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Southern Capital: Staging Commerce in Seventeenth-Century Suzhou

Abstract

This dissertation explores the intersection of literary and economic imaginaries through
an examination of the market as both theme and structure in late imperial drama. Theater played
a crucial role in helping late imperial subjects make sense of the sweeping transformations that
defined China’s so-called silver century (1550—-1650), a period of tremendous social volatility in
which the intensification of the commercial economy that began in the Song was increasingly
and acutely felt throughout the lower Yangzi region. The rapid expansion of mercantile capital,
the integration of local economies into global trade networks, and the frequent fluctuations in the
availability of currency had far-reaching implications for all aspects of late imperial society.
While historians have exhaustively documented the flows of silver and coin, the fiscal
mismanagement of the court, and the tax riots that convulsed the lower Yangzi region, less
attention has been paid to the multifarious ways in which the commercialization of everyday life
was experienced and understood.

At the core of my study are a group of playwrights active in mid-seventeenth century
Suzhou whose plays map the moral and affective terrains of an increasingly commercialized
society. Although these plays were widely read and performed throughout the Qing, they have
been largely neglected in modern scholarship, due in part to their unconventional subject matter.
In examining the work of the Suzhou playwrights, I am particularly concerned with how the
imaginary world of the play self-consciously engages with the material conditions of its own

performance. Looking at these plays not just as texts but also as performances that happened

il



within private halls, in temples, and on pleasure boats reveals the ways in which the stage was a
site for the performance of commerce itself—both in the dramatization of buying and selling and
in the buying and selling of this dramatization of buying and selling. It was precisely through
these nested performances in which virtually every strata of society was implicated as producers
and consumers that the abstractions of commerce were made legible and the imagination of new
loci of power outside the state was made possible. This dissertation asks not only how money,
merchants, and commerce were represented on stage, but also how drama itself—its material
history, its performance contexts, its conventions and language—informed understandings of

money, merchants, and commerce.
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Introduction

This dissertation examines the role that theater played in making sense of the sweeping
transformations that defined China’s so-called silver century (1550-1650), a period of
tremendous social volatility in which the intensification of the commercial economy that began
in the Song Dynasty was increasingly and acutely felt throughout the lower Yangzi region. The
rapid expansion of mercantile capital, the integration of local economies into global trade
networks, and the frequent fluctuations in the availability of currency had far-reaching
implications for all aspects of late Ming and early Qing society, from the increasing monetization
of the individual’s obligations to the state to the reorganization of household labor. While
historians have exhaustively documented the flows of silver and coin, the fiscal mismanagement
of the court, and the tax riots that convulsed the lower Yangzi region, less attention has been paid
to the multifarious ways in which the commercialization of everyday life was experienced and
understood.

In this dissertation, I examine the concept of the “market” as both a theme and an
underlying structure of late Ming and early Qing drama. By the end of the sixteenth century,
theatrical experiences suffused the private and public spaces of everyday life: from the lavish
playbooks perused in the scholar’s study, to the frequent performances of household actors in
elite residences and of traveling troupes in the markets and temples. The imaginative freight of
theater and theatricality was no less pervasive, with literati embracing the notion of role-playing

as both metaphor and mode of the self." After the fall of the Ming, literati and commercial

' See Sophie Volpp, Worldly Stage: Theatricality in Seventeenth-Century China (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2011), 27-58; Shamin Kwa, Strange Eventful Histories: Identity, Performance,
and Xu Wei’s Four Cries of the Gibbon (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012), 15-36.



authors increasingly turned to the stage as a space to experiment with new possibilities of feeling
and meaning: to indulge in nostalgic remembrance, to restage war trauma, to examine the causes
of dynastic collapse, to envision a differently constituted society.

At the core of my study are a group of playwrights active in mid-seventeenth century
Suzhou whose plays map the moral and affective terrains of an increasingly commercialized
society. Like most elite playwrights of this period, this group—which I will be calling the

“Suzhou circle”*—produced chuangi {8 %F (southern drama) that were written to be performed as
kungu & # (Kun opera), which was the predominant mode of chuangi performance among

cultural elites in the seventeenth century and which originated in the Kunshan region outside of
Suzhou. Though these plays were widely read and performed throughout the Qing Dynasty, they
have been largely neglected in both Chinese and Western scholarship, due in part to their
unconventional subject matter and departure from chuangi conventions. While much of elite
drama is concerned with the exploits of high officials and talented scholars, many of these plays
instead center around the denizens of the marketplace, bringing to the fore those who are often
pointedly excluded from the roles of romantic lead or Confucian exemplar. Indeed, a number of
the chuangi written by these playwrights are structured not around the romance of a young
student and a beautiful girl, but around the twin figures of the merchant and his money.

The ways in which the Suzhou circle’s plays dramatize their ambivalences toward the
changing economic landscape carve out a more ambiguous space in seventeenth-century
discourse between the embrace of vigorous entrepreneurialism and the rejection of the ethos of
the marketplace, and point to an engagement with the complicated relationship between the

literatus-author and the systems of commerce in which he is enmeshed. This already fraught

? The controversy surrounding the use of the term “Suzhou School” (Suzhou pai &M JR) and my
argument for referring to these playwrights as the “Suzhou circle” will be addressed below.
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relationship was inflected with further significance after the fall of the Ming. Throughout the
Jiangnan cultural sphere, the chuangi drama functioned as a site on which to stage the
communion of the present with the specter of history. Although the nostalgic remembering (or
sober repudiation) of late Ming courtesan culture that characterizes early Qing chuangi like

Taohua shan ME1E 55 (Peach blossom fan) is largely absent in the works of the Suzhou circle,

stories of exemplary acts of loyalty during times of dynastic crisis receive an almost obsessive
retelling. In deeply resonant stagings of the heroics of Yue Fei and the cowardice of Jia Sidao, of
the usurped Zhu Yunwen’s flight into the hinterland, and of the violence and disorder of the Sui-
Tang transition, the trauma of the Ming fall is articulated and contextualized.

Though less overt than these depictions of an empire in crisis, the plays that are situated
within local systems of commerce, depicting the petty transactions of everyday life through
which the fortunes of commoners rise and fall, are also attempts to grapple with the meanings
and possibilities of dynastic collapse. These plays about the market are fundamentally concerned
with the fate of the state; indeed, the structure of chuangi—in which scenes of private, domestic
action are interspersed with events of national crisis—pulls seemingly disparate spheres into an
intimate relation of metaphor and counter-point. Thus, the same themes that drive plays about
barbarian invasions and court intrigues—the righteousness of usurpation and rebellion, the scope
of imperial dominion—are here reimagined and complicated, as concepts such as the universal
sovereignty of the ruler are challenged by the domestic dramas of the townspeople, merchants,
and commoner families who populate these plays.

By reading plays across the Ming-Qing cataclysm, I hope to draw out a more complex
picture of the changing social identities of mid-seventeenth century Jiangnan elites in places like

Suzhou. Unlike the commonly accepted narrative of late Ming Jiangnan gentry as jealously



guarding their (moral, social, political) supremacy vis-a-vis subordinated cultural others,’ these
playwrights depict (and themselves embody) a world where the cultural elite are allied with and
at times indistinguishable from striking workers, plundering pirates, displaced farmers, indebted
street-performers, and roving merchants. This shifting multitude of identities generated in part by
the dynamic economic conditions of the mid-seventeenth century is not easily integrated into a
state-sanctioned, center-oriented social totality. Indeed, at the center of many of these plays lies a
crisis of sovereignty, in which the authority of the state is fundamentally challenged. Out of this
vacuum emerge new possibilities for organizing the state and society—possibilities that were
elsewhere being explicated by thinkers such as Gu Yanwu i 4 i (1613-1682) and Huang
Zongxi # R 2% (1610-1695).

In examining the work of the Suzhou circle, I am particularly concerned with how the
imaginary world of the play self-consciously engages with the material conditions of its own
performance. Chuangi are almost invariably structured around the circulation of an object like a
fan or hairpin for which the play is named and through which the narrative’s social relations are
generated and sundered. This object that circulates across the stage is not just a symbol within a
play, but also a physical prop that gestures towards the business of theatrical entertainment itself:
the troupes and stages for rent, the actors and costumes for purchase. Looking at these plays as
not just texts but also performances that happened within private halls, in temples, and on
pleasure boats reveals the ways in which the stage was a site for the performance of commerce
itself—both in the dramatization of buying and selling and the buying and selling of this
dramatization of buying and selling. It was precisely through these nested performances in which

virtually every strata of society was implicated as producers and consumers that the abstractions

* See, for example, Craig Clunas, Superfluous Things: Material Culture and Social Status in Early
Modern China (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991), 141-165.
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of commerce were made manifest and legible. This project is therefore not just concerned with
how money, merchants, and commerce were represented on stage, but also how drama itself—its
material history, its performance contexts, its conventions and language—informed the

understanding of money, merchants, and commerce.

Subjects and Scholars

This project responds to significant lacunae in the study of Chinese literature. While the
history of global trade networks and bullion flows has been an integral part of the study of late
imperial Chinese history, the place of this commerce in the literary tradition—how literary texts
both generate and critique an economic imaginary—has been largely absent from scholarly work
on fiction and drama. I hope this project will open new avenues of research in late imperial
Chinese literature by demonstrating that the discourses through which scholars read late Ming
and early Qing literature—for example, the valorization of sentiment and the theatrical self-
fashioning of the literatus-author—cannot be understood outside of this changing relationship to
and evolving understanding of money and markets.

While the literary imagination of value is under-theorized in the field of Chinese
literature, the far bigger lacuna to which this dissertation responds has to do with the plays
themselves. The plays produced by the Suzhou circle were widely read and performed in the
seventeenth century and continued to circulate throughout the Qing in collections of famous arias
and as popular performance pieces.® While the popularity of kunqgu as a performance genre was

eclipsed by other emerging opera forms in the mid to late Qing, several of these plays were

* For example, Andrea Goldman writes of the performance of scenes from Zhu Suchen’s Feicui yuan 35
%2 [ in Beijing in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Andrea Goldman, Opera and the City: The
Politics of Culture in Beijing 1770-1900 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2012), 145-174.



rewritten and incorporated into the repertoire of other opera traditions such as jingju 5%
(Peking opera) and chuanju )| (Sichuan opera).” With the designation of kunqu as a

Masterpiece of Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO in 2001, there has been a
resurgence of interest in kunqu performance; over the last decade, Suzhou circle plays have
returned to the stage in increasing frequency.’

These plays, however, have not received significant attention in Chinese scholarship.
Only two monographs have been published on the Suzhou circle: Kang Baocheng’s Suzhou jupai
yvanjiu (Research on the Suzhou drama school) and Li Mei’s Ming Qing zhi ji Suzhou zuojia qun
yanjiu (Research on the late Ming and early Qing Suzhou writers’ group).” Li Jialian’s Qing chu
Suzhou juzuojia yanjiu (Research on the early Qing Suzhou playwrights) includes discussions of
these plays in her broader examination of early Qing Suzhou dramatists, and Zhou Qin and Gu
Lingsen have both published books on the history of kungu in Suzhou with sections on the

Suzhou circle.® These plays also make brief appearances in larger studies in the literary histories

> For example, Qiu Yuan’s Dangren bei # N\ 1% was rewritten as a jingju and Zhu Zuochao’s Xuanyuan
Jjing #F RS was translated into jingju, Qingiang Z& ¥ (Shaanxi opera), and puju i (Shanxi Puzhou
opera) forms. Zhu Suchen’s Shiwu guan 1. & enjoyed a particularly busy afterlife in chuanju,
Qingiang, chaoju W% (Chaozhou opera), yueju £ (Cantonese opera), and huaguxi 1£ 555k (Hubei
flower drum opera) versions, as well as in a “reformed” kunqu edition produced in 1956.

% For example, scenes from Shiwu guan, Jubaopen 3% 51 % [Cornucopial, Zhanhua kui (57¢ %} [Winning
the prize courtesan], Qingzhong pu ii5 5 5% [Register of the pure and loyal], Yujia le 1 5% %% [Happiness
of fishermen], Fengyun hui J8 2% & [Gathering of wind and clouds], and Yi peng xue —# 55 [A fistful of
snow] are currently in the repertoires of the Suzhou, Zhejiang, Shanghai, Beijing, and Taipei Kunqu
Troupes.

7 Kang Baocheng B {# X, Suzhou jupai yanjiu &k N EIJRHF 75 [Research on the Suzhou drama school]
(Guangzhou: Huacheng 1993); Li Mei 2*#(, Ming Qing zhi ji Suzhou zuojia qun yanjiu Wi 2 B &R N AE
KW 5T [Research on the late Ming and early Qing Suzhou writers’ group] (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui
kexue chubanshe, 2000).

¥ Li Jialian 254334, “Qingchu Suzhou juzuojia yanjiu” i #1 %% N EI{E Z W 5T [Research on the early
Qing Suzhou playwrights], Gudian wenxue yanjiu jikan 77 . SCEHF5THET) 14 (2013). Zhou Qin J& 2%,
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of Wu Mei, Zheng Zhenduo, Guo Yingde and Sun Shulei.” There are a few notable studies of

Suzhou circle playwright Li Yu 25, such as Wu Xinlei’s pioneering article on Li Yu' and Yan
Changke and Zhou Chuanjia’s Li Yu pingzhuan (Critical biography of Li Yu)."' While many of
the plays attributed to Suzhou circle playwrights survive only in manuscript editions, critical
editions of most of the extant plays attributed to Li Yu were published in the Li Yu xiqu ji
(Collection of Li Yu’s dramas), while Shiwu guan 1. & (Fifteen strings of cash) by Zhu
Suchen &% [ has been the focus of a number of critical studies, such as Wang Shide’s Shiwu

guan yanjiu (Research on Fifteen strings of cash)."

Suzhou kunqu &k M & Hi [Suzhou Kun opera] (Suzhou: Suzhou daxue chubanshe, 2007); Gu Lingsen &
2 7%, Kungu yu renwen Suzhou . Hf 52 3C N\ &% /Il [Kun opera and literati Suzhou] (Shenyang: Chunfeng
wenyi chubanshe, 2005).

