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Abstract

This paper presents a critical examination of the classification and institu-
tionalisation of xzgu JEXHH, or Chinese song-drama, throughout the twentieth
century, with a particular focus on the substantial increase in officially
recognised genres, now numbering 348. It delves into the numerological episte-
mologies that have historically informed genre definitions, tracing a trajectory
from the four elemental categories of vocal music emphasised in the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries to the dichotomous model of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, which distinguished ‘elegant’ performances from other
forms. Notably, the twentieth century saw the emergence of a wide array of state-
funded genres, often linked to specific geographical areas. The study reveals
that each historical period’s heuristic approach is not entirely discarded by the
subsequent ones. Instead, practitioners and cultural entrepreneurs continue to
draw upon earlier epistemologies in various contexts. These processes of ratio-
nalisation and negotiation, shaped by sociopolitical and economic forces, have
not only moulded China’s theatrical traditions but also the critical discourse
surrounding them. The paper emphasises the dynamic interplay between genre
categorisation and cultural heritage in xiqu, advocating for a more integrated
understanding of Chinese performance that extends beyond the limits of ever-

expanding genre classifications.
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Within the domains of Asian theatre and Chinese arts, the expansive list of
Chinese song—drama, or xigu Jgﬁﬂ, genres seems to present an astonishing
diversity of cultural expression. Yet for those venturing into this sphere, there
are fundamental characteristics of Chinese stage performance common to all
genres to grapple with before examining the specific traits or repertoire of a
particular variety. While the very earliest Western scholarship in the field was
organised in exactly this manner,' the advent of state-funded independent
genres in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) heralded a shift in how xigx
has been treated in scholarship, both in Chinese and English, from one category
of stage performance with many regional variations to multiple independent
categories. Given the limited acquaintance of international audiences with the
musico-linguistic variations of Chinese dialect groups, it is often the appraisal
of qualitative traits such as ‘refinement’ or ‘bawdiness’ that have emerged as
the linchpins delineating different genres. This is epitomised in the example
of kunqu E&HH, which is presented as both ontologically separate from Peking
opera (jingju HUE) for its ‘elegance’ yet also, paradoxically, the progenitor of the
‘hundred operas’.

Many of these myriad forms are now recognised independently of kxngu (and
one another) as intangible cultural heritage by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) as well as national agencies in
China. While such national and supranational designations are a powerful tool for
domestic stakeholders, the ‘preservation’ of specifically defined genres often leads
to rigid categorisation and institutionalisation rather than actually preventing

what Diana Taylor describes as the loss of ‘a way of being in the world’.> Rather

1. See, for example, William Stanton, The Chinese Drama (Hong Kong: Kelly
& Walsh, 1899); Reginald Fleming Johnston, The Chinese Drama (Shanghai: Kelly
& Walsh, 1921); and Cecilia S.L. Zung, Secrets of the Chinese Drama: A Complete
Explanatory Guide to Actions and Symbols as Seen in the Performance of Chinese Dramas
(Shanghai: Kelly & Walsh, 1937).

2. See Diana Taylor, ‘Performance and Intangible Cultural Heritage’, in 7he
Cambridge Companion to Performance Studies, ed. Tracy C. Davis (Cambridge:
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than continuing to evolve, protected forms become a fixed cultural memory
whose historical significance must be constantly reinterpreted by the community.
In this article, I begin by examining the organisation of theatre and performance
in the PRC. I then discuss three numerological heuristics by which drama has
been classified informally in China over a longer historical trajectory before
discussing how these classifications have shaped the landscape of contemporary

x1gqu, examining in particular the complex case of kxnqu in relation to jingju.

Organisation of Theatre and Performance in the PRC

Prior to the wave of intangible cultural heritage registrations in the early twenty-
first century, the establishment of state-funded troupes at the dawn of the PRC
was a pivotal act in genre formation that set in concrete the distinctions that
guide current discourse. Social media posts like the following seen by the author
on WeChat in 2023 represent a sentiment as widespread as it is politically correct
within PRC discourse: ‘Our nation is proud to have over 300 variations of
Chinese operas. Any transformative and innovative approach to Chinese opera
should strive to preserve the unique features of each’. The institutional incentives
for each local genre to emphasise its distinctive features have directly led to the
emphasis and, in some cases, creation of those features. The effect of this more
often than not is the marginalisation of such genres in the service of regional
cultural identity and tourism, rather than to be taken seriously at a national or
international level.® I propose that the institutionalisation and classification of
Chinese theatre genres throughout the twentieth century have redefined cultural
forms, prioritising distinctiveness over shared historical and performative
threads. An alternative approach, one that emphasises shared characteristics of
forms across Chinese regions, would not only offer a novel way of understanding
xigu’s development but also uncover how the emphasis on apparently genre-
specific characteristics has both constrained and guided the evolution of this

multifaceted art form and continues to do so.

Cambridge University Press, 2008), 101.

