of Lu Xun 鲁迅 and other 
revolutionary writers. In 1937, he went to Britain to study and one year later he 
went to Yale University to study drama. In 1940, he came back to Shanghai “the 
isolated island” and engaged himself in writing and directing plays until the 
victory of the War of Resistance against Japan. Yao Ke had written such 
historical plays as Qinggong yuan, Chu bawang 楚霸王  (Xiang Yu the 
Conqueror) and Meiren ji 美人计 (The Beauty Trap) and was the best writer of 
the historical plays outside the league of the left-wing writers. His masterpiece, 
Qinggong yuan was written in the first half of 1941 and from July to October of 
the same year, the plays was performed in Shanghai, achieving the greatest stage 
effect ever. The story happed in the Qing court around the time of Hundred Days’ 
Reform. At that time, the royal court of the Qing dynasty was faced with troubles 
at home and aggression from abroad and Chinese nation was at the critical 
moment of life and death. A lot of conflicts and disputes were aroused in the 
royal court. Obviously, the playwright was faced with a big challenge of 
selecting the details from the artistic perspective. Yao Ke reined over the 
numerous details by simplifying them. He took as the clue the conflicts among 
the floppy and conservative Empress Dowager Cixi 慈禧 , the young and 
ambitious Emperor Guangxu 光绪 and his favorite Concubine Zhen 珍妃. In 
this way, the overt and covert fighting, the domestic troubles and the foreign 
invasions from the 13th year (1887) to the 26th year (1900) of the Guangxu reign 
were pieced together. The play began with Concubine Zhen’s failed election and 
ended with her death. The author ingeniously employed the story of the hatred in 
the royal court to reflect the political and human conflicts at the time of the 
national crisis, which suited both refined and popular tastes. Up to then, Yao Ke 
had carefully observed both the Chinese drama and Western drama and 
developed his unique understanding of the two, so he would neither follow the 
beaten track nor pursue novelty for its own sake. Instead, he wanted to combine 
the form of the traditional Chinese opera with the Western skill of play writing, 
which was reflected in Qinggong yuan as the secondary structure of combining 
acts and piece (a concept in the traditional Chinese opera) together.52 As a result, 
the play enjoyed the benefits of both the compact structure of the Western drama 
and the unhurried performance of the traditional Chinese opera. The dramatic 
construction with both the Western and Chinese flavors and the new and old 
elements was quite to the taste of the Shanghai audience. In terms of the art of 
drama, the most brilliant part of the play lay in the portrayal of the three major 
characters who were involved in the political and family conflicts. Indeed, the 
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conflicts of the Chinese royal court could not be separated from the family hatred 
and disputes among the mother, the son and the daughter-in-law. Empress 
Dowager Cixi portrayed by Yao Ke was an empress who would not like to give 
up her political power, a mother who would not give freedom to her adopted son 
and a mother-in-law who was greatly disturbed by the intelligence of her 
daughter-in-law. Concubine Zhen was beautiful and intelligent and had her own 
idea about everything, which both attracted the attention of Emperor Guangxu 
and aroused the jealousy of Cixi. The one caught in the middle was Emperor 
Guangxu. On the one hand, he loved Concubine Zhen deeply and was 
encouraged by her to carry out the political reform. On the other, faced with the 
despotic power of Cixi, he had to oppress his love and his political ambition. The 
description of the political disputes with the domesticized nature not only lent 
enjoyment to the play, but also enhanced the profundity and intensity of the 
author’s gaze at the human nature and human psychology. The audience and the 
readers were able to get the implied meaning from the story happened in the 
royal court. During the transitional period between the 19th and the 20th century, 
the rulers of the Qing dynasty still stuck to the political pattern of 
“family-governed monarchic country”. In this way, the inside relationship of the 
“first family” could be handled well, let alone the military and diplomatic 
relationships with other countries in the world. This in turn caused the national 
crisis of modern China. However, in order to arouse the audience’s interest, Yao 
Ke purposefully intensified the conflicts between the characters and increased the 
weight of the love story, thus verging on the danger of turning the serious and 
complex historical events into the simple and interesting stories. The “heavy 
spice” of the stories in the royal court somehow made the author’s implied 
meaning very vague. Later in Chu bawang and Meiren ji, the author also dished 
up the same old stuff of the legends of the heroic men and women, so the 
audience would naturally feel tasteless. In addition, in Qinggong yuan, Yao Ke 
only lightly mentioned the foreign reason for the Chinese national crisis while 
irrationally put the emphasis on the domestic elements, such as the Yieh quan 义
和拳 (Boxer Rebellion). This was the biased opinion of the elite educated in the 
Western universities, which foreshadowed the criticism made on the movie 
version of Qinggong yuan after the founding of the P.R.C. 