? Larger literary studies that include discussions of these playwrights include Wu Mei S2#f, Zhongguo
xiqu gailun " BEK A% R [General discussion of Chinese drama] (Shanghai: Dadong shuju, 1926; rpt.
Beijing: Zhongguo renmin daxue chubanshe, 2007), 199-207; Zheng Zhenduo ¥4z 5%, Chatuben
Zhongguo wenxue shi & A W[5 SC £ 52 [llustrated edition of the history of Chinese literature] (Beijing:
Zuojia chubanshe, 1957), 4:995-1024; Guo Yingde ¥85548, Ming Qing chuangi shi W5 {4875 52 [History
of Ming-Qing drama] (Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1999), 410-447; Sun Shulei & & %, Ming mo
Qing chu xiju yanjiu W A& ¥ ELEI 5T [Research on late Ming and early Qing drama] (Beijing: Shehui
kexue wenxian chubanshe, 2007), 94—101.

' Wu Xinlei %¥7 5, “Li Yu shengping, jiaoyou, zuopin kao” 2= £/, A2if. 1E& % [A study of Li
Yu’s life, acquaintances, and work] (1961), Wu Xinlei kunqu Iunji 53155 & #H%E [Wu Xinlei’s
collected essays on kunqu] (Taibei: Guojia chuban she, 2009), 53. This article was originally published in
Jianghai xuebao VL3 [Jianghai journal] in 1961.

! Yan Changke ZH& ¥ and Zhou Chuanjia J& 8 5%, Li Yu pingzhuan 25 5574 [Critical biography of Li
Yu] (Beijing: Zhongguo xiju chubanshe, 1985).

2 In addition to Shiwu guan and the seventeen Li Yu plays included in the Li Yu xiqu ji 75 5 i 4,
Feicui yuan can also be found in a modern typeset edition. Wang Shide 145, Shiwu guan yanjiu + 1.
B 5T (Shanghai: Shanghai wenhua chubanshe, 1981); Li Yu, Li Yu xiqu ji 2% K5 # & [Collection of
dramas by Li Yu], eds. Chen Guyu [% &, Chen Duo [# %, and Ma Shenggui 5522 & (Shanghai:
Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2004); Zhu Suchen, Feicui yuan, ed. Wang Yongkuan 7k & (Beijing:
Zhonghua shuju, 1988). Most Suzhou plays are not available in modern typeset editions, which both
bespeaks the lack of scholarly interest in these texts and perhaps helps to explain this lack.



There is significantly less scholarship on these plays in English. There are no
monographs that take as their focus the Suzhou circle playwrights (whether individually or as a
group), though a few of these plays have been discussed in articles or broader studies of late
imperial literature.”> The plays that have received the most attention in Western language
scholarship are plays by Li Yu that explicitly depict recent historical trauma: the 16256
persecution of Donglin partisans by imperial eunuch Wei Zhongxian (Qingzhong pu i &5t
[Register of the pure and loyal]); the uprisings and large-scale destruction that precipitated the

collapse of the Ming and followed in its wake (Wanli yuan & H 8] [Thousand-li reunion], Liang

xumei [Two with beard and brow]).

This dissertation will attempt to move the field beyond the conceptual orientations that
have characterized much of the modern Chinese- and English-language scholarship on the
Suzhou circle. If earlier scholars seemed to allergic to the commercial contexts and content of
Suzhou circle plays, in the first half of the twentieth century, Chinese-language scholarship
frequently portrayed these plays as the highest expression of elite drama. These playwrights that

were heretofore ignored or dismissed were now recuperated by Wei Mei as the inheritors of

1 Paize Keulemans discusses Li Yu’s Qingzhong pu and Wanli yuan in “Onstage Rumor, Offstage Voices:
The Politics of the Present in the Contemporary Opera of Li Yu,” Frontiers of Chinese History 9.2 (2014),
165-201. Wai-yee Li discusses Li Yu’s Liang xumei in Women and National Trauma in Late Imperial
Chinese Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2014); she also draws on several Suzhou
plays in “Heroic Transformations: Women and National Trauma in Early Qing Literature,” Harvard
Journal of Asiatic Studies 59.2 (1999), 363-443, and her “Introduction” to Trauma and Transcendence in
Early Qing Literature (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006). As mentioned above, Andrea
Goldman discusses late Qing productions of Zhu Suchen’s Feicui yuan in Goldman, Opera and the City,
145—-174. Tina Lu discusses Qingzhong pu and Yi peng xue in the first chapter of Accidental Incest, Filial
Cannibalism, and Other Peculiar Encounters in Late Imperial China Literature (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2008).



Tang Xianzu'* and praised by Zheng Zhenduo within the schema of waxing and waning that
typified a certain kind of Chinese literary history writing:

Ming chuangi drama from Liang Chenyu to Tang Xianzu, and from Tang Xianzu

to Li Yu and the Zhu brothers, is truly ‘a long river from an obscure source,” with

every stage there is a notable improvement. Only with Chen Erbai, Li Liweng,
and later playwrights do we notice the indications of a decline.

VA GO R R BT, FHOREE SR, RICLE, MR,
LA RIS A, P FRGEATIE, AT
fit.

In the post-gaige kaifang 2B i (reform and opening up) era, the veneer of
commercial workmanship effaced above has become a source of renewed interest. The so-called
“progressiveness” or “proletarian character” of these plays has become a constant refrain of PRC
scholars, who praise the Suzhou School authors for their supposed non-elite backgrounds and
their sympathetic treatment of commoners.'® This reading serves in part to rescue the plays from
the charge of conservatism often levied against those premodern texts that center around such

themes as loyalty to one’s master (as opposed to those that champion ging 1# [sentiment] and

thus can be read as a challenge to the rigid hierarchies of “feudal” society). Since many of these

scholars are concerned primarily with situating these texts within the academic polemics of the

" Li Yu’s Yi peng xue, Ren shou guan NERR [Between man and beast], Yong tuanyuan 7K % [E [Eternal
reunion], and Zhan huakui /5 1¢%: [Winning the prize courtesan] “follow in the footsteps of Fengchang
[i.e. Tang Xianzu]” (I& ¥ 2 ). Wu Mei, Zhongguo xiqu gailun, 199.

" Zheng Zhenduo, Chatuben Zhongguo wenxue shi, 1007-1008. This chapter does not appear in the
earlier 1932 edition of the Chatuben Zhongguo wenxue shi, which ends at chapter sixty (“Ruan Dacheng
yu Li Yu” ft K#k 5 4= & [Ruan Dacheng and Li Yu] is chapter sixty-four in the 1957 edition). All
translations mine unless otherwise noted. I have added modern punctuation to this and subsequent
primary texts.

'® Such an orientation can be seen in the works of Li Mei, Gu Lingsen, and Zhou Qin among others.



PRC, the content of this supposed progressiveness is rarely explored. When it is explored,
attempts to parse the ideology of these plays are characterized by recourse to anachronistic social
categories and a vulgarized historical determinism. These plays are said to reflect the late Ming
transition from feudalism to capitalism;'’ they depict the exploitation of the proletariat at the

hands of the capitalists;'® they are characterized by “patriotic fervor” (5B #4/%)"” and are
engaged with “the liberation of the individual” (fi 14 f# /).’ The relation of literature and

history is similarly vulgarized, with drama as the reflection of the ‘reality’ that playwrights
“recorded in their plays” ($£ A\ EH).>!

This dissertation will engage with this scholarship by attempting to parse and historically
situate these depictions of merchants, shopkeepers, and factory workers while explicitly rejecting
the determinism and polemics that color much modern scholarship on this topic and, more
generally, the intersection of literature and commerce. Rejecting the vulgar readings of culture as
the reflection or mystification of market relations and the schematic teleology that positions

premodern literary history as a linear progression towards modernity (or as an abortive

"7 Gu Lingsen Jifi#% 7%, “Lun kunqu Suzhou pai” & & B #% N Yk [A discussion of the Suzhou School of
Kun operal, Yishu baijia 47 ¥ 5 [The hundred schools of art] 1 (2011), 162-169. Gu subscribes to the
theory that the Ming produced the “sprouts of capitalism” (& A~ 3= 2 # %F). Li Mei frequently frames her
analysis as the clash of “over two thousand years of feudal society” (W T 2% 4F [ £} ## 41 &) with an
increasingly dominant commercial economy. Unlike Gu, however, Li still characterizes the late Ming and
early Qing as a “feudal economy” (3} & 4%775), albeit one that was undergoing “a high degree of
development” (15 [ %% f2). Li Mei, Ming Qing zhi ji Suzhou zuojia qun yanjiu, 69-70.

' Gu Lingsen, “Lun kunqu Suzhou pai,” 165.
% Zhou Qin, Suzhou kunqu, 94.
% Gu Lingsen, “Lun kunqu Suzhou pai,” 167.

' Li Mei, Ming Qing zhi ji Suzhou zuojia qun yanjiu, 67.
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alternative modernity), I will instead theorize a relationship between the theater and the market
that is mutually constitutive, rather than causative.

My use of close readings is a departure from much of the Chinese-language scholarship
on these plays. Even the longer monographs and dissertations, such as the work of Li Mei, Kang
Baocheng, and Li Jialian, will often only mention recurrent and complex themes in the form of
lists (the ten plays with heroic servants, the twelve plays with commoner leads, etc.). Attention to
the shape of individual plays is neglected in these sweeping attempts to characterize what can be
hundreds of plays. Unlike those studies, this dissertation does not aim to provide a
comprehensive introduction to all of the plays and playwrights of the Suzhou circle. Rather, by
focusing on five plays I hope to call attention to the subtle intricacy of these narratives that is so
often elided in the process of categorizing and cataloging.

Furthermore, as none of the five plays that form the core of this dissertation have been
the subject of any dedicated study in English, this dissertation aims to broaden the understanding
of the Suzhou circle plays in Western scholarship by introducing a dimension that has been

13

hitherto unexplored with the narrow focus on a handful of Li Yu’s “contemporary” or “political”
plays. Moreover, as none of the Suzhou circle plays have been translated into English, the
summaries provided within will hopefully be of some service to literary scholars outside of the
field of Chinese studies. >

In approaching these plays, I will also address a number of more broad concerns central

to the study of late imperial Chinese literature by drawing on the growing body of work on local

2 Gladys Yang and Yang Hsien-yi as well as A.C. Scott produced translations of the 1956 rewriting of
Shiwu guan. See Gladys Yang and Yang Hsien-yi, Fifteen Strings of Cash: A Kunchu Opera (Beijing:
Foreign Languages Press, 1957); A.C. Scott, Traditional Chinese Plays, Volume Two (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1967). The political context of this revision, as well as its various
departures from the source text will be discussed in Chapter One.
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identity in the seventeenth century and in Suzhou, the development of Wang Yangming thought,
and the debates surrounding the standardization of late imperial culture. I will also be engaged
with the concerns of performance studies in tracing the ways in which kunqu—with its different
registers of language, use of role types, and various written and oral/aural circulations—tests the
meanings of “elite” and “popular” culture. This project will also address the process by which
narratives are translated across genres, as many of these plays are adapted from a range of
fictional sources. The transformations of theme, character, and structure involved in the writing
of full-length dramas highlight the unique limits and potentials of chuangi.”> By asking how the
theater (and the performance of chuangi drama specifically) can function as a laboratory for the
new possibilities of feeling and meaning enabled by the economic, social, and affective
phenomena that constitute “the market,” I hope this project will suggest new avenues of

exploration in the study of the seventeenth-century literary imaginary.*

Names and Places

The group of playwrights I will be discussing in this dissertation are generally referred to
as the Suzhou pai %MK (Suzhou School). This is a modern designation—none of the writers
discussed ever described themselves as a “pai” nor did they all explicitly identify themselves and

their work with the city of Suzhou. Though Li Yu, Zhu Suchen, and Zhu Zuochao 445 were

 For example, in rewriting a relatively short vernacular tale as a fifty-act play, some of the author’s
myriad concerns include: injecting a range of voices and dramatic devices (from densely-allusive arias to
innuendo-laden patter to clowning and acrobatics), creating balance between the male and female leads,
providing roles for the various members of the kunqu troupe (lao dan % H. [old woman], chou H. [clown],
Jjing ¥F [painted face], etc.), and recrafting the narrative so that it ends with a grand reunion scene. In
reading the Suzhou plays, I am careful to disentangle the thematic innovations of the text from the generic
conventions and structural demands of chuangi.

1 will be drawing from, and am indebted to, the work of what has been called New Economic Criticism,
though it should be noted that this body of work does not represent a unified theoretical orientation but
rather encompasses a number of diverse approaches.
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the subject of literary scholarship starting in the 1920s, the notion that there was some sort of
literary school to which they belonged did not emerge until the late 1950s and early 1960s.>> As
the concept of a group centered around Li Yu was one that had no prior historical antecedents,
there was little consensus on what this group should be called. The earliest references note the
formation of a “playwright circle” (4 E|4E[#) or “artistic school” (B #TI#LYK) or “writers’ group”
(fEZ #%), though the nature of what constitutes a circle, school, or group remained ill-defined.*

Following the end of the Cultural Revolution, scholarship on these playwrights increasingly
referenced a group of playwrights centered around Suzhou. Wu Xinlei, one of the first scholars
to identify commonalities across these playwrights in the 1960s, coined the term Suzhou pai in
1981.7

Who should be counted as a member of this pai has been the subject of much debate.
While the earliest modern scholarship centered around the affinities (literary, social, and familial)
between Li Yu, Zhu Suchen, and Zhu Zuochao, in 1957, Zheng Zhenduo proffered a list of the

“most well-known of the Suzhou playwrights™ (& M 115k 1 2 b e 5 B 3 4). These

playwrights were Li Yu (zi ¥ [courtesy name]: Xuanyu % & and Yuanyu G %), Zhu He

 For an overview of modern scholarship on the Suzhou School, see Li Mei, Ming Qing zhi ji Suzhou
zuojia qun yanjiu, 6-10.

% See, for example, Zhou Yibai J& ¥ 1, Zhongguo xiju shi changbian BB 5 £ 4% [Preliminary
history of Chinese drama] (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1960), 396.