3. One important exception being Fujian sheng liyuan xi shiyan jutuan tEEA
ZUE B E 5B (Liyuanxi Experimental Theatre of Quanzhou). See Josh Stenberg,
Liyuanxi—Chinese ‘Pear Garden Theatre’ (London: Methuen Drama, 2022), but there
are also others noted for certain repertoire, for example wujn ZZH|. Genres with large
pan-national audiences such as Cantonese yueju t;@%l], Shaoxing yueju and buﬂngmez’xi
FEHFER are also extremely prominent nationally and throughout the Chinese diaspora.
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The initial decade of the PRC marked a significant period for the
institutionalisation and categorisation of xigu, yet much about this process,
within the social and economic context of the era, remains opaque. Extensive
research exists on the effects of the Chinese Communist Party’s ideological
reforms, originating from the Yan’an period, on elements such as repertoire, role
types and performance rituals. Recently, however, the focus has shifted towards a
more refined exploration of the institutional transformations’ impact on theatre.
Following the establishment of the PRC in 1949, the party initiated a gradual
process of integrating all theatre (and indeed, all enterprises) into the state
apparatus. This was accomplished by registering, categorising and domiciling
performance troupes and personnel. However, this initiative was not merely a
restructuring exercise. As Richard Curt Kraus asserts, it was also an act of job
creation.* Designations such as ‘new cultural workers’ (xin wenbua gongzuozhbe
WAL TAE#H) and ‘people’s artists’ (renmin yishujia NEREERTS) were
created.” To qualify for such titles and the accompanying income, the country’s
acting groups—some formal, others informal—needed to register within the
public sector. The process varied, with some groups being invited to join while
others applied. For existing troupes, this integration was gradual, commencing
with a combination of private and state management, eventually transitioning
towards being fully state-run between 1953 and 1956.

Prior to 1949 the country had been involved in decades of war or civil war,
and very few performers had made a living from theatre during this period. Many
actors died during the war period from starvation or illness, while others managed
to scrape a living from itinerant performance. In 1943 Zhou Chuanying JEI e B
and Wang Chuansong B4, both graduates of Kunju chuanxisuo EEIEE
FIt (Institute for the Transmission of Kunju, 1921-1927),¢ established Guofeng

4. Richard Curt Kraus, The Party and the Arty in China: The New Politics of
Culture (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2004), 154.

5. Tarryn Li-Min Chun, ‘Introduction: Chinese Socialist Theater: Between
Revolution and Reform’, in Rethinking Chinese Socialist Theaters of Reform:
Performance Practice and Debate in the Mao Era, ed. Xiaomei Chen, Tarryn Li-Min
Chun and Siyuan Liu (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2021), 15.

6. Kunju chuanxisuo was arguably an act of genre formation itself. Paid for by
members of the educated elite, it employed pure-singing masters (gzjiz H15%) and
professional actors from the last itinerant Suzhou troupe to train 90 boys selected
from orphanages, poor families and actors’ families between the ages of nine and 14 to
petform the kunqu repertoire. Graduates of this cohort went on to train the actors in the
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suju tuan 1R g 1 (Guofeng Suzhou Opera Troupe) in Hangzhou. The

scholar Luo Di’s 1%l description of the moment of nationalisation in 1953

illustrates the significance of the change on the actors’ personal circumstances:
One day, the Zhejiang provincial government culture bureau sent someone to the
Guofeng troupe to hold a meeting, announcing that Guofeng was to become a
government-funded local enterprise and would receive 1,500 yuan to purchase
new costumes. They requested the troupe stop performance for 40 days in order to
study the new drama reform policy and culture. During this time the state would
provide food for meals, and for each person regardless of age, a pocket money
allowance of two jiao (0.2 yuan) per day. Zhou Chuanying and the others couldn’t
believe their ears. They started crying.”

Similar processes were occurring throughout the country. Luo Di (a composer
of folk music at the time) remembered contributing to the ‘creation’ of two local
operatic genres, including muju B in Jiangxi province and wujn ZE in
Zhejiang, arranging and often creating their signature ‘traditional’ melodies and
even plays.® The multifaceted phenomenon known as xzgx found itself inscribed
within the double-edged matrices of institutionalisation and classification. Here
we perceive not merely a system of symbolic signification but rather the creation
of livelihoods.

Many of the categories now established as independent genres originated by
the same process as described by Luo. As Liu Siyuan describes, Jiangxi opera or
ganju HEB was, for example, reconstructed from ‘surviving’ tunes from one of
the great four vocal systems of the distant past, the Yiyang melodies (yiyanggiang
X5 E) by two dramatists from the urban intelligentsia, Shi Linghe f3/2#5
(1906-1995) and his wife Gao Liiping /=18 F-.” Local performers may in many
instances have had no opinion on where their performance stood generically.
While the common vocabulary used to categorise troupes that had travelled to

the urban centres of Beijing and Shanghai was by their geographic origin, this was

Shanghai, Suzhou, Zhejiang and Jiangsu troupes. This charitable institute thus formed
the basis of twentieth-century kunqu.

7. Luo Di &M, Luo Di wenji: xiju juan T HI SR < BRI [Collected Works of
Luo Di: Theatre], Vol. 2 (Hangzhou: Yishu yu renwen kexue chubanshe, 2007), 25.

8. Hong Weizhu BB, ed., Kunqu yanyijia, qujia ji xuezhe fangwen lu B
BHIEEE R, f R N E2H A $% (1) [Records from Interviews with Kungu Artists,
Musicians and Scholars (1)] (Taipei: Guojia chubanshe, 2002), 530.

9. Siyuan Liu, “The Great Traditional/Modern Divide of Regional Chinese
Theatrical Genres in the 19505, Theatre Journal 70.2 (2018): 159-160.
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seldom how they were known at home. On the contrary, regional associations
were often played down. Henan opera, or yuju %5, for example, was not
normally known within Henan as yuju. If it was referred to as a genre (rather
than simply by troupe name) then the term in use was ‘clapper opera’ (bangz: t
), referring to its principle instrument of percussion. In many areas the local
troupes would simply be called ‘local melodies’ (bengiang ). As Luo Di puts
it, ‘whichever kind of drama, whichever script, performed in whichever way, was
from the perspective of the actor a matter of complete irrelevance’.! Performance
practices, which once flowed freely, in the PRC became channelled and subject to
the order that an institutionally shaped reality demands.