4  Uncovering the historical truth and the secrets of the 
human nature: Tianguo chunqiu by Yang Hansheng and other 
plays of the peasants uprising 

The representative works among the plays of peasants uprising included Li 
Xiucheng zhisi 李秀成之死 (The Death of Li Xiucheng) (1939) and Tianguo 
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chunqiu by Yang Hansheng, Hongxuanjiao and Li Chuangwang by Aying and 
Zhongwang Li Xiucheng by Ouyang Yuqian. All the plays mentioned above were 
based either on the rebellion led by Li Zicheng in the Late Ming dynasty or on 
the Taiping Rebellion in the late Qing dynasty. And the authors were either the 
left-wing writers (such as Yang Hansheng and Aying) or very close to the 
left-wing writers (such as Ouyang Yuqian). People of the past and the present 
time all could find out the uniqueness of these plays. In the midst of the political 
competition between the Communist Party and Guomindang and the cultural 
competition between the left-wing and the right-wing scholars, the left-wing 
writers showed unprecedented enthusiasm in the historical plays of the peasants 
uprising. Obviously, they wanted to make use of the special characteristics of the 
peasants uprising to show that they took a class stand different from that of 
Guomindang and the right-wing writers. At the same time, they also aimed at 
providing some historical experience and lessons for building up a new national 
state and establishing the people’s regime. We should admit that the political 
tendency and implication did exist in the historical plays of the peasants uprising 
created by the left-wing writers. For example, Lichuangwang was constructed 
according to Jiashen sanbainian ji, which was set by the central committee of 
Chinese Communist Party as the work that people must read in the rectification 
movement. However, if one dismissed the historical plays of the peasants 
uprising as the mouthpiece of the party politics and believed that there was 
nothing in the plays but the doctrines of class struggle, he must have taken 
everything for granted. 

In fact, in the plays written by the left-wing writers, the historical reflection of 
the authors did not remain submerged beneath their sympathy for and 
understanding of the peasants uprising. The revelation they obtained from the 
tragedy of the peasants uprising went beyond both the peasant consciousness and 
the class concept. The audience would be fascinated by the profound historical 
reflection and the artistic charm of tragedy. In terms of this, Tianguo chunqiu by 
Yang Hansheng and Hong Xuanjiao by Aying were the two gems among the 
historical plays of the peasants uprising. Both of the plays were based on the 
inside strife of Taiping Heavenly Kingdom and both were written in the year 
1941, which was not a sheer coincidence. After the “Wannan Incident”, the 
friction between the Communist Party and Guomindang was intensified and the 
united national front was on the verge of destruction. Therefore, the two authors 
had the political purpose of telling people to learn from the historical lessons and 
get untied in the War of Resistance against Japan, which was their common 
starting point. Later, both of them probed deeply into the historical truth and the 
complex human nature. Hong Xuanjiao portrayed by Aying was both brave and 
clear-minded. It was through her heart and eyes, the author disclosed the inside 
information about Hong Xiuquan 洪秀全 and Yang Xiuqing 杨秀清, describing 
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them as the corrupt people who were satisfied with the momentary ease. Then it 
was further revealed that in the Taiping Heavenly Kindom, “the economic system 
was not established, the sufferings of the common people were not relieved and 
the pace of implementing the new policy did not go well with situation of the 
society, which was the root causes for the failure of the rebellion”.53 This was a 
quite profound historical reflection. Tianguo chunqiu by Yang Hansheng was 
exceptional in exploring the tragic elements in history, politics and human nature. 

Yang Hansheng (1902–1993) was a senior revolutionary activist and during 
the time of the Great Revolution, he was the secretary of the political department 
and the political instructor in Huangpu Military Academy. Later, he took part in 
the Nanchang Uprising and served as the chief secretary of the political 
department. After the Great Revolution failed, he took up literature and had 
written many novels, plays and movie scripts. The political enthusiasm inevitably 
led to the conceptualization of his literary works. He was arrested and put into 
prison in 1935. After the War of Resistance against Japan broke out, he was 
released and helped to organize anti-Japanese societies in the art circles. At the 
same time, he helped Guo Moruo to establish the third office of the political 
department and served first as the chief secretary of the office and then the vice 
director of the Working Committee of Culture. The literary creation of Yang 
Hansheng grew mature in the 1940s and his works included many historical 
plays, such as Lixiucheng zhisi, Tianguo chunqiu, Caomang yingxiong 草莽英雄 
(Hero of the Greenwood) and a few film scripts, such as Saishang fengyun 塞上

