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The Meanings and History of “Emperor Zhengde’s
Travel Incognito” on the Qing Dynasty Stage

Hua Wei

This paper explores the writings of imperial authority in the folk theaters outside
the space of the Qing court. There is a cluster of four similar plays, each with its own
different characteristics, all featuring the common character of the Zhengde Emperor of
the Ming dynasty: Li Yu’s chuangi “Yu saotou,” Tang Ying’s zaju “Meilongzhen,” the
anonymous lantern play script “You long zhuan,” and Huang Zhi’s zaju lantern play
“Yuzan ji.” An important part of the analysis is the theme of Zhengde’s incognito visit
into the town or city, which from early Qing through to the high-Qing and on to the later
years of the Qing was very popular, and which reveals many aspects of the concept of
and expectations for sovereignty, held by literati or by common folk. From the contents
of these four plays, we see clearly that the literati and folkarrangements of the Zhengde’s
travel incognito story were many and various. Historical cireumstances, individual quality,
class affiliation, along with variation in customs and“local cultures, these factors richly
influenced the authors of these Zhengde plays. Of special interest in this corpus is “You
long zhuan,” also called “Zhengde Looks at Eanierns.” With a strong dualism of sacred
and secular, quite likely, it is a script for a play performed at a folk celebration on Lantern
Festival in Yangzhou. Because there is“a‘tradition in such theater to have sheng (young
male) and dan (young female) perforim counterpoint, all the four plays deal with romantic
love and the Zhengde Emperor is portrayed as a spirited and romantic figure in all of
them. However, as each of the plays differs in emphasis and concerns in the writing of
the relationship between the emperor and his love, it can be said that folk performances
of Zhengde’s travel upon the Qing stage express a complicated artistic front, involving
a complex mixture of history and politics, entertainment and ethics. Hence, a vivid
expression of the/emotions and psyches of the common Qing people. The differences
between the variant‘plays also embody the deep influences of “historicity” and “audience”
on the creation of drama and theatre.
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