In 1956 the Zhejiang provincial government approached Zhou Chuanying
and his troupe to produce a new version of the play Shiwugnan + 1.8, (Fifteen
Strings of Cash). The production was ultimately watched by both Mao Zedong
and Zhou Enlai and heralded by the Pegple’s Daily as the play ‘that saved a whole
genre’."! According to Zhou Chuanying’s student Wang Shiyu TEH I, officials
had decided to stage the play in response to another ‘hundred’, the Hundred
Flowers campaign launched that year, to ‘let a hundred flowers bloom’ (bazhua
qifang EETRFIN).> The play was chosen for its central theme of promoting
honesty among officials, particularly in its revised form."* However, it was the
context of the Hundred Flowers campaign that made it possible to perform
the play as kungu at all, rather than another more politically conservative and

proletarian style. From then on, the troupe’s name gradually evolved from

10. Luo, Luo Di wenjz, 115.

11. For an excellent analysis of the interplay between stage and screen in placing
aestheticised movement in x7g#, see Anne Rebull, ‘Locating Theatricality on Stage
and Screen: Rescuing Performance Practice and the Phenomenon of Fifteen Strings of
Cash (Shiwu Guan; 1956)’, CHINOPERL: Journal of Chinese Oral and Performing
Literature 36.1 (2017): 46-71.

12. Yang Shousong MI<FRA, Kunqu daguan mingjia fangtan Hangzhon Wenzhou
Chenzhon ELHH A4 R 5 1 AT I8 MM [The Grandeur of Kungu and
Interviews with its Masters: Hangzhou, Wenzhou and Chenzhou] (Beijing: Zuojia
chubanshe, 2017), 5.

13. Anne Rebull, ‘Chasing Spirits in the Script: The Ambivalent Politics of Early
Socialist Theatrical Adaptation’, in Rethinking Chinese Socialist Theaters of Reform:
Performance Practice and Debate in the Mao Era, ed. Xiaomei Chen, Tarryn Li-Min
Chun and Siyuan Liu (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2021), 92.
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describing itself as Suzhou opera'® towards “kunju’ EH; from Guofeng su-tan
jutuan B JEEREEE]E (Guofeng Suzhou Opera Troupe)" to Su kunju tuan ik
EEBIE (Suzhou Opera and Kunju Troupe), which was then re-established as
Zhejiang kunju tuan 7L EEIE (Zhejiang Kunju Troupe) after the Cultural
Revolution in 1977. Only in more favourable political climes, once the troupe
had the security of political support from the top reaches of the party hierarchy,
was it possible to emphasise the national and elitist connotations of ‘“kxz’ and
drop the political safety of the more local “s’.

Indeed, prior to the Cultural Revolution, it was common for the major kungn
companies, when first registered, to state more than one musical or performance
style. What has been known since 1978 as Shanghai kunju tuan i EEIH
(Shanghai Kunju Troupe) was first established in 1961 as Shanghai gingnian
jingkun jutuan F{BHEFERLERIE (Shanghai Jingju and Kunju Youth
Theatre). The Jiangsu troupe in Suzhou retained suju R in its official name
until 2001, when it was renamed Jiangsu Suzhou kunju yuan TLERE BRI E
BBt (Suzhou Kunju Theatre) to coincide with the assignation of kungu as a
Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO that
year.' For all but one of the major national troupes,"” by becoming kunju (kun

drama, referring more directly to its stage form) rather than kxzngu (qu, referring

14. Su-tan ff5%, short for Suzhou Tanhuang HR N Tanhuang FHEE refers
to a system of tunes sung to string-only accompaniment that forms the basis of dialect-
based storytelling and performance genres in the region, for example zanci 85 the
sung component of pingtan #F58, and also twentieth-century juzhong BIFH such as the
modern-style Shanghai opera (huju TEA).

15. See Zhongguo renmin zhengzhi xieshang huiyi Zhejiangsheng weiyuanhui
wenshi ziliao yanjiu weiyuanhui HFE N RBUATI RSB E T RSSO ER
WMREREY, ed., Zhejiang wenshi ziliao xuanji WS eRlkss, 55—+ i,
1983 [Selective Compilation of Literary and Historical Materials from Zhejiang, Vol. 25]
(Hangzhou: Zhejiang Renmin chubanshe, n.d.).

16. The Jiangsu Suzhou troupe started as only a suzju troupe. It was originally
established in 1951 in Shanghai as Shanghai minfengsu jutuan LR EIR
(Shanghai Minfeng Suzhou Opera Troupe), moving to Suzhou in 1953 and breaking out
as a separate troupe in the provincial capital in Nanjing in 1960, which after the Cultural
Revolution became Jiangsu sheng kunju yuan {L#k & EBIBE (Jiangsu Kunju Theatre).

17. Beifang kunqu yuan At.77 B #IBE (Northern Kunqu Theatre) is the only major
kungu troupe with kungu in its title (rather than kxunju) and also the only troupe to
have presented itself as a k«n-only troupe since its founding in 1957, perhaps as a result
of its establishment directly underneath the Ministry of Culture under the authority of
Premier Zhou Enlai.
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to the elite poetic form to which its arias are written and sung onstage or offstage),
this newly officialised genre could integrate more easily into the juzhong JEI| e
system in a way that appears terminologically to mean something like ‘the local
drama of Kunshan’ in relation to other genres’ (often new) names.