风云  (Storm on the Border) and Wanjia denghuo 万家灯火  (Myriads of 
Lights).54 Among them, the most important ones were the plays based on the 
story of Taiping Rebellion. According to Yang Hansheng’s own account, he had 
felt the urge to write the historical plays based on the Taiping Rebellion before he 
was put in prison in the 1930s. He was especially interested in the death of Li 
Xiucheng, so he started to write about the most solemn and stirring scene in the 
rebellion the moment he was released from prison. He hoped that “we could 
learn a lesson from the story so as to benefit our War of Resistance against 
Japan”. Therefore, the author purposefully constructed the image of Li Xiucheng, 
a revolutionary peasant hero who held fast to the original intention of serving the 
people under the background of the depravity of many kings in the Taiping 
Heavenly Kingdom. He then further revealed that at the critical moment of life 
and death, “there were inside friction and inside struggles in the government of 
the kingdom. This proved that one of the major reasons for the failure of the 
rebellion was the lack of a strong revolutionary organization. As a result, Li 
Xiucheng’s correct opinion was not adopted, which led to the fall of the 
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kingdom.”55 By way of a blood-stained historical lesson, the author warned the 
Guomindang camp not to create friction any longer and expressed his strong 
opposition against surrender and compromise. At the same time, he also hoped 
that the people in the communist camp could stand on the side of the common 
people so that the Chinese Communist Party would eventually grow into a strong 
revolutionary organization that could lead the anti-Japanese struggle. His idea 
seemed very cool compared with the overwhelming propaganda at the beginning 
of the War of Resistance against Japan and it reflected the exceptional insight and 
political sensitivity of a playwright who had experienced the failure of the Great 
Revolution. Obviously the audience at that time truly understood the implied 
meaning of the author. In 1938, the play was first put on stage in Wuhan and 
soon after it was on show for several months in Shanghai, the isolated island. The 
audience responded warmly to the performance. Because of the warm acceptance 
of the audience and the ample political implication of the play, the Guomindang 
camp was both frightened and suspicious. Therefore, they accused Li Ying, the 
actor playing Li Xiucheng of espionage and buried him alive and the other 
twenty actors and actresses were first put into prison and then shot to death. This 
was the appalling Zuanjiang Massacre. The political wrestling between the 
Communist Party and Guomindang inspired Yang Hansheng and he wrote 
another historical tragedy based on the Taiping Rebellion. “The ‘Wannan 
Incident’ happened in 1941 shocked the whole world and aroused the anger of 
Chinese people. In order to condemn the Guomindang reactionaries for the 
monstrous crime they have committed and exposed their plot of destroying unity 
and making compromise to the Japanese enemies, I wrote Tianguo chunqiu”.56 
The play was based on the death of Yang Xiuqing, which directly led to the 
inside strife and then the fall of the Heavenly Kingdom. The author’s intention of 
using the past to satirize the present and condemning the ones in power was very 
clear and the audience “were also very sensitive about the political implication of 
the play. Whenever Hong Xuanjiao exclaimed, ‘we are now confronted with the 
formidable enemies and we should not kill each other!’ a long and thunderous 
applause would erupt from the audience. This proves that the audience bore so 
strong a hatred for Chiang Kai-shek who was always engaging himself in the 
internal strife”.57 

However, the strong political intention of using the past to satirize the present 
did not prevent the author from probing into the historical truth and the secrets of 
human nature. In fact, beginning from Lixiucheng zhisi, Yang Hansheng tried to 
overcome the shortcoming of portraying the conceptualized and mask-like 
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characters that appeared in such early work as Diquan 地泉 (The Underground 
Spring). Besides, he also got rid of “the melodramatic elements” from his plays 
and “consciously made use of the historical and realistic methods to uncover the 
historical facts”.58 His great efforts materialized into the mature play Tianguo 
chunqiu. In addition to the political purpose of using the past to satirize the 
present, the author also exposed the limitation of the Taiping soldiers in the 
aspects of culture and thought as well as their blind belief in violence and power. 
The leaders of the Taiping army looked down upon the traditional Chinese 
culture, but only accepted what they superficially understood about the Western 
culture, especially the Catholic doctrines. The idea deeply rooted in their mind 
was the small-peasants consciousness, so the narrow outlook and the lack of 
education led to the decline of the revolutionary enthusiasm. After the impulse to 
rebel disappeared, they began to contend for power and profit. Therefore, before 
the final success of the revolution, Hong Xiuquan and Wei Changhui 韦昌辉 
had stepped on the verge of corruption and depravity. At the same time, the 
power of Yang Xiuqing was growing bigger and bigger, which inevitably caused 
the inside conflicts. Faced with the conflicts, Yang Xiuqing could only resort to 
superstition and warned Hong Xiuquan and Wei Changhui that the spirit of the 
Heavenly Father was attached to his body. This superstitious practice did not 
solve the problem and on the contrary, it intensified Hong Xiuquan’s fear that the 
power might fall into the hands of others. As a result, Hong Xiuquan did not 
hesitate to adopt the violent and terrorist measures to solve the problem. He first 
ordered Wei Changhui to murder Yang Xiuqing and then killed Wei secretly and 
finally he wanted to get rid of Shi Dakai 石达开 in the same way. Lai Hanying, 
Hong Xiuquan’s brother-in-law who had faithfully carried out all the orders of 
Hong felt that it was not correct for him to do so, but he really could not help it. 
He defended himself by say, “I am only an uncouth fellow and I should carry out 
the orders of the Emperor. The Emperor told me to do that and how can I help 
it!” 