*” Wu Xinlei, “Lun Suzhou pai xiqu dajia Li Yu” & #f N JRIEk i K % ZE & [On the Suzhou School master
playwright Li Yu] (1981) in Zhongguo xiqu shilun (Nanjing: Jiangsu jiaoyu chubanshe, 1996), 175. This
article was originally published in Beifang luncong 1t 77 5 # [The northern forum] in 1981. As Li Mei
points out, Su Ning % % first uses the term Suzhou jupai &k M EJK the previous year. Li Mei, Ming Qing
zhi ji Suzhou zuojia qun yanjiu, 9 n.3.
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(Suchen),”® Zhu Zuochao (Liangging K ), Zhang Dafu 5% K18 (Xingi /0> $£), *° Ye Shizhang
HEFF 75 (Zhifei HE2E), Bi Wei 2% (Wanhou #1%), Zhu Yuncong K ZENE (Jifei FE 7€), Chen
Erbai B — 4 (Yuling T4, and Xue Dan #¥ H. (Jiyang B£4%).”° Wu Xinlei in his 1961 essay
“Li Yu shengping, jiaoyou, zuopin kao” adds Sheng Jishi %%} (Changgi £ ), Chen Ziyu [#
T (Xifu 75 H), Guo Menggqi i 72 (Yizhi #£2), and Sheng Guogqi # ¥ “among others”
to the core group of Suzhou playwrights.*

Attempts to compile exhaustive lists of the Suzhou School playwrights have produced
varied results, from Kang Baocheng’s twelve members (Li Yu, Zhu Suchen, Zhu Zuochao, Bi
Wei, Ye Shizhang, Sheng Jishi, Zhu Yuncong, Guo Mengqi, Sheng Guoqi, Chen Erbai, Zou
Yuging # K [Kunpu E[#], and Qiu Yuan 5F[E [Yuxue B1Z5]) to Li Mei’s sixteen (same as
Kang’s, with Sheng Guoqi and Guo Mengqi omitted and with the addition of Zhang Dafu, Xue
Dan, Liu Fang %177 [Jinchong 5 7], Ma Jiren 5 fi A [E.Z:], Chen Ziyu, and Wang Xugu
#h [Xiangyi A% ]), to Zhou and Yan’s list of twenty three (including all of the playwrights

mentioned by Kang Baocheng and Li Mei and with the addition of Zhu Ying &%, Zheng

*¥ Zhu Suchen’s name (ming %) was He, but according to the Republican-era Wu county gazetteer, Zhu
was “known by his courtesy name” (LL“%4T). As this convention is largely followed by modern scholars,
I will refer to Zhu by his courtesy name throughout the dissertation.

* The confusion over Zhang Dafu’s various names will be addressed in Chapter Two.

30 Zheng Zhenduo, Chatuben Zhongguo wenxue shi, 1008. On playwrights Shen Jishi, Shi Jizhi, Chen
Ziyu, and Wang Xugu, Zheng notes that although they also hailed from Wu county, they have not left
much work. Ibid., 1016.

31 . .
Shen Guogqi’s courtesy name is unknown.

2 Wu Xinlei, “Li Yu shengping, jilaoyou, zuopin kao,” 53. This list is repeated in his entry for “Suzhou
pai” in Wu Xinlei, ed., Zhongguo kunju da cidian H 8] B K &F # [Dictionary of Chinese kun opera]
(Nanjing: Nanjing daxue chubanshe, 2002), 26-27.
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Xiaobai #/)» 1, Mao Zhongshen % #f, Wang Wujiu £S5 /1, and Zhou Gao Ji & [Tanlun 1H
).

As Kang Baocheng and Gu Lingsen have noted, these larger lists include playwrights
who left behind few or no extant texts, their inclusion in the pai being largely based on evidence
that said playwright was born in Suzhou and was active during the late Ming and early Qing
periods.** This problem of who to include points to a fundamental a problem with the so-called
Suzhou School itself: namely, that it is a scholarly contrivance, a modern imposition on texts that
made no such claims for themselves. My use of the term “Suzhou circle” in lieu of “Suzhou
School” throughout this dissertation is meant to self-consciously draw attention to this
contrivance while at the same time taking seriously what it means to examine these texts as a
group.”

Both my use of “Suzhou” and “circle” are meant to engage with the various debates
around the geographic and social identities of these playwrights. While most contemporary

scholars use “Suzhou School” or, less frequently, “Suzhou Writers” Group” (#k M 1E ZX#), some
have argued that the common geographic identity is not Suzhou so much as Wu county (5:5%).

During the mid-seventeenth century, Suzhou was split into two county jurisdictions: Wu county

in the west, and Changzhou county (7 /| %%) in the east. Many of the writers identified with the

3 Yan and Zhou, Li Yu pingzhuan, 6-7.

** Kang Baocheng, Suzhou jupai yanjiu, 29. Kang suggests using the term “Suzhou zuojia qun” % M 1F 5
#¥ (Suzhou writers’ group) for these peripheral or relatively unknown playwrights.

3 My use of a lower case ¢, as opposed to the capitalized S of School, is also an attempt to draw attention
to the contrivance of this concept and remove some of the legitimating authority of capitalized terms.
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school hailed from the Wu county section of the city, such as Li Yu,*® Zhu Suchen, Zhu Zuochao,
Bi Wei, and Ye Shizhang. Craig Clunas has shown that these were not merely administrative
distinctions but also correlated with deeper social and literary connections. In his examination of
Wen Zhengming’s circle of acquaintances through Wen’s production of epitaphs, Clunas notes
“the importance of immediate locality,” with far more epitaphs written for residents of Wen’s
own district of Changzhou than in the Wu district.’” Such a close association with sub-city units
of urban space can be perhaps glimpsed in the early Kangxi edition of Qingzhong pu, that

describes Bi Wei, Ye Shizhang, and Zhu Suchen as being from the “same ward” ([7] H) as Li

Yu.*® Thus, some scholars argue, to call these playwrights the “Wu County School” would be
more appropriate, as that geographic designation is both more precise and would have been more
meaningful to the writers’ themselves.>

However, not all of the writers associated with the Suzhou School came from Wu
county—Chen Erbai came from the Changzhou side of the city. Some writers came from even
further afield, such as Qiu Yuan, who was from Changshu. Zhang Dafu, Sheng Jishi, and Zhu

Yuncong were all described in Xin chuangi pin F{% 75 i (New dramas), a catalogue of late

Ming and early Qing plays compiled by Gao Yi /525 (c.1661), as hailing from “Wu prefecture”

3% Gu Lingsen claims Li Yu is from Changzhou county, but most scholars follow the Xin chuangi pin,
which gives his place of registration as Wu county. “Lun kunqu Suzhou pai,” 164.

37 Craig Clunas, Elegant Debts: The Social Art of Wen Zhengming, 1470—1559 (Honolulu: University of
Hawai’i Press, 2004), 96. Twenty-six epitaphs were written for residents of Changzhou county, while
only fourteen were written for residents of Wu county.

* The li or ward was an administrative unit supposedly consisting of one hundred and ten households,
though Wu Xinlei maintains this is a reference to them all being from Wu county. Wu, “Li Yu shengping,

jiaoyou, zuopin kao,” 136.

% Zhou Qin, Suzhou kunqu, 88.
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(5:AB). Li Mei posits that since this was an archaic designation in the late Ming and early Qing,

“Wu prefecture” might imply that it was unclear to which city district they were registered.*

I will be using “Suzhou” to describe the circle of playwrights not only because it is a
more inclusive term that accounts for playwrights like Zhang Dafu who might have hailed from
either the Changzhou district or an area immediately outside of the city wall, but also because of
how it highlights the playwrights’ concern with Suzhou as a specific urban entity.*' The
imagination of the entire city as a specific place with a specific character is particularly central in

the work of Li Yu, who styled himself the “Whistling Companion at the Suzhou Gate” (% ']
f)** and wrote plays that addressed Suzhou-wide events. My use of Suzhou rather than the

proper administrative designations is meant to call attention to how the city of Suzhou functions
in these plays as a robust social and commercial space that frequently resists administrative
control.

While the majority of contemporary Chinese scholars describe these playwrights as a pai,
scholars in recent years have questioned the use of this terminology. Kang Baocheng criticizes
the imprecise use of pai in previous scholarship, arguing instead for a distinction between the
“Suzhou Writers’ Group” and the “Suzhou School.” In his formulation, the writers’ group should

include all playwrights active in mid-century Suzhou, whereas the school should be more

0 Li Mei, Ming Qing zhi ji Suzhou zuojia qun yanjiu, 278.

! Another alternate name, “Wu Gate School” (Wumen pai % FJR) uses terminology that would include
the both Suzhou and the Suzhou region; this name is rarely used as there is already a well-known school
of painters with this name.

* This is a reference to the story about the “long whistle at Suzhou Gate” (%% ] 1), as told in the

“Ruan Ji liezhuan” Pt £ %1 [Biography of Ruan Ji] included in the Jin shu & 2 [The history of the Jin].
Fang Xuanling J5 Z & et al., Jin shu, 130 vols., ed. Wu Zeyu % HI| £ (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1974),
49:1362.
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narrowly defined (though the parameters of this narrowness are never explicated). Gu Lingsen
makes a similar argument about differentiating a “community” (#£7%) from a “school” (k)"
A school, Gu argues, must be defined not merely by the geographic and social identities of the
members, but by the content of their work. Gu argues that the parameters of the school are set by
Li Yu: “Li Yu is the core of the Suzhou School, which is to say that the work produced by the

Suzhou playwrights must largely accord with the ideology, techniques, and especially artistic
style of Li Yu’s work” (2= L BE /2 SR MR AIAZ O, 1B HLERR, ERMURAE BT BIVE FIVE b b 28
B R HMEah, MEREAMERAREE S sk, JUHR Sk Eks BB R 3t
#£).** Gu eliminates those playwrights who have not left behind any work and examines the
extant plays in terms of possessing Suzhou School qualities, which he defines as “national spirit”
(K BAE49), “national consciousness” (%= i), “the conflict or comingling of the different
class consciousness of gentry and townspeople” (£ % B 117 B Wy 1 A~ [F] B & RS #8528

fil), and “reflecting history or unmasking reality” (¥} /& 52 ) iz JE B 3637 28 () 28 )).* Based on
these criteria, Gu argues that the only members of the Suzhou School are Li Yu, Zhu Suchen,
Zhu Zuochao, Zhang Dafu, Qiu Yuan, Ye Shizhang, Bi Wei, Sheng Jishi, Chen Erbai, Zhu
Yuncong, and Zou Yugqing.

Against Gu Lingsen’s specificity is Li Jialian’s radical distancing of herself from the

notion of any sort of formal grouping, rejecting all manner of “schools” and “groups” for the

# Gu Lingsen JHil& #%, “Liielun ‘Wumen qupai’” I3 % P9 i IR [A brief discussion of the Wu Gate
Music School), Suzhou daxue xuebao #f M KE:ELR [Journal of Suzhou University] 1 (1992): 86.

* Gu Lingsen, “Lun kunqu Suzhou pai,” 163.

* Ibid., 164.
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term “early Qing Suzhou writers” (& #J &k /1 E11E 5%).* While Gu considers the most important

criterion to be the content of the plays themselves, Li delimits her field of playwrights based on
time (active only during Shunzhi and Kangxi eras) and place (officially registered in Suzhou
prefecture). As a result, many of the playwrights she includes in her study are generally excluded
from scholarly works on the Suzhou “school” or “group,” such as You Tong JT.{fi, Wu Weiye 5%
{#2€, Xu Hengnan #F1E 5§, Huang Zuzhuan ¥ #Hii#, and Zhu Kuixin &£ 2%/0>. A number of these
playwrights have left no traces of any interaction with the playwrights commonly associated with
the Suzhou School and their plays reflect very different structural and thematic approaches. A
few Western scholars have adopted the similarly cautious terminology of “Suzhou playwrights”
in lieu of Suzhou School. However, their use of the term maps onto the conventional
understanding of the Suzhou School and not Li Jialian’s more literal definition of all playwrights
active in early Qing Suzhou. For example, Andrea Goldman uses the term “Suzhou playwrights”
interchangeably with “Suzhou writers’ group” (a term she borrows from Li Mei), a group whose
“major playwrights” include Li Yu, Zhu Suchen, Zhu Zuochao, Ye Shizhang, Bi Wei, Sheng
Jishi, Zhang Dafu, and Qiu Yuan.?’

In this dissertation I will avoid using the term “school,” despite its continuing currency in
Chinese language scholarship. While often imprecisely defined and demarcated, the term school
implies both an orthodoxy and a hierarchy of transmission. The ways the aforementioned

scholars refer to Li Yu make this abundantly clear: Li Yu is the “model” (#7Y), “leader” (4WifH)

and “nucleus” (#%:») of the Suzhou School. Li Yu was indeed one of the most connected and

% Li Jialian, “Qingchu Suzhou juzuojia yanjiu,” 9.

47 Goldman, Opera and the City, 146, 309 n. 5.
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popular of the Suzhou playwrights, his work published in woodblock editions suitable for the
aficionado’s study, festooned with inscriptions and prefaces from leading literary figures like Wu

Weiye and Qian Qianyi #%7# 1. He was also one of the older playwrights, born perhaps a decade

earlier than playwrights like Zhu Suchen and Zhu Zuochao.*® However, no textual evidence
suggests that other Suzhou playwrights or contemporaneous literati saw him as a model or leader.
And while a number of these playwrights (including Li Yu) published musical treatises, there
does not appear to be a self-conscious participation in a particular way of writing plays based on
an orthodox model embodied by Li Yu’s work.

At the same time, Li Jialian’s erasure of any sort of group identity—identifying them
only by their shared time and place—elides important thematic and structural commonalities
across the plays and important social relations across the playwrights.*” My use of “circle” aims
to call attention to these various commonalities, especially as they map onto to known

relationships. While Li Mei’s use of the term “writers’ group” (fE X #) is also meant to convey
a set of “shared tendencies” (H:[F]{#[7]), Li Mei does not delimit her group on the basis of actual

cooperation, but rather based on dates of activity, place of residence, status, and playwriting
style.”® As a result, Li Mei includes in her group several playwrights who have not had any

known contact with the other playwrights.

* Those who elevate Li Yu to a leadership position within the group often use a date of birth (c.1591) that
would make him significantly older than the other playwrights and thus the natural elder statesman of the
group. For example, Gu Lingsen, “Lun kunqu Suzhou pai,” 164. As will be discussed in chapter three,
that date of birth has been largely discredited. While I am unconvinced by her assertion that Li Yu was
born ¢.1601, Li Jialian provides a useful appendix that lists the dates of birth assigned Li Yu and other
playwrights by modern scholars. Li Jialian, “Qingchu Suzhou juzuojia yanjiu,” 217-227.

* Ibid., 5-9.