The process of registering and renaming genres in the 1950s might be seen as
similar to that which occurred with the registering of different ‘ethnicities’ within
China, which arguably resulted in rather more ethnicities than may have been
counted by other means.” In China, every citizen must be registered according
to one of the country’s 56 ethnic groups. The task of identifying these groups
was carried out by the State Nationalities Affairs Commission in the 1950s,
which ‘flexibly applied Stalin’s theory on ethnicity’.”” Similarly, performance
troupes seeking legal status and funding from the state were required to specify
their juzhong affiliation to satisfy bureaucratic requirements. Local companies,
traditions and scripts were standardised into a system of mostly two-character
compound words, with jx | (drama) as the suffix.”* For instance, a set of plays
performed in northern Shandong and Jinan to music played on the dulcimer,
known locally as yangginx: SR or buaghuang yangqin ALTESS, was offi-
cially recognised as [iju E 8 in 1950.2 These acts of classification, whether of
ethnic or artistic identities, showcased a larger phenomenon: the need to attract
state support within a system of categories and to become such a category as to
fitinto the system.

Such spectral restructuring not only laid the foundation for a new way of
administering the performing arts but also determined how these traditions have
been conceptualised and resonate within the expansive cultural marketplace in
China. Independent genres have the potential to seek recognition from regional
governments and national or international agencies, often accompanied by
substantial financial and institutional support. This approach, while seemingly

constructive, disregards both the underlying nature of the original enterprise and

18. For example, the Tujia minority of Enshi. See Melissa J. Brown, ‘Ethnic
Classification and Culture: The Case of the Tujia in Hubei, China’, Asian Ethnicity 2.1
(2001): 55-72.

19. Thomas Heberer, China and Its National Minorities: Autonomy or
Assimilation? (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1989), 32.

20. Exceptions to this rule included, for example, those varieties of bangz:
mentioned earlier. Some, such as buangmeixi or liynanxz, took the ending x7 &%,

21. Rebull, ‘Chasing Spirits’, 103.
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the commonalities intertwined within the matrix of all Chinese performing tradi-
tions. It also obscures alternative methods of categorisation that might offer both

richer historical insights and more dynamic platforms for future development.

Numerological Heuristics and the Classification
of Chinese Theatre

Beneath the discrete categories of elements that are accounted for, highlighted
for their singularity or safeguarded due to their scarcity, lie underlying
presuppositions regarding what differentiates one category from another—
assumptions according to which distinctions are deemed essential or merely
incidental. This categorising framework itself influences the manifestation of
the entity in question. Yet the statist project of theatre classification was not the
first such system and has had to grapple with pre-existing taxonomies.

Craig Clunas’s insightful exploration of Ming dynasty visual and material
cultures unveils a ‘poetics of the list” in Chinese connoisseurship, which favours
the unique and specific over the systematic. This principle applies across
diverse spheres of connoisseurship—ranging from calligraphy to wildlife—and
similarly influences the classification of modern xigu variants. In his exposition,
Clunas describes a paradigm whereby amplifying categories, not reducing
them for the sake of order, generates pattern and meaning. In this ‘aesthetic
of multiplicity’, categories are not perceived as mutually exclusive; in fact, the
magnitude of categories becomes an indicator of distinction, not disorder.” Yet
not all numerologies were lists, as such. The following discussion will detail three
rhetorical heuristics, which I call quadrisection, dichotomy and the ‘uncountable
count’. All three were instrumental in delineating how genres were conceived and
thus continued to develop.

In oral cultures, as underscored in Walter Ong’s seminal work, the
utilisation of formulaic chunks, repetition and patterns is a common strategy
for facilitating information retention and transmission.” One such common

pattern, I would propose, is the quadrisection: the division of concepts into four

22. Craig Clunas, “Text, Representation and Technique in Early Modern China’,
in History of Science, History of Text, ed. Karine Chemla (Dordrecht: Springer, 2005),
115-117.

23. Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London:
Routledge, 2002), first published in 1982.
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parts. The number four is a recurring pattern observed in the understanding of
the natural world, for example in the cardinal directions or the four seasons.
Findings from the cognitive sciences demonstrate that the capacity of the
average short-term memory typically spans around four chunks.*

Despite the taboo surrounding the number four in Chinese (a near
homophone for ‘death’), the widespread adoption of quadrisection is a
distinctive feature of both oral and literary traditions, for example in the 57 da /g
K construction, or ‘the four greats’. This pattern manifests in various aspects of
Chinese civilisation, including the renowned ‘four great beauties’ (s da meinu
PIRFELL), the “four great cuisines’ (s7 da caixi PURKFER), the four great
inventions’ (si da_faming V4 RK%EHA) and the ‘four great classical novels’ (s da
mingzhu P R4FE). Additionally, Chinese idiomatic expressions, known as
chengyn 5, often consist of four characters, for example gu gao he gua =
FIZE (exquisite songs have limited appeal). A grouping of four thus not only
provides a veneer of completeness but also conveys a sense of accuracy, serving
as mnemonic devices in both oral and literary registers. Crucially, the number
four takes on more significance than the underlying data itself; even when the
referents multiply or shift, the numerology remains in place. So, for example, the
list of beauties sometimes includes Zhao Feiyan ETRAE and sometimes Wang
Zhaojun £HAE >

From the sixteenth century, genres of song-drama were categorised into the
‘four great musical styles’ (s da shenggiang VA REEIE), denoting four distinct
vocal systems associated with the southern drama, named after their supposed
places of origin: Haiyan o Yiyang F5, Yuyao £k and Kunshan ELLj.2¢ By
the beginning of the twentieth century, the four families of musical style thought
to categorise performance across the country had become pibuang R % (the
principal style used in jingju), bangzi (describing the percussion instrument used
in folk styles around the central northern plain—Hebei, Henan, Shaanxi, Shanxi

and Shandong), gaogiang fRiE (the ‘high tunes’, derived from the Yiyang system

24. Nelson Cowan, “The Magical Number 4 in Short-term Memory: A
Reconsideration of Mental Storage Capacity’, Bebavioral and Brain Sciences 24.1
(2001): 87-114.