Expressions like this repeatedly appeared in the play and the internal strife 
sped up the collapse of the so-called “Heavenly Kingdom”. Yang Hansheng 
spared no efforts to uncover the historical truth about the Taiping Rebellion. 
Although the Taiping peasant soldiers were filled with the enthusiasm for the 
rebellion, they had neither the intention nor the ability to absorb the cream of the 
traditional Chinese culture or the essence of the Western culture. In fact, they had 
trampled on the cultural heritage during the process of their rebellion. Without 
the support of the cultural tradition and the progressive thought, they could not 
find an appropriate way to control and balance the power they had obtained 
through the rebellion. It was all the more difficult for them to prevent the 
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corruption, the depravity and the internal strife, which foreshadowed the tragic 
destruction of the Heavenly Kingdom halfway through the rebellion. It should be 
admitted that the blood-stained lesson was not only a warning against the 
Guomindang authority, but also a timely reminder for the party that the author 
belonged to. Therefore, the play had great historical significance and achieved 
the profundity of historical realism. At the same time, in Tianguo chunqiu, the 
author overcame the shortcoming of portraying the mask-like characters and 
vividly described the complex inter-personal relationships and the depth of the 
human psyche in a fierce struggle involving blood and fire. That is to say, the 
author had almost reached the acme of perfection in the aspect of character 
portrayal, which was especially reflected in the description of the relationships 
among Fu Shanxiang 傅善祥, Hong Xuanjiao and Yang Xiuqing. Fu Shanxiang 
was a beautiful and talented woman, so she was appreciated by Hong Xuanjiao 
and became the female Zhuangyuan 状元 (champion in imperial examinations) 
of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Later, she took a position in the residence of 
the East King (Yang Xiuqing), who held the greatest power. As the person with 
the highest cultural accomplishment and the greatest insight in the Taiping army, 
she did her best to assist Yang Xiuqing. She endeavored to protect the cultural 
relics and endangered her own life to save the woman soldier who was about to 
be killed according to the unreasonable rule of mortifying the flesh established 
by the Heavenly King (Hong Xiuquan). All these showed her exceptional ability 
and insight, which won her the appreciation and love of Yang Xiuqing. Because 
of this, Fu Shanxiang aroused the jealousy of Hong Xuanjiao, who was the sister 
of the Heavenly King, the widow of the West King (Xiao Chaogui 萧朝贵) and 
the famous woman general in the Heavenly Kingdom. Fu Shanxiang also loved 
Yang Xiuqing, a person of unparalleled ability and the special trust Yang put on 
Fu was growing with each passing day, all of which made Hong Xuanjiao felt 
pretty neglected. In addition, Yang Xiuqing was an obstinate and self-opinionated 
person and he held unsurpassed power in the kingdom, which naturally would 
invite the jealousy and attacks of others. As the sister of the Heavenly King, 
Hong Xuanjiao felt extremely unsatisfied when she was humiliated. Therefore, 
she flared up at the malicious provocation of Wei Changhui, the ambitious 
scoundrel and unconsciously became the accomplice in the murder of Yang 
Xiuqing. However, Hong Xuanjiao was very hesitant about the murder, because 
the person she hated was the young and beautiful Fu Shanxiang and she had no 
real intention to kill Yang Xiuqing, the person she loved. Therefore, when Wei 
Changhui presented the bones and gold hairpin of Fu Shanxiang to her, she felt 
exhilarated after venting her hatred. However, when Wei Changhui invited her to 
taste the “soup of Yang Xiuqing’s meat”, she was first terrified and then 
extremely regretted. She began to realize that everything Hong Xiuquan, Wei 
Changhui and herself had done would pain the friends and please the enemies. 
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They had destroyed their own achievements and committed crime beyond 
forgiveness. After that she made a heart-breaking confession and then escaped 
into the nunnery. Among the characters in Tianguo chunqiu, Hong Xuanjiao was 
the one with the depth of human nature and the complexity of human psychology, 
so the plot with her as the clue was filled with strong passion and fierce struggles. 
In terms of that, Tianguo chunqiu was not only a bitter historical tragedy, but also 
a pitiful human tragedy. The play ended with Hong Xuanjiao’s flight into the 
nunnery, which implied the mercy and purification after the tragedy. It thus can 
be seen that Tianguo chunqiu was not confined to the expression of the class 
consciousness and the party concept, so it was considered one of the wartime 
historical plays with the greatest depth of thought and artistic charm.59 