0 Li Mei, Ming Qing zhi ji Suzhou zuojia qun yanjiu, 14.
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While my dissertation is not concerned with policing the membership rolls of a group that
is itself a modern scholarly contrivance, only those Suzhou playwrights who actively collaborate
with other Suzhou playwrights in the production of dramatic works will be discussed. This
collaboration is not merely a way of diagramming social and literary networks, but a
fundamental and defining characteristic of these playwrights—the collective process of writing,
rewriting, and editing is inseparable from the production of plays that thematize the
transformation of the multitudes into a unified body.”' This collaboration extends beyond the
writing of prefaces, dedications, and inscriptions that were de rigueur for the well-connected
literatus. Rather, Li Yu, Zhu Suchen, Zhu Zuochao, Zhang Dafu, Ye Shizhang, Bi Wei, Qiu
Yuan, Sheng Jishi, Guo Mengqi, and Sheng Guoqi turned the plays themselves into a shared
creative endeavor, co-writing plays and play-cycles,’ collaborating on anthologies and treatises,

and editing, finishing, or proofreading each other’s work.”

>! The move in modern scholarship to efface this collaboration (e.g. the attribution of Qingzhong pu solely
to Li Yu) by recasting those plays as the work of a single author-genius is often made in tandem with the
attempt to rescue these playwrights from the ignominy of “professional” playwriting.

*2 There is of course a long history of writing circles that produced collaborative works. On the “talented
writers of writing clubs” (& 4" \) of the Yuan whose members were most likely “professional
dramatists” rather than literati authors, see Wai-yee Li, “Introduction,” in The Columbia Anthology of
Yuan Drama, ed. C. T. Hsia et al. (New York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 5; and Stephen H. West,
“Literature from the Late Jin to Early Ming,” in The Cambridge History of Chinese Literature, Volume 1:
To 1375, eds. Kang-i Sun Chang and Stephen Owen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010),
621.

> The various connections between these playwrights will be discussed throughout the dissertation. A
number of Suzhou circle plays are recorded as being co-authored works: Si daging V4 K& [Four great
celebrations] is attributed to Ye Shizhang, Qiu Yuan, Zhu Suchen, and either Sheng Jishi or Zhu Zuochao;
Si giguan VU#F L [Four spectacular sights] is attributed Zhu Suchen, Zhu Zuochao, Qiu Yuan, and Ye
Shizhang; Ding changong 7€ ifs = [Establishing the toad palace] is attributed Zhu Suchen, Guo Mengqi,
and Sheng Guoqj; Yipin jue — i & [Rank of nobility] and Mai lun ting ¥ #g5= [Pavilion of the buried
wheel] are attributed to Li Yu and Zhu Zhuochao. Works attributed to a single author still frequently bear
the imprint of multiple hands: Qingzhong pu lists Bi Wei, Ye Shizhang, and Zhu Suchen as co-editors; Li
Yu notes that Zhu Suchen proofread his Beici guang zhengpu; Zhang Dafu’s Hanshanzi qupu was written
with the assistance of Li Yu among others. Zhu Yuncong supposedly finished Ye Shizhang’s Hou
Xixiang when Ye fell ill, but this attribution is from the much later Jushuo #55%. Jiao Xun £Ef, Jushuo
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Gu Lingsen’s idea of a “community” (#£7%) approaches this notion of a collaborative

circle, but Gu undercuts the possibilities of the term by referring to this group as “the Li Yu
community” (Z5 EREV%).>* In this sense Gu’s community is no different than his Suzhou School,

as in both groups Gu positions Li Yu as the “nucleus” or “leader.” My use of circle is an attempt
to shed these assumptions that confuse Li Yu’s stature in modern scholarship with his role in a
non-existent orthodoxy.””> While a school implies the vertical transmission of some sort of
musical dogma from the originator(s) to the adherents, a circle connotes a continuous lateral
movement without a beginning or a center. A circle conveys both temporal immediacy and
physical proximity—these were contemporaries who had meaningful and sustained contact with
at least one other member of the circle.

This concept of a circle is also an attempt to find ways to talk about texts that have
problematic attributions and complex authorship. Scholarship on these plays is rarely critical of
attributions based on later texts, undated editions, or the citation-less assertions of older

scholarship.’® Moreover, the traces of multiple hands are often erased in service to a tradition of

EI5R, ed. Dong Kang # 5% (Songfen shi Du qu congkan #f 45 % 58 1 # T1], 1916-1922), juan 3, 2b in
Beijing Airusheng shuzihua jishu yanjiu zhongxin b 5% % 4028 B4 BT 5T H0, Electronic
database: Zhongguo jiben guji ku (hereafter ZGIBGJK) H[B{ & A< 1 & J# [Database of Chinese Classic
Ancient Books] (Beijing: Beijing Airusheng shuzihua jishu yanjiu zhongxin, 2009),
http://server.wenzibase.com/dblist.jsp.

** Gu Lingsen, “Lun kunqu Suzhou pai,” 163.

> Li Yu, who is the first name on all the lists of Suzhou playwrights and the first and primary focus of
every scholarly study of the Suzhou School, will be discussed in the third chapter of this dissertation. The
reason for this placement is primarily thematic, but I also hope to slightly decenter the literature on both
Li Yu and these playwrights as a group.

* For example, Li Mei is largely unconcerned with textual issues, drawing on the manuscripts included in
the Guben xiqu congkan i A5k i1 # TI| and elsewhere often without noting which edition she is citing
and without reference to the problematic dating and authorial attributions of these editions.
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literary scholarship that reifies the literatus author-figure and fetishizes biography.”” The concept
of a circle is useful precisely because of this textual uncertainty, allowing us to approach a body
of plays that were produced at a particular historical moment and within a particular social

context without becoming overly invested in issues of oeuvre or biographical conjecture.

Dissertation Structure
This dissertation is composed of four chapters, focusing on five plays by three Suzhou
circle playwrights. The first two chapters track the movement of merchants across land, social

strata, and moral codes. In the first chapter on Zhu Suchen’s Shiwu guan - 1.8 (Fifteen strings

of cash), I explore the changing imagination of the circulation of people and money across the
urban centers of Jiangnan and the corresponding reconfiguration of the merchant-figure from a
parasitic outsider to a source of moral and social rejuvenation. The second chapter on Zhang

Dafu’s Kuaihuo san 7% = (The three kinds of happiness) and Dushu sheng 782 (The sound

of reading) turns from the cities to the ocean, showing how the possibilities generated by
maritime commerce challenge the distinctions between capital and tributary, Han and barbarian,
human and beast. All three of these plays depict a multitude of social roles in flux, where in the
space of one play a character may self-identify as a student, a merchant, a loyalist, and a pirate.
At the same time, these plays must contend with the place of the state and its agents in an

increasingly decentered world.

>7 This is most apparent in the scholarly discussions of Qingzhong pu. The inclusion of Bi Wei, Ye
Shizhang, and Zhu Suchen as co-editors in the early Kangxi woodblock edition indicates a fairly large
role in the shaping of the text, and a number of scholars list the play as a “co-authored” (& 1) work.
However, much scholarly writing on this play treats it as emanating from the singular literary genius and
the particular experiences of Li Yu. See for example Wu Xinlei, “Shilun Li Yu de daibiao zuo Qingzhong
pu chuangi” FREH 2 ERAREME (JEREFE) #7 [On Li Yu’s representative work, Qingzhong pu] in
Zhongguo xiqu shilun, 165-174.
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The second two chapters trace the path carved by money itself, showing how the various
circulations of silver ingots, copper coins, and paper bills upend social relations and political
institutions. Reflecting the complex money economy of the late Ming and early Qing, these plays
depict a world in which money is minted by competing authorities (imperial, private,
supernatural) and dramatize the ways various actors attempt to control its production, valuation,

and circulation. The third chapter centers around Li Yu’s Taiping gian X*F-#¥ (Coins of

heavenly peace), in which a simple exchange is transformed into a complex economy centering
around one hundred thousand strings of rare coin. By depicting a social whole delimited by the
circulation of coins—a circulation that pointedly excludes the emperor—this play recalls the
commercial economy’s production of massive amounts of wealth outside of the state’s control. I
discuss the ways in which this dramatization of the struggle over the circulation of specie both
diagrams and problematizes the complex money economy of mid-seventeenth century Suzhou.
The fourth chapter focuses on Zhu Suchen’s rewriting of the conflict between a wealthy

merchant and an emperor. In Jubaopen ¢ # 7 (Cornucopia), the late Ming court’s losing battle

to control the circulation and valuation of privately-minted money and older government issues
is displaced to the early Ming, with the cash coursing through the seventeenth-century economy
literalized in the endless productive capacity of the merchant’s magical cornucopia. The
cornucopia, with its incessant extra-governmental production of coins which the state could not
control and from which it could extract no seigniorage, functions as a kind of illegal mint.
Unable to compete with this unrestricted flow of bullion, the emperor turns to fiat money, usury,
and counterfeiting. I situate Zhu Suchen’s celebration of the infinite expansion of merchant

capital and critique of imperial sovereignty within the emerging discourse of regional autarky.

24



In a coda, I address Li Yu’s Wan min an % [X;% (Peace for the ten-thousand people).

Though this play is not extant, my tentative excavation of this depiction of the 1601 tax riots
explores the stakes of staging the violent struggles over Suzhou’s autonomy in the early Qing.
While many early Qing plays castigate the leaders of rebellion as instigators of social turmoil
and cultural annihilators-by-proxy, this play, along with Li Yu’s Qingzhong pu, depicts recent
anti-state uprisings that are openly praised and celebrated. These plays, in which a group of
Suzhou townspeople rises up against agents of the central government, do not merely rehearse
recent history, but deploy living memory in the production of local identity—an identity that is
generated and embodied by the performances of Suzhou actors for Suzhou audiences in Suzhou
dialect. I discuss how the local identity generated by these plays is born out of a changing
imagination of the city as an economic space and how these imagined clashes between local
interests and the center redraw the limits of imperial sovereignty. Finally, by linking the concerns
of the Suzhou School playwrights with literary transformations taking place outside of the
Chinese cultural sphere, I argue that the thematic and structural innovations of the Suzhou stage

were rooted in global processes.
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Chapter One

“Throwing Down the Brush, Picking Up the Oar”: Shiwu guan and Money in Motion

The first two chapters of this dissertation will track the overlapping circulation of man

and money in Zhu Suchen’s Shiwu guan -+ 1. & (Fifteen strings of cash) and Zhang Dafu’s
Kuaihuo san 3% = (The three kinds of happiness) and Dushu sheng 7822 (The sound of

reading), all of which trace a chain of events instigated by a merchant setting out on his voyage.
Through these mappings of the geographic and moral terrains traversed by merchants, we can
see the ways in which the playwrights, well versed in canonical understandings of the place of
the traveling merchant in the social order, struggle to navigate the new moral topographies
created by the intensification of the commercial economy.

The traveling merchant has long been a source of fascination, pity, and fear in Chinese
literature. While scholar-officials and merchants are both occupational travelers, their
movements are freighted with very different meanings. The scholar-official moves within set
circuits: from home to exam site; from exam site to home or the imperial academy or an official
post. His circulation around the empire serves to mark the administrative terrain: his journey to
the (prefectural, provincial, imperial) capital links the almost bewildering multitudes of people
and places to the center(s); on his departure from the capital as a newly-minted agent of the

central government, he traces the very enclosure of state sovereignty.'

" Even this boundary-delimiting travel is not without its uncertainties and anxieties. There is an extensive
literary tradition that explores the strange experiences born of such travel in which a student leaves his
family and local community for the first time and ventures into a new world of pleasures and dangers.
This anxiety is thematized in the Tang classical tales Li Wa zhuan %=14:/% (The tale of Li Wa) and Renshi

zhuan 1T [Cf# (The tale of Lady Ren).
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The traveling merchant, however, is drawn from place to place by the demands of a
market outside the state’s bureaucratic control. Enmeshed as he is within a complex web of
surpluses and needs that reach across administrative borders, the merchant frequently trespasses
the edges of the state’s sovereignty. The merchant’s sojourns to the outside, exposing the
porousness and vulnerability of these borders, create problems—both philosophical and
diplomatic—for the state. In the late Ming, this theoretical violence to the state’s claims to
sovereignty is literalized in the increasing confusion of merchantry and piracy (with maritime
restrictions turning many Chinese merchants into “Japanese pirates”),” and the intrusion of
merchants-cum-extra-bureaucratic-diplomats into the affairs of foreign regimes.” In the early
Qing, piracy is even more explicitly linked to the subversion of state authority—rather than
dismissed as isolated incidents of opportunistic banditry— as self-proclaimed Ming loyalists

such as Zheng Chenggong ¥l 2} (1624-1662) further blurred the distinctions between

commercial trade and rebellion.*

This problem of loyalty to the empire of silver (in which all relations are horizontal,
transactional, and geographically unbound) over the dynastic empire (a radiating network of
hierarchical relations coterminous with a bounded territory) lies at the heart of the imagined

philosophical incompatibility of a commercial economy and Confucian values.

* Li Kangying, The Ming Maritime Trade Policy in Transition, 1367—1568 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz
Verlag, 2010), 17, 111, 124; Frederick W. Mote, Imperial China 900—1800 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1999), 720; Richard von Glahn, Fountain of Fortune: Money and Monetary Policy in
China, 1000—1700 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 115.

* Timothy Brook, The Confusions of Pleasure: Commerce and Culture in Ming China (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1998), 120.

* The legacy of the loyalist pirate Zheng Chenggong, also known as Koxinga B #: %%, will be discussed in
Chapter Two.
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The division of the people of the world into occupational categories appears in the early
philosophical tradition. The “four-fold division of people” (VU [X), delineated in the Guanzi & ¥
(Book of Master Guan) as “gentry, farmers, artisans, and merchants” (- 2 .%) is a
crystallization of the occupational hierarchies that pervade early political thought.” The

imbrication of occupation and character has roots in the Lunyu &fisit: (The analects). Though
profit was one of the things of which Confucius seldom spoke,” we have the declaration that
“[t]he gentleman understands what is right; the petty man understands what is profitable” (F ¥
WA EE, /N AR F).” The petty lowness of the man concerned with profit is held against the
gentleman who is “not a tool” (& #%), i.e. one who is defined against usefulness and

instrumentality.® The merchant is pointedly placed at the final position of the occupational
hierarchy, often grouped with the artisans as social leeches. In a dysfunctional state, the Han
Feizi ¥9FE-F (Book of Master Han Fei) declares, “merchants and artisans spend their time
making articles of no practical use and gathering stores of luxury goods, accumulating riches,
waiting for the best time to sell, and exploiting the farmers” (H: i L2 K, EHEM 48, F

FhEE Y BF, BERFFE R E S 2 F)). The shi -+ (gentry) and the nong f& (farmers), as the

> Wang Yunwu £ 71 et al., eds. Guanzi (Taibei: Taiwan Shangwu yinshuguan, 1968), 1:100.