25. The other beauties are Xishi PHJiffi, Diaochan 331 and Yang Yuhuan 15 EE.

26. For an overview of current research (and the lack of any certainty) regarding
these four styles, see Josh Stenberg, ‘Tansuo Mingdai Nanxi Sida Shengqiang Zhi
Jincun ed. by Heidi Yeung Kwai (Review)’, Asian Theatre Journal 33.1 (2016): 226-229.
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and employed in various regions, now most prominently in Sichuanese chuanju
JUE) and kungun.”” These shifts in referent demonstrate the deconstructive and
unstable nature of signification. Meanings are always in flux and reliant upon the
context in which they are situated, yet here the numerological structure of four
remains stable, simply shifting its cardinal points to different signified genres.
However, given the redundancy between the categories of bangzi and pibuang
(based on two bangzi tunes, xipi ARz and erbuang :%), already the four had
begun to refer more to a theatrical practice than musical style.

In rhetorical terms, these categories of four imply an epistemological
equivalence between the significance of each category, suggesting that each
has its own internal coherence on a particular grid of meaning. This structure
of categorisation does not merely dictate the classification of the underlying
reality but also shapes its very nature and existence. As Jacques Derrida argues
in Archive Fever, ‘the technical structure of the archiving archive also determines
the structure of the archivable content even in its very coming into existence
and in its relationship to the future’.?® The crucial shift occurs when the logical
grid of these categories is challenged: do the four refer to four categories of vocal
system or to four categories of stage performance? The result is a synthesis of the
two, leading to four categories of sung stage performance. Through this process,
kungu transforms from a celebrated method for singing—possibly taking the
form of a dramatic song suite or simply as poetry, often not even performed
onstage—into a prominent genre of stage drama.

As we have seen, quadrisection plays a significant role in categorising elements
of Chinese theatre. However, equally influential, if not more, is the profound
binary heuristic that underscores a higher level of genre categorisation: the
singular ‘one’, symbolising an autonomous, transcendent class, stands distinct
from the ‘two’, a duo resonant with the yiz FZ and yang K% dichotomy. In the
early twentieth century, this was of a national drama (guoju BN referring here
to Peking opera) in contrast to regional drama (difangxi #0175 18%). However, this

taxonomy traces its structure directly to the Qing dynasty distinctions between

27. Itis claimed that gaogiang is derived from the historic yiyanggiang; however,
it is impossible to verify how similar these styles are. Yiyanggiang is a qupai i h#-based
style (like kungiang EJE) as is gaogiang, but not bangzi or xipi erhuang. Gaogiang is
also said to exist in numerous (and different) contemporary styles.

28. Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian I mpression, trans. Eric Prenowitz
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 17.
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the ‘elegant section’ (yabu FEHl) and ‘florid section’ (huabu FEF) of everything
else, also referred to as ‘hodgepodge strings’ (/uantan HBLE).

In both cases, one of the two categories is placed in a more elevated position
than the other. Establishing the ‘elegant’ song-drama of Han elites (that s, kxznqu)
into the court repertoire can be seen as an act of political inclusion by the Kangxi
emperor (1661-1722),” while promoting a national musical theatre of and for
the masses (that s, j7ngju) was a priority for Republican and Communist regimes.
Thus, since the eighteenth century to the present, Chinese song-drama has more
commonly been thought of in a structure of two distinct broad categories. The
categories may have changed, but there has throughout been a sense that one has
orthodoxy above the other; either the transcendent national-elegant continuum
of yabu-guoju or the dispersed catch-all category of huabu-difangxi for florid
and local styles. Despite this, which genre has occupied the central position (and
how it is defined) has undergone transformations over time, particularly in the
twentieth century.

The elegant category of yabu historically denoted just musical style—
according to most sources this denoted only the Kunshan melodies (Kunshan
giang ELLIE) or kungu,® which featured in the stage repertoires of troupes
from diverse locales. This elevated position was later taken by jingju, said to

synthesise multiple musical styles in a single locale.”® Although the shifting

29. Zhugqing (Lester) S. Hu, ‘Chinese Ears, Delicate or Dull? Toward a Decolonial
Comparativisny’, Journal of the American Musicological Society 74.3 (2021): 509.

30. Yiyang scenes are sometimes considered as part of yabu, being found in
miscellanies and palace collections alongside kxnqu scenes. See, for example, David L.
Rolston, ‘Research Note: Recent Color Reproductions of Qing Dynasty Palace Multi-
colored Play Scripts’, CHINOPER L: Journal of Chinese Oral and Performing Literature
34.2(2015): 188-193.

31. Such a narrative serves to frame Beijing as the site of hybridity for numerous
local exotic genres; the nexus for the best of the country’s theatres in distant regions to
become recognised in the centre. However, the centre is itself a complicated location.
Hybridity—at least the blend now seen to be most distinctive of jingju between the
xipi tune from the Qingiang style, which was initially popular in the Sichuan-Shaanxi-
Shanxi region, and the erbuang style, the origins of which lie in Jiangxi province—most
probably took place before the Huiban troupes even entered the capital. The Huiban
troupes were sponsored by Anhui merchants but based in Yangzhou, and consisted of
actors from across the country, with the greatest number from Yangzhou and Suzhou.
See Andrea S. Goldman, Opera and the City: The Politics of Culture in Beijing, 1770~
1900, reprint edition (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2013), 124; William
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nature of genres that underlie these categories reveals complexity and change, the
retention of an either/or framework betrays a parallel hierarchical structure. For
example, jingju incorporates repertoire and characteristics from numerous other
varieties, including kxngqu. Similarly, kungu might be taken to imply a repertoire
sung only with Kunshan qiang, yet the repertoire of kunqu troupes today also
includes the chuigiang W izt style, a folk melody associated with jingjn and
Anhui troupes that entered the capital in 1790. In fact, most of the troupes that
performed kungu in the public theatres of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries also performed other musical styles.’> The most prolific Huiban Br
troupes of the late Qing and early Republican era Beijing, such as Sixiban VY=t
(Four Pleasures Troupe) or Sanqingban —BEYE (Three Celebrations Troupe),
all sang both pibuang and kungu.*® However, the repertoire and legacy of these
troupes became largely the basis of the category jingju.