5  The concern for the country and its people: The 
multi-meanings and the tragic ideal of the wartime historical 
plays 

It is generally believed that plays, especially the historical plays flourished 
during the wartime,60 but the comments on them varied from person to person. 
The issue at the center of the debate was the realistic and political implication of 
the wartime plays. For example, as for the political tendency of “using the past to 
satirize the present”, there were two entirely different opinions. One of them said 
that this showed the greatest value of the wartime historical plays while the other 
said that this was the greatest limitation of those plays. “The patriotic historical 
plays using the past to satirize the present were very popular after the War of 
Resistance against Japan broke out, which was a phenomenon special to our 
country, because the historical plays were not the mainstream of the 20th century 
Western plays.”61 The above words were said by an American-born Chinese 
scholar. His words showed that he recognized the literary truth in spite of his 
reluctance. Although he thought that it was an undeniable fact that “the historical 
plays had been very popular since the War of Resistance against Japan”, the 
Wwestern and “modern” literary upbringing made him feel that the special 
Chinese phenomenon was not the mainstream of the 20th century Western plays. 
The political implication of using the past to satirize the present in the wartime 
historical plays was against the principle of “arts for arts’ sake”. Therefore, he 
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felt it difficult to comment on them, or rather to give positive comments on them. 
Much of the research made on the historical plays during the time of the War of 
Resistance against Japan was influenced by a similar literary concept. We do not 
have to mention that the patriotic intention of using the past to satirize the present 
may not necessarily encumber the production of good plays or there was no lack 
of the tradition of the historical plays in the history of the Western drama. 
However, we should question if the obscure and absurd modernist drama with the 
focus on the human psychology and the metaphysics was good enough to be the 
yardstick to evaluate the modern Chinese drama. This is the question we should 
think about and there are different answers provided by different people. In fact, 
Yao Ke, one of the famous wartime playwrights of the historical plays once 
questioned whether it was right for him to specialize in the modern Western 
drama. “I ever went to Soviet Russia and the Western Europe to learn drama and 
I furthered my study in the college of drama of Yale University, and I have 
watched a lot of plays in the theatres of Moscow and New York. After that, I 
began to question the Western drama (I mean the modern Western drama of that 
time). I personally believe that the modern Western drama has gone so far that 
the Western audience felt it abstruse and inexplicable, not to mention how 
difficult it is for the Chinese audience. To the Chinese audience, the life style 
reflected in the modern Western drama and the thought hidden in it are entirely 
unfamiliar.”62 This reminds us that we should not evaluate the works of the 
Chinese playwrights with the simple likes and dislikes in politics or the single 
artistic standard. It is important for us to understand the reality of our national 
history and appreciate the painstaking efforts of the playwrights. Only in this way, 
can we make correct historical analysis and appropriate artistic judgment on the 
important phenomena in the history of literature. With such an attitude and from 
such a perspective, we believe the fact that the wartime playwrights of the 
historical plays showed great concern for the country and using the past to 
satirize the present is a reflection of their social conscience and artistic 
conscience, which should not be criticized. What is more, the writers of the 
historical plays during the war time soon went beyond the simple political 
propaganda and got rid of the elements of melodrama and turned to write the 
profound historical tragedies and human tragedies. Many of the historical plays 
have reached high ideological and artistic levels, which greatly promotes the 
development of modern tragedy in China. However, some of the modern critics 
who stick to the biased contemporary aesthetical concept turn a blind eye to all 
these and on the contrary, they clap for the legendary plays of the Hollywood 
style, such as Qingcheng zhilian 倾城之恋 (Love in a Fallen City). Such a 
contemporary viewpoint will definitely confine people to the trivial and prevents 
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them from seeing the important. 
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