==

% “The master seldom spoke of profit, fate, or benevolence” (75 & F B iy BL47). Lunyu zhushu #hsEvE

i [Analects with annotation and commentary] 9:1 in Shisan jing zhushu + = #8JE Bi [Thirteen classics
with annotation and commentary] (Taibei: Xinwenfeng, 2001), 19:193.

" Lunyu zhushu, 4:16 in Shisan jing zhushu, 19:96.
8 Lunyu zhushu, 2:12 in Shisan jing zhushu, 19:45.

® Han Feizi jishi - 75 [Collected explanations of the Book of Master Han Fei], annotated by Chen
Qiyou &Ik (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1959), 2:1078. Translation from Han Fei Tzu: Basic Writings,
trans. Burton Watson (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), 117.
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twin backbones of government and agriculture, provide for the social whole, whereas the gong

L. (artisans) and shang 7 (merchants) extract value from the shi and nong for private gain.

That the cultural elite, the shi, would group themselves together with farmers, against the
artisans and merchants, masks the formal similarities of the shi and shang and their “products” of
language and money. Unlike the producers of grain and textiles, the shi and shang are producers
of abstraction, of knowledge and value. The shi’s deep insecurity with the notion of producing
something out of nothing can be seen in their deeply felt affinity with woodcutters and fishermen,
figures representative of the simplest economic engagement, immune from the profits and
stockpiles of even the farmer. In the poetic self-fashioning and theatrical role-play of the late
Ming and early Qing literati, they could be hermits, gardeners, even craftsmen. Never, however,
would they cast themselves as merchants. "

While seldom discussed in the Lunyu, the role of the merchant in the well-functioning
state was taken up by later Confucian and Legalist theorists. In a number of texts, the merchant is
described as carrying out a socially necessary role in moving goods from places of surplus to

those of scarcity. In the Xunzi #j§ (Book of Master Xun), rulers are instructed thusly: “Goods

and grain shall be allowed to circulate freely, so that there is no hindrance or stagnation in

distribution; they shall be transported from one place to another as the need may arise, so that the

' There is a tradition of romanticizing the itinerant merchant that appears in the stories surrounding Fan
Li {i &, an advisor during the Warring States period who abandons political affairs and becomes a
merchant. See Sima Qian &) 51&, Shiji 117, 41:1740-55, 129:3255-58. However, in many late imperial
iterations, Fan Li cannot simultaneously be a merchant and a romantic hero. For example, in Liang
Chenyuw’s 22K (1519-1591) Huansha ji i 4PFC [Washing silk], arguably the most influential late
imperial version of the story, Fan Li’s merchant persona is entirely effaced. Throughout the play no
mention is made of Fan Li’s second career as a wealthy merchant. Rather, Fan Li’s final lines as he and
his lover Xi Shi set off on their voyage serve as a repudiation of the pursuit for profit: “Such is the life of
man—meeting and parting, to say nothing of flourishing and declining. Wealth and rank are like the
passing clouds; the affairs of the world are like child’s play” (N4 RS Wk, FimBlAIEE. & &M
FE, MIEEL). See Huansha ji (Yiyun ge 1A= 4 edn.) (Taibei: Tianyi chubanshe, 1983), 2:80a.
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entire region within the four seas becomes like one family” GEJRHAYISEK, BAME, (HHH
FRfEH, DU N —%)."" The imagination of the merchant as an integral part of the social

whole can be seen in utopian descriptions of the well-functioning state: “The farmers do not have
to carve or chisel, to fire or forge, and yet they have all the tools and utensils they need; the

artisans and merchants do not have to work the fields, and yet they have plenty of vegetable and
grain” ERAWIH], APamEmH, TEAPHIN ).

As the Guanzi emphasizes, this division of social labor is only functional so long as it is
balanced:

Since the former kings made the four classes of people—peasants, gentry,

merchants, and craftsmen—exchange their skills and perform each other’s work,

there was no way in which the benefits at the end of the year could be excessive

for any one class. For this reason, the people did the same kind of work and their
income was equal.

W TR LR TIRAZR S, &R H, MEMEd, 2P RIE—mA
i’l}]o 13

Despite these gestures towards some prelapsarian state of social harmony, the tendency
of merchants to extract profits frequently arises as a problem for the state. The Guanzi and the

Shiji 25C (Record of the historian) both locate a solution in the articulation of the state in the

market. In explaining the origin of Han Wudi’s infamous bailu pibi 1] FZ ¥ (white deer skin

" Xunzi jijie #i T4 # [Collected explanations of the Book of Master Xun], annotated by Wang Xianqgian
T4k (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1988), 1:161. Translation from Hsiin Tzu: Basic Writings, trans.
Burton Watson (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 43.

" Guanzi, 2:98. Translation from Guanzi: Political, Economic, and Philosophical Essays from Early
China: A Study and Translation, trans. W. Allyn Rickett (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998),
2:179.
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money), Sima Qian writes of the need of the state to alter its currency system in order to rein in

hoarding:

The rich merchants and big traders, however, were busy accumulating wealth and
forcing the poor into their hire, transporting goods back and forth in hundreds of
carts, buying up surplus commodities and hoarding them in villages; even the
feudal lords were forced to go to them with bowed heads and beg for what they
needed. [...] With this the emperor consulted his high ministers on plans to
change the coinage and issue a new currency in order to provide for the expenses
of the state and suppress the idle and unscrupulous landlords who were acquiring
such huge estates.

I s BN E BRI A, MR, BEEE, BB REmG. [ RE
RPELATE, TSGR LE, mAsEIie e,

In addition to the creation of a new currency system, Sima Qian recounts a number of
policies aimed at reducing the influence of the moneyed merchants, such as the effort to create a
registry of merchants and a prohibition on registered merchants owning land. While Sima Qian
was often critical of Han Wudi’s massive personal and state expenditures, he lauded the
emperor’s efforts to create of a “balanced standard” (pingzhun %) office that would receive

and store the goods gathered from around the empire:

All expenses were to be borne by the ministry of agriculture, whose officials
would have complete control over all of the goods of the empire, selling when
prices were high and buying when prices were low. In this way the wealthy
merchants and large-scale traders, deprived of any prospect of making big profits,
would go back to farming, and it would be impossible for any commodity to rise
sharply in price. Because the price of goods would thereby be controlled
throughout the empire, the system was to be called the balanced standard. The
emperor agreed with this idea and gave permission for it to be put into effect.

" Sima Qian ) 538, Shiji 25T [Record of the historian], annotated by Pei Yin 325, Sima Zhen &5 &,
and Zhang Shoujie 5% ~F 1 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1959), 30:1425. Translation from Sima Qian,

Records of the Grand Historian of China, trans. Burton Watson (New York: Columbia University Press,
1971), 2:68.
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As a result of this intervention into the market, the state is able to cover its expenses and
keep its granaries full without an undue burden on “the people” (which presumably includes only
those in ‘primary’ occupations like farming and not ‘secondary’ occupations like trade). These
lessons can also be found in the Guanzi’s promotion of a strong state able to assert control over
both prices and supply, appropriating any surplus away from private hoards.'®

Across and within early texts, there is a conflicting anxiety toward merchants as
simultaneously blocking the natural circulation of goods (through hoarding and speculative
practices) and moving things out of their place (though the movement of goods across space and
the mobility of the rich merchant across social strata). While the state could intervene in the
price/supply ratios frequently brought into chaos by the merchants, the rootlessness of the
merchant was a more insidious problem. The Han Feizi, which describes merchants as one of the

“five vermin of the state” (I F.5, FZ Fm), expresses this anxiety about the loyalty of

merchants untethered to a particular place:

An enlightened ruler will administer his state in such a way as to decrease the
number of merchants, artisans, and other men who make their living by
wandering from place to place, and will see to it that such men are looked down
upon. In this way he lessens the number of people who abandon primary pursuits
[i.e., agriculture] to take up secondary occupations.

' Shiji, 30:1441. Translation from Records of the Grand Historian of China, 2:83.
'® On how mid-Qing bureaucrats negotiated between private-sector (i.e. merchant) hoarding and public-

sector (i.e. the state) hoarding, see Helen Dunstan, State or Merchant? Political Economy and Political
Process in 1740s China (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2006).
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Though this mistrust of the itinerant—who is perhaps only a few bad trades away from
the socially unmoored guanggun Jt:#i (bare stick)'®—pervades canonical writings about the

merchant, occasionally their positions as liaisons between inside and outside are figured as

necessary to a well-functioning state. In the Guanzi:

[H]ave itinerant merchants move into the country. These are not ordinary people.
They claim no district as their home nor adopt any prince as the object of their
service. When selling it is to seek profit; when buying, it is not to acquire
possessions. From the country’s mountains and forests they take what they can for
profit. In the official markets, their income will amount to twice their capital
expenditures. Because of these flourishing markets, those on high will indulge in
extravagant spending while their subordinates will be given luxurious living, and
both the prince and his ministers will benefit accordingly. When both those on
high and those below feel close to one another, the wealth of the price and his
ministers need not be hidden away. This being so, the poor will have work to do
and food to eat. Moving people from feudal estates to the markets is another way
to solve this problem.

BN, AFHA, AEETE, AEEmAE. HRREA, ARIA
o Bl bk, RImAIZ, WEEZ A, THREA, N EE. A
FAH L TARKR, RUEREZM AT, RREERNAER. HEER8T, JRE
%ﬁ_‘ 5 19

The rhetoric of four occupations appears across Neo-Confucian writings into the late

imperial period, even as these categories fail to map onto the irreducible complexity of social

forms in flux. Starting in the mid-Ming, however, we see a dramatic shift in the discourse

' Han Feizi jishi, 2:1075; translation from Han Fei Tzu: Basic Writings, 116.
18 Though anxiety about the itinerant can be felt across the early tradition, the guanggun only became an
important concept in elite discourse in the late imperial period. See Matthew Sommer, Sex, Law, and

Society in Late Imperial China (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000), 96-101.

19 Guanczi, 2:58-9; translation from Rickett, Guanzi, 329-330.

33



surrounding occupational categories, epitomized by an epitaph written by the iconoclastic thinker
Wang Yangming %8 (1472-1529) for a man who had abandoned scholarly pursuits for a

career in trade. Here Wang maintains the prior four-fold divisions while asserting a fundamental

sameness, decoupling occupation and character:

The four types of people in ancient times had different occupations but travelled
the same path of exerting themselves to the utmost. The scholars use this utmost
exertion to govern, the farmers use it to grow crops, the artisans use it in order to
fashion tools, and the merchants use it to circulate goods. Each does his
occupation according to his own capability, to the best of his power, seeking to
exert himself to the utmost.

HHENREEMmMAEE, HFOoKE—W. LUBH, BUERE, TURE &
CLEBE, SmtHEZ T, i RETER, PoRaEHo, »

This fundamental sameness across occupational categories is not necessarily Wang

Yangming’s intervention; Yu Yingshi points out that a few years earlier in 1523 Li Mengyang 2%
215 (1473-1529) wrote, “The merchants and literati have different expertise but the same heart”
CRFEat, FAMTIEC).! In the late Ming, the hierarchy of the four occupations was
increasingly called into question. The radical thinker He Xinyin fA[.(2fZ (1517-1579) declared,

“Merchants and traders are greater than farmers and artisans; literati are greater than merchants

and traders; the sages and worthies are greater than literati” (7 & KA R L, L RKARE, %

*'Wang Yangming 5 W, Jie’an Fang gong mubiao 1} J5 /> %5 4% [Epitaph for Fang Jie’an] in Wang
Yangming xiansheng quanji [z W 56 4E 42 4E [Complete works of Mr. Wang Yangming], 24 juan, ed. Yu
Lin fi7¥% (Dunhou tang F(/E %, 1680), 10:21b. The epitaph for Fang Lin J5 I (Jie’an i &) is dated
1525.

ML Mengyang, Minggu Wang Wenxian muzhiming W] T 3L % £ 84 [Epitaph for Wang Wenxian|]
cited in Yu Yingshi [Yu Ying-shih] & ¥HF, Rujia lunli yu shangren jingshen i % i PLEL 5 A K54 [The
Confucian ethic and the spirit of capitalism] (Guilin: Guangxi shifan daxue chubanshe, 2004), 156-57. As
in the epitaph written by Wang Yangming cited above, the subject of this epitaph—Wang Xian £ I
(Wenxian Y #H)—was also a merchant.
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B KA +).2* At the same time, contemporary observers began noting the mixing of shi and
shang. Xu Min points out a number of such writers, like Gui Youguang 7 )% (1506-1551),
who declared, “The four people of ancient times had different occupations; as for later
generations, the literati have now become mixed up with the farmers and merchants” (7 % Y [
R, FMAT L B R AR ). Wang Daokun VEIE B (1525-1593), described the
reversals and improvised roles of late Ming society in his native Huizhou: “In ancient times
those most valued were literati and those less valued were merchants, but in my prefecture this is

reversed. The inadequate ones who not have the ability to be merchants, leave trade and become

literati. Those who have plenty do not have enough talent to be literati, then they conversely
become merchants” (H & ABIMAE, BEREGEMAR. HalE IALRE, RKiAfE,
fa A A ME, RIS ER B).2* This shift in elite discourse is matched in the literature
written for merchant consumption, in which categories such as shishang 17 (gentry merchant)
or f# 7 (Confucian merchant) begin to emerge. As Richard Lufrano notes in his study on

handbooks used by mid-level merchants, traders adapted notions of Confucian self-cultivation in
the authorship of their social role as merchants.*
The mixing of shi and shang noted by Gui Youguang and Wang Daokun has been borne

out by the research of social historians on the changing roles of the merchant in late imperial

* Xu Min #F#, “Shangye yu shehui bianqian” 7 384 €& %#3& [Commerce and social change] in Wan
Ming & W, ed., Wan Ming shehui biangian wenti yu yanjiu W B 41 € 5538 R & BELAJF 7T [Issues and
research in late Ming social change] (Beijing: Shangwu yinshuguan, 2005), 138.

* Ibid.

* Ibid.

» Richard Lufrano, Honorable Merchants: Commerce and Self-Cultivation in Late Imperial China
(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1997), 51-67.
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society. Indeed, one of the most fundamental challenges to the cultural fabric of late Ming
society was the rising prominence of the merchant class. Eager to turn their newfound economic
resources into cultural capital, wealthy merchants engaged in a range of strategies to overcome
their historically unfavorable status vis-a-vis scholar-officials: adopting literati affectations and
purchasing objects of connoisseurship, undertaking civic roles traditionally associated with the
scholar-officials, preparing sons for the bureaucratic examinations, marrying children into
scholar-official families.*® At the same time, the stagnation of the size of the bureaucracy,
despite the expanding population of candidates, left many sons of scholar-official families with
little recourse but to pursue a career in trade.”’

