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On Visible and Invisible Scenes in Western Drama and Chinese Opera

Ma Junshan

(Center for Chinese Modern Literature of Nanjing University, 210093)

Abstract: The issue of visible and invisible scenes emerges right after the
appearance of modern drama. The scenes in Western dramas are the stage pictures consisted
of settings, characters and actions while the scenes in Chinese traditional opera only
refer to the stage. The most significant difference between Western drama and Chinese opera
lies in the settings, which represent two opposite space—time views in art. Western drama
originates from religious rituals, which leads to the following characteristics: certain
place, compact time and intense act. The combination with plastic arts stimulates the

appearance of the boxlike stage and realistic setting, which forms the limited space—time



views in art. Chinese operas, however, has multiple sources. The divertimento, speech and
action function respectively as expression, narration and performance. They supplement each
other but not belong to one system, and still keep their own functions to run and maintain
the infinity of space—time in operas, leading to possibility of the script extension of
Chinese opera. The limited space—time views originate from the specific way of thinking in
western tradition while the infinite views in art reflect Chinese traditional abstract way
of thinking. The former makes it possible for the playwrights to explore new thoughts while
the latter leads to the rigidity of thoughts and refinement of the art skills. Beijing
opera is not only its prominent representative, but also stands for the climax in its

development.
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