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The Transition from Actor—Centered to
Playwright—Centered Drama: An
Investigation of Mainland Drama Reform
and the Transformation of the Nature

of Contemporary Theater

WANG An-ch’i

The main subject of the treatise is the shift from actor—centered drama
to playwright—centered drama. The changes go with the trend of the
theatre towards contemporary drama and are based on the concepts of
“reform of drama” undertaken in mainland China. What needs to be
explained is that, although there is an obvious political dimension in the

’

policies concerning “‘reform of drama,” still this re—orientation entails a
tremendous transformation in the dramatic arts. This essay does not
consider the change purely as a political movement or merely the result of
political factors; the reform does include many problems which involve the
performing arts themselves, such as the influences of script writing, and
how the “‘Stanislavsky Method™ makes classic performance schools of
drama vanish.

The first section focuses first on the characteristic of the traditional
actor—centered theatre and then on the contents of the “‘reform of drama.”

The second explains the result of the reform at its early stage; the “new
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classical plays” had already been established, and ‘“arrangement by the
playwright and director” as well as “‘actor centered” pathways had made
their appearance. The third section tries to clarify the common growth of
both playwright and performance from the reform to the Cultural
Revolution. It has three main points to be made: (1) the writer defines two
different axes of arrangement of new theatrical repertoire for investigation;
(2) through analysis of actual scripts, one finds individual characteristics
associated with the writing of the plays (particularly the plays emphasizing
dramatic dialogue which depended on emotional climaxes in the structure
of the plot); (3) one can discern differences in individual articulation of
mass policy creeds by comparing plays and dramatic material adapted
from novels. The fourth section treats the formation of playwright—
centered drama that occurs after the Cultural Revolution. It shows that,
the structural techniques having become a common method of the
playwrights, individual characteristics appeared in plays with a variety of
topics, details and intellectual contents. Moreover, the examination of
plays from this period shows that the implication of the plays had gone
from “‘criticizing the system’ to an extremely subtle analysis of human
nature. As well, one must mention the stagnation which the classical
performing arts were subject, probably because of the advent of the new
style of creation, and also because of the influence of the Stanislavsky
method of performance. And, finally, the fifth section discusses the
influences of the “reform of drama” in Mainland China on the theatre of
Taiwan. As to the question of whether director—centered drama has been

established or not, it stands as the last topic of the treatise.

Keywords: the actor—centered the playwright—centered
the director—centered reform of drama
drama theater
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