While the social boundaries between literatus and merchant were increasingly eroded and
trespassed, these boundaries were often fiercely guarded in literati-authored discourses. The
depiction of the merchant elite in late Ming literature frequently betrays this anxiety by affirming
the supremacy of literati-encoded social roles, moral values, and aesthetic signifiers. Jin ping mei

%A (Plum in the golden vase), the sprawling late sixteenth-century epic of the decadence and

depravity of the merchant nouveau riche, tracks an economy of extreme accumulation and
expenditure in which wealthy merchants’ unfettered consumption of objects of connoisseurship
(lavishly illustrated books, rare objets d’art) and enthusiastic accumulation of luxury goods
regardless of sumptuary restrictions leads inexorably to the breakdown of hierarchical relations,
the bankrupting of the family coffers, and the extinction of the familial line. The merchant’s

insatiable consumption across class lines as both a cause and a proxy for the breakdown of the

Y, Rujia lunli yu shangren jingshen, 155-212; Brook, The Confusions of Pleasure, 212-214;
Benjamin Elman, 4 Cultural History of Civil Examinations in Late Imperial China (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2000), 246247, 376.

" Elman, A Cultural History of Civil Examinations in Late Imperial China, 152—153; Yu, Rujia lunli yu
shangren jingshen, 164—167.
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social order was already a familiar formulation in late Ming literature. From the vantage of the
early Qing, the fall of the Ming dynasty seemed to confirm that such chaotic consumption could
only end in cultural annihilation.

The vernacular stories of Feng Menglong #52 F€ (1574-1646) avert this apocalyptic

possibility by largely ignoring the elision of merchant/scholar boundaries. Instead, merchants
and scholars are effectively contained in discrete roles, inhabiting different moral (and often
narrative) universes. In stories that feature a scholarly hero, merchants often act as lustful and
grasping foils. Merchants can be the heroes of their own stories, but these are what Patrick
Hanan has termed the “folly and consequence” story which is primarily concerned with “the

preservation and stability of the family, including its economic basis™*®

—the “romance” being
the domain of the literatus.”

That these depictions of merchants—be it the anxiety of extinction that pervades Jin ping
mei or the assertion of fundamental difference in Feng Menglong’s collections—are often found
in vernacular fiction is not surprising, given the genre’s simulation of the story-telling of the
marketplace.”® Chuangi, the long-form southern drama, is much less often populated with the
commoners and currency of the marketplace. Indeed, while vernacular fiction frequently maps
the circulation of money and commodities of entirely transferable and transparent value, chuangi

more often trace the transmission of objects of rarified connoisseurship: Du Liniang’s portrait in

Mudan ting #1715 (Peony pavilion), Li Xiangjun’s fan in Taohua shan, Yang Guifei’s stocking

2 Patrick Hanan, The Chinese Vernacular Story (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1981), 60.

* Ibid., 49. Hanan’s distinction between “folly and consequence” and “romance” is rather schematic and
overlooks some of the narrative complexity of these stories. However, his point about the differing moral
and narrative expectations for literati and merchant protagonists is a valid one.

3% On the affectedness of the storyteller’s manner, see Wilt Idema, Chinese Vernacular Fiction: The
Formative Period (Leiden: Brill, 1974), xii—xxii, 35-36.
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in Changsheng dian =" (Palace of eternal youth). Nevertheless, the denizens of the

market—and their insidious commodification of literati value—are never entirely absent. They
are often found lurking on the narrative margins in ways already familiar to readers of late Ming
literature: as in Feng Menglong’s stories, they inhabit a different moral and narrative space than
the scholar- and statesmen-heroes, and in keeping with the polemics of Jin ping mei, their
circulation of literati objects as commodities in the marketplace functions as a sign of social
dysfunction and cultural decay.

When merchants do appear in chuangi drama, they often appear as part of larger critiques
of the erosion of cultural values that seemed to accompany their social ascendancy. For example,
the threat that a commercial economy—reliant on the frequent sojourns of many men—poses to

the Confucian social order is given a rather lurid treatment in Zhu Zuochao’s Jiging tu 7 B

(The auspicious map), in which the merchant paterfamilias’ departure sets in motion a ghastly
series of events (an affair, a murder, a false accusation) that rend the familial fabric and pervert
almost every relation.

While late Ming observers witnessed the blurring of occupational categories—men from
official families engaging in trade; sons of merchant families attaining positions in the
bureaucracy; scholars from poor families marrying the daughters of wealthy merchants; rich
merchants devoting themselves to literary pursuits and scholarly affectations—chuangi
frequently affirm the social and moral distinctions between merchants and scholars. Indeed,
chuangi as a genre is uniquely positioned to police these boundaries: the imbrication of
occupation and character finds its analogue in the role types of chuangi drama, in which the

“work” of the drama is divided among the dan H. (female lead), sheng £ (male lead), jing ¥

(character-actor or painted face), mo R (older male), and chou H (clown), categories that
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simultaneously encompass narrative, musical, and moral roles. A particular role type will
identify in certain ways and behave in certain ways and move and sing in certain ways—his
character and his place in the world inseparable from his body and its movements through the
space of the stage.

These first two chapters will address three plays that rewrite the occupational and moral
possibilities for role types. Unlike a similar experiment by Li Yu 257 [Liweng 55 55] (1611—
1680), which turns the clown (chou) into the lead (sheng) in service to comic deflation, the
reversals of the Suzhou circle plays are at once more conservative and more radical.’’ While
these plays keep the sheng and dan in their generic place as the romantic and moral heroes, the
Suzhou circle playwrights open up unexpected narrative and moral possibilities for both

character and actor.

Fifteen Strings of Cash

Zhu He fif is commonly referred to in both contemporaneous and modern scholarship

by his courtesy name Suchen % [ ** and his penname Rui’an %% J&.> Like most of the figures

*' See Li Liweng’s drama Naihe tian Z5 {7 K [You can’t do anything about fate], which adapts his story
about an ugly man who marries a series of unwilling women. Most modern scholarship refers to this
playwright by his ming % (given name) Yu i and not his zao 5% (pen name) Liweng 57 5. However, in
this dissertation I will refer to him as Li Liweng to avoid confusion with the Suzhou circle playwright Li
Yu ZE.

*2 The Shunzhi woodblock edition of Qingzhong pu from the collection of Daxing Fu shi k341 [X
[Master Fu of Daxing] gives the name of the co-editor as “Zhu He [courtesy name] Suchen” (& HEZ ).
See Yili’an hui bian Qingzhong pu chuangi — % F& 5 4 1 3% (5 45 [Yili’an’s compilation of Register of
the pure and loyal], 1:1a, facs. rpt. in Guben xiqu congkan san ji 15 A< J§ it # T =4& [Third series of the
collected publications of ancient editions of drama], comp. Guben xiqu congkan bianji weiyuanhui
(Beijing: Wenxue guji kanxingshe, 1957), vol. 37.

3 See Qinlou yue (Wenxi tang 3 E %, between 1661 and 1722), 1:1a, facs. rpt. in Guben xiqu congkan
san ji, vol. 63. The twentieth-century Bieben Chuangi huikao biaomu 3| A fH 73 fE HAZ H gives Zhu’s
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associated with the Suzhou circle, he hailed from Wu county in Suzhou.’* The precise dates of
his birth and death are unknown. In the early Kangxi edition of Qingzhong pu, Zhu Suchen is
listed as a co-editor along with fellow Suzhou playwrights Bi Wei #:%% and Ye Shizhang /Ky
% 3 Li Mei argues that because Zhu’s name is listed last, he cannot be older than Bi or Ye, both
of whom were born around the year 1623.>° Based on the dates of birth of Zhu’s friends and
collaborators, Kang Baocheng argues that Zhu Suchen was roughly contemporary with You
Tong Juff (b. 1618) and Wu Qi 544 (b. 1619).%” The latest extant mention of Zhu’s activity

appears in a poem by Shen Deqian L7 (1673—1769) in which he talks about “recalling the

xinsi year of Kangxi [i.e. 17017 (T8 BEEL 5% 2% EL) and enjoying “new songs” (Hi Hi1).”® After

hao as 7 Ji& (which was repeated by a number of scholars, including Sun Kaidi and Guo Yingde), but the
late date of its compilation makes this alternative 4ao unreliable. For a discussion of the Z£/2£ debate, see
Li Mei 223, Ming Qing zhi ji Suzhou zuojia qun yanjiu W35 < Bk PN AE X BERTE T [Research on the late
Ming and early Qing Suzhou writers’ group] (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 2000), 260—
265. Li Mei also argues that ZE should be taken in its meaning as an variant of 3& and thus read as “Rui.”

* According to the Xin chuangi pin, he was “a native of Wu county” (%2 5% \). Gao Yi 128, Xin chuangi
pin H &% 5 [New dramas] (Haining Chen shi #3825 [, 1921), xu #5:3b. In the early Kangxi edition of
Qinlou yue, the author’s name is given as “Zhu Suchen of Wu Gate” (52 & ). Qinlou yue, 1:1a. The
Shunzhi era Daxing Fu shi edition of Qingzhong pu describes Zhu Suchen as being from the same ward
(tongli [F]H) as Li Yu. Yili’an hui bian Qingzhong pu chuangi 1:1a. Li Yu’s residence in Wu county,
Suzhou is well established. See the discussion of Li Yu’s biography in Chapter Three.

% Li Yu, Yili’an hui bian Qingzhong pu chuangi, 1:1a.
3 Li Mei, Ming Qing zhi ji Suzhou zuojia qun yanjiu, 237.

37 Kang Baocheng B & i, Suzhou jupai yanjiu %k M EIJRHF 5% [Research on the Suzhou drama school]
(Guangzhou: Huacheng, 1993), 35.

% Shen Degqian UL, Guiyu shichao 55 5%#> [Collected poems of Guyi] (Qing woodblock edn.)
10:9a in ZGJBGJK.
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the poem is an annotation that clarifies that “these were songs composed by Old Man Zhu
Suchen” (52 435 % Fi il ih).>

Little is known about Zhu Suchen’s life. A number of scholars have repeated an anecdote
found in the Daoguang era Zhapu beizhi "Eififfi & (Local gazetteer for Zhapu) that describes a
Zhu Suchen who turned to farming after failing to make a career as a civil servant.** Guo Yingde
is perhaps extrapolating from this anecdote when he says that Zhu was “born into straitened
circumstances and did not become an official; he liked composing songs and was good at playing

the reed-pipe” (HZEFER, Ribifl, =, FRA).* As Li Mei has argued, the Zhu

Suchen described in the Zhapu beizhi is a person entirely distinct from the Suzhou circle
playwright.*?
What we do know is that the Suzhou circle playwright Zhu Suchen worked closely with

several other playwrights on a number of collaborative projects. Zhu is credited with co-

¥ Ibid.

* Zhao Jingshen #4574 and Zhang Zengyuan #2347, eds., Fangzhi zhulu Yuan Ming Qing qujia
zhuanliie 75 &35 §5% 76 W35 M X 0% [Biographical sketches of Yuan, Ming, and Qing musicians from
local gazetteers] (Beijing: Zhonggua shuju, 1987), 164-165.

*' Guo Yingde ¥LFLf, Ming Qing chuangi zonglu Wi 4 %7 485% [Catalogue of Ming-Qing drama], 2
vols. (Shijiazhuang: Hebei jiaoyu chubanshe, 1997), 1:635. This description is repeated in other sources,
such as Deng Shaoji 8844 3%, ed., Zhongguo gudai xiqu wenxue cidian " 8] v A5k i SC 2 & i
[Dictionary of ancient Chinese dramatic literature] (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 2004), 1041.
Guo Yingde also includes this description in his Ming Qing chuangi shi and cites Wang Yongkuan’s 7K
% introduction to his edition of Zhu Suchen’s Feicui yuan. While Wang describes Zhu as “born into
straightened circumstances and never serving as an official” (‘H A% &K, K ¥ {'E) there is no mention
of a love of playing the sheng (reed-pipe). This reference to being good at playing the sheng is possibly
due to Guo Yingde taking Zhu Suchen’s hao as Sheng’an Z£ & (Hut of the flute) rather than Rui’an 2% g
(Leafy hut). See Guo Yingde, Ming Qing chuangqi shi B35 {% % 5 [History of Ming-Qing drama]
(Nanjing: Jiangsu guji chubanshe, 1999), 354-5.

* Li Mei, Ming Qing zhi ji Suzhou zuojia qun yanjiu, 264-265. Neither the date nor the place given in
this anecdote would make sense for Zhu Suchen. The description of Zhu turning to farming on a
mountain far from Suzhou after giving up the pursuit of an official career in the 1630s does not fit with
what we know of Zhu’s life, literary output, and social sphere.
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authoring two play-cycles: Si giguan VU#F#{ (Four spectacular sights), with his brother Zhu
Zuochao and “two other playwrights,” generally thought to be Ye Shizhang and Qiu Yuan,* and
Si daging V4K (Four great celebrations) with Ye Shizhang, Qiu Yuan and Zhu Zuochao or
Sheng Jishi.** Zhu also assisted Li Yu with several of his projects, such as helping him compile
his Beici guang zhengpu 1t5 & 1IEFE (Comprehensive notation on northern lyric poetry) and edit
his play Qingzhong pu alongside Ye Shizhang and Bi Wei. He is also credited with co-writing
Ding changong 7E¥&'= (Establishing the toad palace) with Guo Mengqi and Sheng Guoqi.

Zhu Suchen also collaborated with literati outside of the Suzhou circle, for example
editing the Yinyun xuzhi & #8255 (Essential knowledge on rhymes) compiled by Li Shuyun 2=
FHZE (jinshi 1647). The Kangxi woodblock edition of Qinlou yue Z&# [ (The moon above the
Qin pavilion) is a testament to Zhu’s participation in wide-ranging literary circles, with a preface
by Wu Qi, a commentary by Li Liweng, and an inscription by You Tong among others.*’ Indeed,
the fact that such an edition was produced shows the multiple worlds these texts inhabit. While
most of the extant plays by the Suzhou playwrights are hand-written scripts for use in

performance, the existence of woodblock editions festooned with approving testimonies from

* Dong Kang # B, ed., Quhai zongmu tiyao MiE48 H 2% [Comprehensive catalogue with abstracts
from the ocean of song], vol. 2 (1928, repr., Tianjin: Tianjin guji shudian, 1992), juan 25, 17a.