While the dichotomy is fundamental in its division, it often works alongside
a complex paradigm in which the counted becomes uncountable. This leads us
to a third heuristic: the notion of the ‘uncountable count’, or myriad, expressed
as the hundred (a7 ), thousand (gian T) or ten thousand (wan /7). The first
integration of all three numerologies might be traced to Quanguo xiqu gongzuo
huiyi 2EIEH TAE &8 (National Xiqu Work Conference) in 1950, which
announced in November of that year that it had so far ‘discovered” some 89 genres
of xiqu: ‘kunqu, yiyang, bangzi, pibuang and other genres; the real number should
be over a hundred’.** It is deeply significant that this announcement contains all
three numerological heuristics: a quadrisection of four, a dichotomy formulated
by ‘and others’, plus an uncountable ‘hundred’. Like four, one hundred conveys
the aesthetic sense of the mnemonic but has the added benefit of being so large to

afford vagueness in the ever-multiplying specific categories it claims to contain.

Dolby, A History of Chinese Drama (New York: Harper & Row, 1976), 167; Zhu Jiajin
K55 and Ding Ruqin T 1%, Qingdai neiting yanju shimo kao T8 RPETEEILE
K% [A Comprehensive Survey of Theatrical Performance at the Qing Court] (Beijing:
Zhongguo shudian, 2007), 48; and Xie Yufeng i g, Hua-ya zhengsheng: nanqiang
beidiao de xign WCHESHE FEREALTARIEREE [Battling the Florid and the Elegant: Xiqu
of Southern Tunes and Northern Melody] (Nanjing: Jiangsu renmin chubanshe, 2016).

32. Those troupes that became the national kxngu theatres of southern China
today began with repertoires that included both Kunshan giang and tanhuang, a
vernacular musical style.

33. See, for example, Goldman, Opera and the City, 115-141.

34. Quoted in Liu, “The Great Traditional/Modern Divide’, 158.
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While the number of juzhong is now in fact counted (currently 348), few claim to
be able to recite which they are, and the number continues to grow.”

The phrase baixi would be translated more literally as ‘hundred plays’;
however, it originates more than a millennium earlier than the four great musical
styles, from Han dynasty circus performances, usually rendered as the ‘hundred
games’.* It also resonates with the conclusion at the end of the 1950 conference
to ‘let a hundred flowers bloom’—a precursor to the aforementioned Hundred
Flowers campaign—and to let all genres be supported and compete for success
(provided they cleaned up their performances so as to fit the political environment
of the new China).” At the conference, the revolutionary playwright and head
of Wenhuabu xiqu gaijinju SALEBERHIESR (Ministry of Culture Xiqu
Improvement Bureau), Tian Han FH7E, classified some of the local genres as
inheriting kungu and Yiyang giang (kun—yi EX) traditions and others not:

Regional opera can be categorised into two types. The first is Grand Theatre

[daxi], such as Qinqiang, Huizhou opera [Huidiao], Han opera, Sichuan opera,

Hunan opera, Yunnan opera [dianju], and Shaoxing daban, among others....

They generally perform historical stories and largely inherit the traditions of the

kun-yi tradition, becoming the precursor to Peking opera. The second category,

Petty Theatre [xiaoxi], is folk opera.... The primary roles here are young male

[xiaosheng], young female [xiaodan] and clown roles [xiaochou], known as the

‘three little ones’. These operas have simple melodies and usually only perform

domestic stories and social phenomena, especially romantic relationships between
men and women.*

We might struggle to recognise contemporary kungu in Tian’s formulation,
given the prominence of romantic stories and the ‘three little’ role types in
current kungu repertoire, and the feeling that, if k#ngu is indeed a stage practice,

its significance is more than simply a precursor to jingju.*’

35. A hundred, a thousand or ten thousand are often used in Chinese to mean
‘myriad’.

36. Colin Mackerras, “Traditional Chinese Theatre’, in Routledge Handbook of
Asian Theatre, ed. Siyuan Liu (London: Routledge, 2016), 31.

37. As FuJin suggests, in reality, their ability to compete or innovate in stage effects
was hampered by being easily criticised for being commercial. Fu Jin {41, 20 shiji
Zhongguo xijushi (xiace) 20HZEHE BRI 5 () [A History of Chinese Theatre in
the Twentieth Century, Vol. 2] (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 2017), 78.

38. Quoted in ibid., 75.

39. Many of these roles have been somewhat sanitised compared with what were
originally often sardonic and at times vulgar roles.



150 JOSAH Vol. 54 (2023)

The categorisation systems of Chinese theatre, as expressed through the
heuristic structures of quadrisection, dichotomy and the ‘uncountable count’,
are thus not only a result of historical tradition and societal evolution but also
became an epistemological grid that could be shifted to both preserve and reinvent
meanings in response to changing societal landscapes and cultural paradigms.
The fluidity inherent in these frameworks, where the specific categories shift
and expand yet the numerological structure remains constant, underscores the
dynamic nature of cultural taxonomy—a realm in which nothing is truly static

and everything is in a state of perpetual reinterpretation.

