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The Impact of Mei Lanfang’s Performing Art on the
Course of Modern World Drama

Zou Yuanjiang

Abstract: Changes gradually took place in European drama after Mei Lanfang’s visit to the United States in 1930,
especially his visit and performance at the invitation of colleagues in the Soviet Union for the purpose of studying
eastern drama in 1935. Although around his visit to the Soviet Union, western dramatists such as Gordon Craig,
Meierkholid and Antonin Artaud had, to various degrees, probed how the drama acting can get rid of and
surpass naturalism or realism, Mei Lanfang provided western dramatists with rare and fresh inspirations with
his acting aesthetics, which was a far cry from its western counterparts, which were marked with proceduralized,
patchwork-like, completely “posturing.” Of a particular note, for Meierkholid and Bertolt Brecht, Mei Lanfang’s
performing concept directly pushed them to restructure and establish their theories of “organic modelling
technique” and “alienation effect.” As for western dramatist Jerzy Grotowski and those after him such as Peter
Brook, Eugenio Barba and Hans Richter, they started a trend of referring to the East and learning the body
performing art from Chinese operas, and this trend has continued to this day. The fact that western dramatists
unceasingly worked on how to draw the essence of the Chinese opera performing art so as to create new acting
theories that could save Western drama is, directly and indirectly, in thinking and in stage reference, related to the
aesthetic spirit of the Chinese opera Mai Lanfang conveyed on stage in the Soviet Union to the most outstanding
dramatists at that time. The long-term impact of Mei Lanfang’s performing art on the course of modern world
drama is displayed in three aspects. First, it prompted western dramatists to free themselves from naturalism and
purely imitation and to detest the idea of “photographic imitation of reality” on the western drama stage. Second,
it led western dramatists back to dig into the artistic representation of performers’ “bodies.” The Chinese opera
art built the well-adapted and perfect acting ability of the performers’ bodies, and this was exactly the qualities of
ideal “theatric artists” pursued by western dramatists. Third, it inspired western dramatists to carry out intensive
training on performers’ “pre-expressivity” ability. And the “technique” of eastern drama actors produces an

aesthetic effect of marvelous “extravagant balance” fascinated by western dramatists.

Keywords: Mei Lanfang, performing art, world drama, impact
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