* Some scholars claim that Zhu Zuochao is the fourth co-author of Si daging on the basis of a notation by
Zheng Zhenduo that the play was written by “/& [QELES[E . #RF# . ~ This entry is cited by Zhuang
Yifu —#¥, ed., Gudian xiqu cunmu huikao w7 #5177 H M % [A comprehensive study of the extant
titles of classical opera] (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1982) 2:1173, and Wang Yongkuan’s 7K
% entry on the play in Li Xiusheng ZX& 4 et al., Guben xiqu jumu tiyao T AL Hh Il H $#2 2 [Abstracts
of dramas in rare editions] (Beijing: Wenhua yishu chubanshe, 1997), 444. The attribution of the play to
Zhu Suchen, Ye Shizhang, Qiu Yuan and Sheng Jishi is made on the basis of an inscription from a
manuscript edition of Si daging in Mei Lanfang’s Zhuiyu xuan #% £ i} [Studio of patchwork jade]
collection. See Guo Yingde, Ming Qing chuangi zonglu, 1:661.

¥ Qinlou yue, xu J¥ 1a—4b, tiging E1% 1a—4b, xiuxiang %1% 1a—6b, 1a.
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well-known contemporaries shows how the emphasis on the “commercial” nature of these plays
in modern scholarship effaces the complexity of their popularity across social strata.

Twenty chuangi*® and three zaju % (northern drama)*’ are usually attributed to Zhu
Suchen. Twelve of these chuangi and none of the zaju are extant.*® By far the most studied and

performed play in Zhu’s oeuvre is Shiwu guan (alternatively titled as Shuangxiong meng % g& %

* These chuangi are Zhen sangang % =#il [Restoring the three cardinal relationships], Yizhao xian —%
& [Making a forward move], Jinyi gui $4< 5% [Returning the brocade robes], Weiyang tian & 9K
[Before daybreak], Suanni bi R} B [The jade beast], Zhongxiao Li 8.2 8] [Gate of the loyal and filial],
Si shengshou VY EEF [The four masters], Wenxing xian 3L 5 3 [The appearance of the star of literature],
Longfeng gian HEJE\#% [Dragon and phoenix money], Yaochi yan ¥ 2 [Banquet at Jade Lake],
Zhaoyang feng ¥1F% B\ [Phoenix facing the rising sun], Quan wufu 4= 1.#& [Complete five happinesses],
Wannian shang i [The ten-thousand year goblet], Jubaopen, Shiwu guan, Qinlou yue, Feicui yuan,
Si daqing, Si giguan, and Ding changong, the last three being collaborative projects. Fourteen of these
plays are attributed to Zhu Suchen in the Xin chuangi pin: Zhen sangang, Yizhao xian, Jinyi gui, Weiyang
tian, Suanni bi, Zhongxiao lii, Si shengshou, Jubaopen, Shiwu guan, Wenxing xian, Longfeng gian,
Yaochi yan, Chaoyang feng, and Quan wufu (Gao Y1, Xin chuangqi pin, xu:4a). Qinlou yue, probably
written after the compilation of the Xin chuangi pin, is attributed to Zhu in a Kangxi-era woodblock
edition that was printed during Zhu’s lifetime. The Chuangi huikao biaomu also attributes to Zhu Suchen
Wannian shang, Tong tiantai 18K & [Terrace of heavenly communication], and Da jiging X7 ¥ [Great
auspiciousness], but the last two are dubious attributions—as Guo Yingde points out, there is a zaju by
Wu Weiye also called Tong tiantai and according to the Quhai zongmu tiyao, the author of the Da jiging
is unknown (Guo Yingde, Ming Qing chuanqi zonglu, 1:635). While these are not overwhelming reasons
to exclude these plays (especially as the Quhai zongmu tiyao lists many plays as “author unknown” that
are now attributed to other Suzhou authors), as the Chuangi huikao biaomu is itself a later and unreliable
source and the two questionable plays are no longer extant, I am following scholarly consensus in
omitting them from Zhu’s oeuvre. The attribution of Feicui yuan and Si giguan comes from the Quhai
zongmu tiyao and the attribution of Ding changong comes from the Quhai mu. The attribution of Si
daqing comes from one of the extant editions from Mei Lanfang’s collection that lists the names of the
four authors. As these four plays are relatively late (or, in the case of Si daging, undateable) attributions,
they should be treated with some skepticism. However, most modern scholars include them in Zhu’s
oeuvre.

7 Shen Degian lists three zaju written by Zhu Suchen: Du Shaoling xian san dali fi #7155 ik = K H8HR
[Du Shaoling presents three ceremonial poems], Qincao wen chan %5 # [ ## [Qincao discusses Zen], and
Yang Sheng 'an jinii youchun 157+ &% 2% [The courtesan Yang Sheng’an goes on a spring outing].
Shen Deqian, Guiyu shichao, 10:9a.

* Out of the various plays attributed to Zhu Suchen, twelve are still extant: Chaoyang feng, Jinyi gui,

Wenxing xian, Jubaopen, Shiwu guan, Wenxing xian, Longfeng qgian, Qinlou yue, Wannian shang, Feicui
yuan, Si dagqing, and Si giguan.
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[The dream of twin bears]).* As evidenced by the inclusion of five scenes from Shiwu guan in
the Qianlong drama anthology Zhuibaiqiu %% 138 (A coat of patched white fur), the play was

quite popular well past its author’s time and, like many Suzhou plays, had a rich afterlife in local
drama and prosimetrical performance traditions.”® The popularity of Shiwu guan in modern
scholarship, however, can be traced to the much heralded 1956 committee-led rewriting of Shiwu
guan as one of the centerpieces of the drama reform project.’’ This radical revision and
abridgement of Shiwu guan—and subsequent performances by the newly formed Zhejiang
Kunqu Opera Company—was widely acclaimed in the national media, and no less than Mao

Zedong and Zhou Enlai attended and praised the production as instrumental in bringing into

¥ While the Xin chuangi pin attributes Shiwu guan to Zhu Suchen, the Quhai zongmu tiyao states that
“some have said it was written by You Tong” (& 7R JU{f 28 t). This possibility is rejected by modern
scholars. Dong Kang, ed., Quhai zongmu tiyao, 46:1a.

* With the rise of the northern capital of Beijing as the cultural center in the eighteenth century and the
ascension of jingju as the preeminent dramatic form, kunqu fell from prominence—a fall that was
complete after the devastation of the Jiangnan region during the Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864). As
Jjingju performances often consist of individual scenes cannibalized from well-known kunqu plays,
particularly dramatic scenes from Shiwu guan reappeared on stage, albeit in truncated and radically
rewritten forms. With the flourishing of myriad regional performance genres in the second half of the
Qing dynasty, versions of Shiwu guan proliferated, with extant versions of Shiwu guan found in the
regional opera and prosimetrical genres of Qingiang, chaoju, chuanju, huaguxi, yueju, jinju 2 | (Shanxi
opera), muyushu K3 (Cantonese wooden fish texts), tanci 557 (plucking rhymes), and baojuan & &
(precious scroll). A number of these rewritings can be found in Lu Gong # 1. and Fu Xihua {## #E, eds.,
Shiwu guan xiqu ziliao huibian -+ 1. B gkt % Kl 524 [Compilation of materials on the drama Fifieen
strings of cash] (Beijing: Zuojia chubanshe, 1957). A list of Suzhou plays and their later appearances in
other opera traditions can be found in Kang Baocheng, Suzhou jupai yanjiu, 239-247.

>! The play was first performed in Hangzhou in January of 1956, followed by performances in Shanghai
in February and in Beijing in April. After touring through the end of May, this production was adapted
into a film directed by Tao Jin P 4> and produced by the Shanghai Film Studio (_F i 5% 52 % F Ji). In
August, the script of this production was published with photos of the production. Zhejiang sheng Shiwu
guan zhengli xiaozu Wi 44 -+ 1. H # 3 /N [Jiangsu province committee for the arrangement of Fifteen
strings of cash], Shiwu guan (Kunqu) + 1. & (E #) [Fifteen strings of cash (Kun opera)] (Beijing:
Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1956). The next year the score of the movie was published. Tao Jin Fi 4>,
Zhang Dinghe 5= € #ll, et al., Kunju Shiwu guan qupu: Yingpian gaibian ben zhong de qupu BB {1 1L
B HhEE: SR AT R #h RS [Kun opera Fifteen strings of cash musical score: Musical score for
the film adaptation] (Shanghai: Shanghai yinyue chubanshe, 1957).
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being a “reformed” kunqu form reclaimed from the feudal elite.’® In the wake of the
tremendously popular stage production (and the diffusion of various adaptations in local
performance genres, vernacular fiction, and film),” the original kunqu text and later adaptations
became subjects of scholarly attention.”* While recent years have seen an increased focused on
the Suzhou circle plays that more directly engage with moments of historical trauma, such as Li

Yu’s Qingzhong pu and Wanli yuan & 5.[8] (Reunion over ten-thousand /i), Shiwu guan

continues to be the rare Suzhou play with several dedicated studies.™

>2 Zhou Enlai J& B3, “Guanyu kunqu Shiwu guan de liangci jianghua™ B B -+ T B 59 W Va6
[Two talks on the Kun opera Fifteen strings of cash), Wenyi yanjiu SCEHJF 5% [Research on literature and
art] 1: 1980, 4—7. These talks were originally given in April and May of 1956. The rewriting of Shiwu
guan dovetails with the judicial reforms that were being simultaneously enacted.

>3 The writer Lao She &% % produced an eight-scene jingju version of Shiwu guan in October 1956. Lao
She & &, Shiwu guan (Jingju) + 1. E (5L §]) [Fifteen strings of cash (Peking opera)] (Beijing: Beijing
chubanshe, 1956). Shiwu guan was also rewritten for a number of other regional dramas and performance
traditions, including puju % il (Shanxi opera), yueju % i (Cantonese opera) and guci ¥% ) (drum
ballads). Zhang Huan 54 et al., Shiwu guan (puju) 1+ F. 5 () [Fifteen strings of cash (Shanxi
opera)] (Taiyuan: Shanxi renmin chubanshe, 1956); Yueju Shiwu guan gaibian xiaozu 2 Bl 71 & 2 4w
/&l [Committee for the Cantonese opera adaptation of Fifteen strings of cash], Shiwu guan (yueju) 1 1.
H (E#)) [Fifteen strings of cash (Cantonese opera)] (Guangzhou: Guangdong renmin chubanshe, 1956);
Jin Kai 4385 and Wang Fuhui 48 2, Shiwu guan (guci) + 118 (3%7)) [Fifteen strings of cash (drum
ballad)] (Jinan: Shandong renmin chubanshe, 1957). The plot of the revised kunqu appeared in non-
performance genres as well. In December of 1956, an illustrated synopsis was published “for the
readership of the masses of workers and peasants who are beginning to learn about culture” (45 #]5  b
H L2 B A 1), Liu Huaide B8, Shiwu guan de gushi + 1. B 1] [The story of Fifteen strings
of cash] (Zhengzhou: Henan renmin chubanshe, 1956), publisher’s foreword, n. pag. In 1958, the martial
arts fiction writer Li Shoumin %% 3% [X; produced a more elaborate novelization of the kunqu.
Haizhulouzhu i2 2k ¥ [penname of Li Shoumin 2= 5% [X], Shiwu guan 1. & [Fifteen strings of cash]
(Shijiazhuang: Hebei renmin chubanshe, 1958).

> See Lu Gong and Fu Xihua, Shiwu guan xiqu ziliao huibian.

> For example, Wang Shide F 1%, Shiwu guan yanjiu +F. E W 5T [Research on Fifteen strings of cash]
(Shanghai: Shanghai wenhua chubanshe, 1981); Yang Zhenliang #%#% K, “Shiwu guan gushi de
xingcheng yu yanbian” + 11 B i F ¥ B B2 fiT5# [The form and development of the story of Fifteen
strings of cash), Taibei shiyuan xuebao 5 ALHTFE % [Journal of Taipei Teacher’s College] 5 (1992):
183-196.
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There are four extant Qing editions of Shiwu guan, including a carefully copied
manuscript dated (though perhaps inaccurately) the second month of the seventh year of Shunzhi

(i.e. 1650).°® Two of the other editions, including one from the collection of Xu Zhiheng &2 f

(1877-1935), are undated; the fourth edition is from the Yongzheng or Qianlong era. The
differences across these editions are fairly minor, though there are a few insertions or deletions

5
of scenes.”’

Mercantile Confucianism

The problem at the heart of Shiwu guan is the problem of circulation. How does the
movement of things and ideas—bodies and money, sound and stories, desire and authority—
remap the social whole? Like a number of plays by the Suzhou circle, Shiwu guan interlaces
multiple narratives so as to trace a closed economy centered around the circulation of a specific
amount of money. However, while plays like Taiping gian (discussed in Chapter Three) focus on
the supernatural circulations of an almost unimaginable quantity of money, Shiwu guan is
positively mundane, centered around a mere fifteen strings—a modest sum that would be a
significant amount for a tradesperson, but a negligible sum for landed gentry or wealthy
merchants. The titular fifteen strings are woven through the fabric of everyday life: a wedding
gift from a shopkeeper to his daughter-in-law, a loan to help a brother open a shop, and a gift

from a merchant to a desperate comrade. It is through these exchanges that relationships are

>0 Zhu Suchen K & [, Shiwu guan + 11 & [Fifteen strings of cash], facs. rpt. Guben xiqu congkan san
Jji B AL #H 2 Il = 4E [Third series of the collected publications of ancient editions of drama], comp.
Guben xiqu congkan bianji weiyuanhui {5 Ak 2 1) #m#EZ & &, vol. 60 (Shanghai: Shangwu
yinshuguan, 1954). Lu Gong and Fu Xihua suggest that the date of the seventh year of Shunzi (1650) that
appears on the final page might be a later emendation, though they note that this edition was definitely
written prior to Qianlong. Lu Gong and Fu Xihua, Shiwu guan xiqu ziliao huibian, 24. 1 will be quoting
from this edition.

>7 For a list of the changes in scene names and order, see Guo Yingde, Ming Qing chuangi zonglu, 1:642.
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brought into being and communities are defined and delimited. At the same time, Zhu Suchen’s
play manages to find a place for literati values within a world where the commercialization of all
human interactions is a fait accompli. But like the circulation of money, the source of Confucian
rejuvenation is similarly unexpected. As the domicile becomes the site of ever more invidious
commercialization, the commercial realm and the relationships forged therein become familiar
and familial—the place where there possibilities of a non-economic calculus are kept alive.