The Divergence and Evolution of Jingju and Kunqu

Kungu’s relationship to the hundred is usually a proverbial one presented as a
matter of seniority, shifting in recentyears from the ‘mother of the hundred operas’
(baixi zhi mu FHIEKZ BE) to the ‘ancestor of the hundred operas’ (baixi zhi zu H
182 #H), and most recently ‘teacher of the hundred operas’ (baixi zhi shi FI8X
ng) Yet all of these formulations mask the fact that kungu, as a category, was
itself changed by the comparisons—now presented as stage practice rather than
a musical system and prosimetric dramatic literature. The discourse surrounding
Jingju and kunqu has been shaped not only by numerological heuristics and
the evolving political-cultural complexities of PRC modernity but also longer
historical trends. In this section I step back, historically, to paint a wider narrative
of how these two categories were formed in relation to one another over a longer
period, arguing that the rhetorical numerologies described above played a role in
these cultural shifts, switching kxngu from a highly regarded singing style and
casting it instead as a unique stage performance genre that must choose to either
blend with or be distinctive from jingju.

As previously mentioned, Hu Zhuging and other scholars argue that the
esteemed position of kxngu at the Qing court from the Kangxi reign (1661-1722)
on was a political act on the part of the Manchu, who ruled China as an ethnic
minority.* The gathering of performing troupes from across the Chinese empire
in Beijing for Kangxi’s grandson, the Qianlong emperor’s eightieth birthday
in 1790, also a political act, is generally seen by theatre historians as a moment

of inception leading to the formation of jingju, later heralded by Republican

40. Hu, ‘Chinese Ears’, 509.
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enthusiasts as China’s national drama (guoju). Yet the term jingju itself did not
emerge until at least 1912, and then in Shanghai alongside pingju S jingxi Jr
JE% and jingdiao A to refer to those actors and troupes, for example the famed
elder male role (Zaosheng %’_ﬂﬁ) actor Tan Xinpei FH#ZER% who travelled from the
capital to perform in the monied theatres of the foreign concessions. In fact, the
citizens of Republican Beijing did not use the term jingx: or jingju.*!

When the Huiban troupes entered Beijing and were able to perform in a
number of styles and repertoires, the common aphorism to describe them became
‘unhindered in civil and martial, £xn and hodgepodge’ (wen-wu kun-luan budang
I B BLAE)—that is to say, they performed a repertoire of both martial (wx
) and civil (literary) (wen ) works in both the k#n and other musical modes.
The expression was also used to describe an individual actor whose ability had
such a range. This remains a common sentiment in amateur musical gatherings,
particularly those in the Chinese diaspora in recent decades, often articulating
the sense that jingju and kungu are part of the same familial unit (ing—kun bu
fenjia IEADTRK).

While knngu fell from its primary position in both the palace and the capital
more generally, particularly during the latter half of the nineteenth century,* as
a skill (and a repertoire) it remained crucial to the social status of not just jingjx
troupes as a whole but more importantly individual actors. In 1927 Heng
Shifeng TR #FIE noted that Jingju actors in Beijing who could not sing kunqu
were looked down upon.* Kunqu repertoire was thus substantially embedded in
the repertoire of the jingju troupes; play scenes such as ‘Sifan” L. (Yearnings
for a Secular Life), ‘Sanchakou” = 1 (The Crossroads), Jiamei’ #5 %k (Zhong
Kui Gives His Sister in Marriage) and ‘Ye ben’ %% (Night Flight) remain staples

41. Joshua Goldstein, Drama Kings: Players and Publics in the Re-creation of
Peking Opera, 1870-1937 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 48.

42. During this time, Empress Dowager Cixi ordered the transformation of the
most prestigious kxz plays of her time into the xip7 erbuang style. Prominent examples
include Zhaodai xiaoshao WVATKHEER (Glorions Music of a Brilliant Age), the 240 scene
plays recounting the stories of the generals of Yang Family and ‘Bawang bieji’ #5 - A4
(Farewell My Concubine), an extracted scene from the original kun play Qianjin ji T4
7L (Story of a Thousand Taels).

43. Heng Shifeng o= ‘Ming qing yilai xiju de biangian shuolue’ HHIE DAZKR ISR
A5 I [A Brief Overview of the Changes in Drama Since the Ming and Qing
Dynasties), in Guoju Yundong I Ef) [The National Drama Movement], ed. Yu
Shangyuan % 37T (Shanghai: Shanghai xinyue shudian, 1927), 234-252.
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of jingju troupes to this day. Kungu also enjoyed a higher status more generally
among some intellectuals and elites, both in China and abroad. For this reason,
kungu’s place in the initial decades of the PRC and the genre registration system
has been particularly tenuous. As a theatre supported by and representing the
old elites, one could expect that it would be politically vulnerable following the
revolution. Yet, as one of a ‘hundred flowers’ of local genres, it could be allowed
to flourish independently.

Although the juzhong registration system of the early years of the PRC had
thus relegated kungu to the status of a local form, it had also redefined its place in
the archive as distinct and separate from the hybrid troupes of the nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century commercial stage, effectively distinguishing kxngu from
jingju. However, the fact that kungu was considered by many a local form and
did not enjoy the same status as jzzgjx as the ‘national drama’ posed a challenge
to those who wished to promote kxngu as China’s elite national form. In a 1992
interview, Luo Di explained that he was against the idea of considering jingju as
China’s ‘national drama’, arguing that ‘if there is to be something called “national
drama”, then only kungu could take on that mantle’.* Yet in 2001, when kunqu
became the first form of Chinese song-drama to be inscribed as a Masterpiece
of the Oral and Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO, it was
mostly the result of the efforts of those in Suzhou and Kunshan promoting it as
local elite culture.®