When Shiwu guan begins, brothers Xiong Youlan and Youhui are struggling to support
themselves after their parents’ deaths. Over his brother’s objections, elder brother Youlan
decides to find work as an oarsman on a merchant boat so as to support Youhui’s studies.
Meanwhile, their neighbor Feng Yuwu gives live-in child-bride Hou Sangu fifteen strings in
paper bills and a pair of gold rings to mark her official marriage to his son Jinlang. Yuwu is
nervous about marriage, as his ugly son is no match for the lovely Sangu. His suspicions are
further raised when Sangu remarks how she enjoys hearing the scholar next door recite the
classics. Later that night, a rat sneaks into Sangu’s room and makes off with the gifts; the rings
are pulled into Youhui’s study (which shares a wall with Sangu’s room), while the bills pads the
rat’s nest within the wall.

When Youhui discovers the rings in his study, he is thrilled by his good fortune and
decides to take them to Feng Yuwu’s shop to exchange for food. First, however, Youhui buys
some rodenticide-laced cakes to deal with the rats that are destroying his books. When Youhui
brings the rings to Yuwu’s shop, Yuwu’s suspicions are confirmed and he angrily accuses
Youhui of carrying on an affair with Sangu. Jinlang hears this and goes to confront Sangu
himself. In her doorway he sees a cake, which he imagines to be a special treat that the lovers

shared. He angrily eats the poisoned bait and immediately dies. When the case is brought before
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the court, the magistrate Guo Yuzhi agrees with Yuwu that the young couple is guilty of adultery
and murder. Youhui and Sangu are sentenced to death and Youhui is ordered to repay Yuwu the
fifteen strings.

While docked at Suzhou, the crew of the merchant boat—including brother Youlan—
learns about the recent scandal. A merchant named Tao Fuzhu takes pity on Youlan and gives
him the fifteen strings to take to his brother. While on the road, Youlan encounters a lost girl
named Su Shujuan. Though Shujuan comes from a gentry family, the death of her mother left her
in the care of her cruel step-father You Hulu. One night an inebriated Hulu returned home with
fifteen strings in copper coins; while the money was a loan from his sister to open a shop, Hulu
tells Shujuan that he has sold her to be a maid. Distraught, Shujuan sneaks out of the house once
he falls asleep. On the road she meets Youlan, who is walking in the same direction and
accompanies her for her safety. Meanwhile, down-on-his-luck gambler Lou Ashu notices that the
door to Hulu’s house is ajar; though he only intended to steal the bag of money, when Hulu
wakes up mid-robbery Ashu kills him. The next morning suspicions fall on the missing daughter
and a search is launched. When authorities find her with Youlan, who is carrying exactly fifteen
strings of cash, they are arrested. Guo Yuzhi, who has since been promoted, examines the case
and determines that Youlan and Shujuan are guilty. The two cases are later reopened by the
upright Suzhou prefect Kuang Zhong, who has doubts about the four convicts’ guilt. During his
investigation, he discovers the rat’s nest between the Feng and Xiong houses containing the
fifteen strings of paper bills. He then poses as a fortune-teller and extracts a confession from Lou
Ashu. The brothers are freed and shortly thereafter pass the examinations (their examiner being

none other than a demoted Guo Yuzhi). The play ends with a double marriage ceremony
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orchestrated by Kuang Zhong and Guo Yuzhi in which Youlan and Shujuan and Youhui and

Sangu are wed.

Narrative Strings

In writing Shiwu guan, Zhu Suchen borrows extensively from the earlier huaben i A<
(vernacular story) Cuo zhan Cui Ning $54Ji££ 8% (The wrongful execution of Cui Ning) that
appears in Feng Menglong’s Xingshi hengyan Bt 1 5 (Constant words to awaken the world)
as Shiwu guan xiyan cheng giaohuo 1. B8 F 7 (A joke about fifteen strings of cash

leads to tragedy).”® In this story, which serves as the basis of the Youlan-Shujuan narrative
thread, a poor scholar turned unsuccessful merchant named Liu Gui is given fifteen strings by his
father-in-law in order to open a business. When Liu Gui drunkenly tells his concubine that the
money was obtained from selling her off, she runs away to her natal family. On the road, she
meets a traveling merchant who just completed a large sale. When Liu Gui is found dead, the
concubine and the traveling merchant are arrested. The traveling merchant is revealed to be
carrying fifteen strings of coins, which damns him in the eyes of the court. Both merchant and
concubine give false confessions under torture and are executed. Later Liu’s primary wife is

kidnapped by a bandit, who reveals that he had murdered Liu and let two innocents take the

*¥ Feng Menglong attributes this story to a huaben supposedly written in the Song dynasty. This story
appears in the Jingben tongsu xiaoshuo 5 A% /Mgt [Popular stories from capital editions], which was
purportedly discovered by the scholar Miao Quansun #8224 and published in 1915. Though some
scholars such as Jaroslav Prasek have treated the Jingben tongsu xiaoshuo as predating Feng Menlong’s
version (and possibly serving as a source), most scholars consider it a more recent forgery. Jaroslav
Prasek, Chinese History and Literature: Collection of Studies (Prague: Academia, 1970), 308; Wilt Idema
and Lloyd Haft, 4 Guide to Chinese Literature (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan, 1997), 213-214;
Wang Shide, Shiwu guan yanjiu, 13—21; Hsu Hui-Lin, “Revision as Redemption: A Study in Feng
Menglong’s Editing of Vernacular Stories” (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2010), 9. Patrick Hanan
argues that the story that appears in Feng Menglong’s collection was mostly likely written in the early
Ming, with the ending rewritten by a later editor. Patrick Hanan, The Chinese Short Story: Studies in
Dating, Authorship, and Composition (Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1973), 61, 165-166.
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blame. The primary wife reports this injustice to the magistrate, who has the bandit executed.
The emperor issues pardons to the wrongfully executed.

Aside from the obvious changes in plot— the omission of the bandit-wife plotline; the
ending that rescues the innocents from execution—the chuangi departs from the huaben in key
thematic respects. By locating the central tragedy of the main tale (and the near-tragedy of the
introductory tale) in the misunderstanding of a joke, the Auaben shows how uneasily language
translates meaning. The chuangi, however, shows a faith in the ability of meaning to be
communicated through the addition of the investigator Kuang Zhong, who is able to ferret out
the truth through a close attention to language (the testimony of witnesses, the dreams-cum-word
games). That meaning is ultimately recovered through the judicial process points to a different
role for the state. While in the huaben the state can only extract repayment in blood and issue
posthumous honors, in the chuangi the state is the generative force that puts families back
together again. The contingency and coincidence of the Auaben is rewritten as a surface-level
misapprehension of the logic of the universe, which brings both things and people to the places
they need to be.

The Youhui-Sangu thread shares narrative elements with a story attributed to a non-
extant biography of Li Jing in the Hou Han shu 1% %3 (History of the Later Han). As recorded
I

in the Tang dynasty compilation Yiwen leiju 2 ¥ % (Thematic compilation of literary

sources):

The Hou Han shu also records: Li Jing of Runan was the prime minister of Zhao.
A servant found women'’s linked pearl ornaments in a rat hole. He asked the
Master of Records about it, who replied, “In the past, the former prime minister’s
wife lost three pearls. She suspected that her daughter-in-law stole them. Because
of this, she had her sent away.” Jing thereupon sent the pearls to the former prime
minister. The former prime minister was ashamed, and sent for the daughter-in-
law to be brought back.
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The Youhui-Sangu plot line also tracks closely with the plot of a story from Li Liweng’s

huaben collection Wusheng xi #%5k (Silent operas). Mei nanzi bi huo fan sheng yi 3¢ 5 -kt %
S 4% (A handsome man tries to avoid temptation and instead attracts suspicion) recounts a
similar tale of injustice caused by a missing object hidden in a rat’s nest.”* While the similarity in
character names, narrative details, and language indicate a clear relationship, the question of
which version inspired the other remains controversial.®’ Some, like Fu Chengzhou fH 7 M, take
the stance that Li Liweng’s huaben was based on Zhu Suchen’s play, a stance supported by the

fact that the publication of Wusheng xi is generally accepted as occurring during the eleventh and

* Ouyang Xun BX[55 (557—641), ed., Yiwen leiju # A% [Thematic compilation of literary sources]
(Southern Song woodblock edition), 84:4b, rpt. in Yiwen leiju (Taibei: Xinxing shuju, 1960), 9:2148.

%'See Li Yu 25, Li Yu quanji Z5ifa4=% [Complete works of Li Yu] (Hangzhou: Zhejiang guji
chubanshe, 1991) 8:34-55. This story appears as the fourth story in Li Liweng’s later collection
Liancheng bi 835 [Precious jade] as Qingguan bushou pahui bang, yishi nan shen gie fu yuan i & A
€K, JE 1 #EH %5 %7 % [The upright official does not accept slanderous accusations of incest; a
wronged man finds it difficult to redress the injustice caused by the eavesdropping woman] in the table of
contents; the word qu i (wronged) is replaced with yi % (righteous) in the title as it appears in the
chapter itself. See Liancheng bi (Kangxi edn.), muci H {X:1a; 4:1a in ZGJIBGJK.

5! Both stories feature a beautiful girl engaged to an ugly man. Both girls arouse the suspicions of their
fathers-in-law when they mention overhearing the student next door reciting the classics. Both girls
receive an expensive gift from their fathers-in-law; when the gift is dragged into a neighboring residence,
the girls are accused of adultery. In both stories, the original judgment against the girl and her neighbor is
overturned and evidence of their innocence is found in a rat hole. Both stories end with the judge
marrying the girl to the neighbor. The father in Shiwu guan is named Feng Yuwu #§ % & and his son is

named Jinlang % B, while in Wusheng xi the father is Zhao Yuwu # & & and his son is Xulang fi.Bf.
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twelfth years of Shunzhi’s reign (1654-55), while the earliest extant edition of Shiwu guan is
dated the seventh year (1650).%

Other scholars like Guo Yingde have argued that Zhu Suchen based his play on Li
Liweng’s huaben.” Li Liweng’s commitment to a particular notion of originality coupled with
the Suzhou circle’s habit of drawing on huaben plots may indeed point to the Wusheng xi story
as the source text.** Indeed, the Suzhou circle drew frequently from Feng Menglong’s San yan
— 5 and Ling Mengchu’s Er pai A collections, and Suzhou playwright Chen Erbai based one
of his plays on another story from Wusheng xi. It is possible, these scholars argue, for Zhu
Suchen to have had access to an early manuscript edition of the Li Liweng Auaben. This
argument is bolstered by a note appended to the title of the Auaben in the first print edition of

Wusheng xi: “There will be a play based on this story” (1[5 75 8 &7 fifi ). While some
scholars like Hu Yuanling #f 7G4} take this to mean that Li Yu was himself planning on adapting

the story into the play, it could also be read as publicity for his friend’s upcoming adaptation.®®
Regardless of which text is earlier, the two versions are quite different. Li Liweng, who
frequently demonstrates a preference for contemporaneity in his stories and plays, sets the

Wusheng xi version in the more recent Zhengde period 1E4% (1506-1521). Zhu Suchen, however,

52 Fu Chengzhou {4 & ¥, “Li Yu huaben de chuangxin yu yinxi” Z= &% 7 (1) 1357 B2 5] % [Innovation
and imitation in Li Yu’s vernacular tales], Ming Qing xiaoshuo yanjiu W& /N 5T [Journal of Ming-
Qing fiction studies] 4 (2007): 246. However, as others have noted, the inscription at the end of the play
with this date might be a later emendation.

5 See, for example, Guo Yingde, Ming Qing chuangi zonglu, 1:643.

% Though Li Liweng had elsewhere been inspired by Zhu Suchen’s dramatic creations, as when he
provided commentary and wrote additional sequences for Qinlou yue.

% Li Yu quanji 8:3. This notation does not appear when the story is reprinted in the Liancheng bi. See
Liancheng bi, muci:1a in ZGJIBGJK.

% Hu Yuanling, Li Yu xiaoshuo xiqu yanjiu Z535/NaR BB 7 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2004), 138.
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sets the story in the period between Xuande = % (1426-1435) and Zhengtong 1E4% (1436~
1449), which accords with the historical lifespan of Kuang Zhong V1% (1383—1442).%

Unlike Zhu Suchen’s play, Li Liweng’s story highlights the role of meddlesome
neighbors as the architects of calamity. His undifferentiated mass of neighbors lays bare the
danger of the crowd, the distortion and unreliability of their gossip, and the terrifying
transformation of their idle chatter into fatal action. After watching first Yuwu and then his
neighbor Jiang Yu (the Youhui figure) swan across their lane with the same pendant, the
neighbors are no longer content to play the audience. Instead, they stage a confrontation: sending
Jiang Yu to get the pendant appraised by Yuwu and insisting that Yuwu produce his pendant for
the sake of comparison. When Yuwu tries to keep the matter private, the neighbors again
intervene, insisting that he take the matter to court. Their enthusiastic willingness to bear false
witness for Yuwu in his legal complaint brings full circle the bankruptcy of their speech, from
gossip to accusations to lies. In their marshaling of confusion and tragedy into dramatic
entertainment, they demonstrate no particular investment in the outcome of this human drama.
As they swing from humiliating Yuwu to helping him, their only desire is to see this narrative
through to its climax. The pleasure of spectacle and of moral judgment prefigures the courtroom
itself, which serves as merely another stage on which to continue this drama.

In Shiwu guan, however, the crowds that gather to listen to and to make sense of the
Youhui-Sangu adultery case play a different role entirely. In the scene “Shang zhu” 75 Bl (The
merchants’ assistance), a group of traveling merchants gather on the deck of a boat and listen to

the wai 4l (secondary elder male character) share a story he just heard on shore of a young

%7 This setting in the more distant past also helps blunt any perceived political content.
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scholar who met misfortune.®® The story he tells is not the narrative that prevailed in court.
Rather, the wai recounts the events as they had unfolded on stage just a few scenes prior: that
Youhui and Sangu moving into adjacent rooms was a coincidence, and that Youhui came into
possession of the rings by accident. When the listeners express suspicion about these
coincidences, the wai silences their doubts by telling them that “everyone says this was a
miscarriage of justice” (A AR S2 % 4T).* While Li Liweng claims (with tongue lodged firmly in
cheek) that he wrote his huaben to convince readers not to gossip, in the Shiwu guan chuangi,
rumor and gossip prove to be more reliable than official accounts, and 