Since that point especially, there has been a desire to keep the two independent,
particularly within communities of k#nqu practice in the Jiangnan area. As Ding
Xiuxun puts it: “With a little carelessness, these two art forms, which have similar
surface appearances but vastly different spiritual essences, may be merged into
Jingju, leading to the complete demise of kunqu’. Ding points, for example, to
the elaborate headdress (dabaoton KELHH) for female roles distinctive to jingju’s
commercial stage, which became the norm for kxnqu characters as well, such as
Chen Miaochang BRIV in Yuzanji REEEC (The Jade Hairpin) (nominally a

Taoist nun).* Yet, arguably, this in itself demonstrates the extent to which the

44. Hong, Kunqu yanyijia, 532.

45. For an insight ‘behind the curtains’ of kzngun’s UNESCO application process,
see Yang Shousong ¥~F#4, Damei Kungu K3 E M [Splendour of Kungu] (Nanjing:
Jiangsu wenyi chubanshe, 2014), 43—-49.

46. Ding Xiuxun T, Kunqu biaoyan xue ELHHERIEER [The Study of Kunqu
Performance] (Nanjing: Jiangsu fenghuang jiaoyu chubanshe, 2014), 97-98.
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current kungu stage tradition does have in its roots this period of hybridity in
nineteenth-century Beijing. Even in the twentieth century, k#nqu’s performance
tradition was being nourished by jingju.

Shao Chuanyong BB{ESE 7 an actor from the southern chuan 8 generation
(graduate of the chuanxisuo, the hallmark of ‘authentic’ kunju transmission) who
specialised in the painted face role type, admitted that ‘before we didn’t really
do martial training. It was after we graduated and saw jingju performance and
were inspired by it. That’s when we realised that martial training is important’.**
Additionally, many of today’s kxngu actors received their basic skills physical
training from jingju teachers. As the chuan generation of actors was mainly
taught literary plays, the first and immediately succeeding generations who
trained in Shanghai, including Liang Guyin PRE, Zhang Mingrong 84
2%, Fang Yang /77 and others, were all taught martial plays and basic martial
training not by chuan generation teachers but by those who had trained in what
was called jingju.* Similarly, all but one of the Shanghai Kunju Troupe martial
dan H. actress Wang Zhiquan’s TZ2R playlets were taught to her by jingju
actors or created from scratch with their assistance.”® Similar patterns can be
observed in other troupes. For example, the star daz actress Hu Jinfang RS
was trained at Jiangsu sheng xiqu xuexiao {LER & BXHIEEFL (Jiangsu Province
Opera School) in the early 1960s, with some movements taught by kxzngu master
Song Hengzhi KRI85 2 but others by jingju actress Li Yanyun g s

Kungn’s and jingju’s evolutions cannot be fully understood without a
deeper exploration into their shared roots and intertwined histories. The stage

performance of kungu as it stands today is imbued with profound influences

47. A member of the chuanzibei {HF2E generation.

48. Hong, Kunqu yanyijia, 115.

49. Wang Angqi T2, ‘Kunju biaoyan chuancheng zhong jingju yinzi de shenru’
BRI FR E A A 5B K 198 A [Elements of Jingju in the Inheritance of Kunju
Performance], Xéju yanjin 10 (2012): 114.

50. For more information on Wang’s choreography, see her lectures in Zhu Weizong
RAHE ed., Kunqu baizhong: Dashi shuoxi & 1l 5 F: KRTiERSY [One Hundred
Pieces of Kungqu: Master Performers Talk about Their Scenes] (Changsha: Hunan dianzi
yinxiang chubanshe, 2014).

51. Hong, Kunqu Yanyijia, 336. Singing was taught by Wu Xiusong RFHR, a
former ‘hall name’ (tangming E44). Tangming were musicians in late imperial China
who were hired to perform music only (often kunqu arias) in private residences for
weddings, funerals and other ceremonial occasions.
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from the hybrid stage environment of nineteenth-century Beijing, reflecting both
court performance and commercial theatres. Over time, narratives that insulate
kungu from these associations have been crafted; some out of political necessity,
some for expedience and in some instances a desire to promote it as something
altogether more classical. This has led to a somewhat artificially maintained
dichotomy between the two, obscuring the myriad ways in which they have
shaped and informed one another’s development. Yet acknowledging this
intricate relationship not only provides a more nuanced understanding of their
respective evolutions but also sheds light on the multifaceted nature of Chinese
theatre itself—a field where the political, historical and artistic continually

intersect and interact.

Conclusion

The institutionalisation and classification of Chinese theatre genres, throughout
the twentieth century and into the present, can be seen as inextricably tied to
changing sociopolitical circumstances at both national and local levels. The
journey of Chinese performance troupes, from independent entities to elements
within the state apparatus, represents more than a mere administrative transition.
This process has constrained the multifaceted nature of Chinese theatrical
traditions, prioritising the need for some form of distinctiveness over the
interconnected historical and performative threads that previously defined them.

Kunqgu emerges as a critical case study. Historically, it represented not merely
a stage genre but a revered collection of literati song-dramas and a distinct
singing technique, celebrated for its rich literary and musical legacy. However,
the reframing of indigenous forms within global categories that occurred in
the early twentieth century, followed by the taxonomies associated with state
subsidy and registration, and more recently the development of a political
economy surrounding intangible cultural heritage have all significantly shifted
this. Kungn has been reimagined and reclassified, now with a focus on its
onstage performance. This redefinition comes with notable trade-offs. While
kungu has been preserved and integrated into the expanding repertoire of
dramatic genres—occasionally even acknowledged as their progenitor—this
enhanced recognition may have diminished both the centrality of the musical
and literary heritage it once represented and also the legacy of the commercial

stage that it shares with jingju.
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