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Li Hsiao-ti got his Ph.D from the Committee of History and East Asian Languages,
Harvard University (1996). | was a research fellow at the Institute of History and Philology
(2001-2013), Head of the Department of Chinese and History, City University of Hong Kong
(2013-2020), Advisor, Taiwan Ministry of Education (2001-2004) and Director of the
Secretariat, Academia Sincia (2002-2004).

My major research fields are modern and Ming-Qing social and cultural history, urban
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history and intellectual history. My major books are: Opera, Society and Politics in Modern

China (Harvard University Asia Center, 2019). Religion, Cities and Enlightenment since Ming-

Qing (Lianjing, 2019), Coming to the Cities Yesterday: Pleasures and Religion in Late Imperial

China (Lianjing, 2008) (Japanese translation was published in 2018, Oriental Bookstore,

Tokyo), Lower Class Enlightenment in the Late Qing Period, 1901-1911 (Institute of Modern

History, Academia Sinica, 1992, 1998).

Over the past decades, my researches focused on Modern and Ming-Qing intellectual,
cultural and social history. In addition to the book Opera, Society and Politics in Modern
China, my major achievements can be summarized as follows:

1. The popularization of thought and the masses: Past intellectual works concentrated
mainly on gentry-literati or intellectuals, while | focused on how thought was
popularized so as to reach the masses. My first work Lower Class Enlightenment in the
Late Qing Period devoted exclusively to this topic. Given the work’s originality, it was
highly regarded in both Chinese and Western world after its publication. Journal of
Asian Studies 52.4 (Nov, 1993) published a very favorable review on the book.

2. Religious world in Ming-Qing periods: Past works on Ming-Qing intellectual history and
gentry-literati tended to limit to Confucianism, or, Neo-Confucianism. I, however, in
several of articles, kept emphasizing the important role played by religion in the
thoughts and lives of both the imperial ruler and high-ranking scholar/officials.

3. Elite culture of gentry-literati: In addition to lower-class masses, vernacular newspapers,
another major research direction of mine is the elite culture of Ming-Qing gentry-literati.
Coming to the Cities Yesterday is the major output of this research direction. Inspired
by the New Cultural History, the articles collected in this book are able to pursue new

ways in perspectives and choices of topics. In the Chinese-speaking world, this book is
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rather pioneering and original. The Japanese translation of this book was published by
the Oriental Book Store in 2018 in Tokyo, with a long introductory essay by Prof. Ok
from Tokyo University.
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This book explores the themes of opera, city, and space in an extensive theatrical
reform movement. My main focus is an extensive theatrical reform movement that took
place in China during the first four decades of the twentieth century. This reform
movement, partly inspired by Japanese and Western influences, acquired a life of its own
due to the active intervention of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in the 1930s and '40s.
This intervention also added a revolutionary element to the original reformist agenda for
opera, with the Cultural Revolution as its culmination. The Ming-Qing periods provide the
historical background for these changes in the twentieth century.

In other words, | am attempting to construct in this book a centuries-long tradition in

using popular opera as vehicles for social criticism, for reforming the customs of the masses,
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for enlightening the illiterate Chinese people who constitutes the absolute majority at the
turn of 20th century. The jiaohua (moral transformation) tradition of late imperial China
became more radicalized in modern times, when it took the form of political mobilization
and revolutionary propaganda during the anti-Japanese war, civil war between the KMT
and CCP.

The core of this book is constituted of two theatrical groups: the New Stage (1908-
1927) of Shanghai and The Shaanxi Society to Transform Customs of Xi’an, better known as
the Yisushe (1912 to the present). There are several reasons to choose these two theatric
troupes to form the cornerstone of this work: First, both troupes represented the best
results of the intellectuals’ discourse to enlighten the masses at the turn of the 20th century.
Second, both troupes had left indelible marks on national or regional theatrical
development of the time. In the case of the New Stage, it was the first to introduce through
Japan “modern” stage facilities and new-style theater. To meet the ever-changing appetites
of Shanghai audiences, the New Stage was never tired of bold experiments on both stage
and scripts. It's no exaggeration to treat the New Stage as the paragon of Shanghai-Style
Beijing style. Following the lead of the New Stage, theaters all over China either changed
their names from traditional teahouse (chalou, chayuan) to stage, or went further to start
their own adventure on improvements of stage and theaters. It was particularly common
for some other leading troupes in Shanghai to stage more sensational and experimental
plays.

Third, though the two societies had different durations, with the New Stage closed
down in 1927, while the Yisushe remains active to the present, the two groups both had a
lasting influence on the subsequent periods. The Yisushe had long maintained close ties

with political and military forces ever since its establishment. Furthermore, it went through
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the anti-Japanese war and different campaigns after 1949 until the Cultural Revolution.
During these periods of time, the troupe performed many plays with strong political and
ideological orientations. Like the Yisushe, the New Stage also maintained close ties with the

revolutionary forces throughout its existence.

Major Themes and Structures

In addition to overture and conclusion, this book contains six chapters. The first
chapter provides a long historical background to help readers better understand what
happened in modern times, and why. One major issue is the changing socioeconomic and
cultural basis of the omnipresent existence of opera performance from late imperial China
to the modern period. | will investigate some of the main types of popular opera well
received by audiences in late imperial China and give a general overview of the occasions
and venues for theatrical performances, as well as the different types of people who
constituted opera audiences. Having pointed out the close relationship between religious
goals and theatrical performances in Ming-Qing China, | will also emphasize the increasingly
secular characteristics of theatrical performance from the mid-Qing onward. Both religion
and drama occupied an indispensable place in the everyday routine of people from all walks
of life in late imperial China. Each had its own history and is interesting to explore for its
own sake. These two major aspects of Chinese culture were inextricably intertwined for a
considerable portion of China’s history.

Chapters Three to Five deal with two theaters: the New Stage in Shanghai (1908-1927)
and the Xi’an Society to Transform Customs (the Yisushe) (1912-present). The first long
chapter introduces the hustling-bustling Shanghai city life in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Before an in-depth examination of the New Stage and its social milieu,

| offer a general description of Shanghai teahouses/theaters from the 1860s onward. This
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survey includes a discussion of the GIS locations of these theaters, how the theaters were
lit, how sets were designed for the new stages, and the possible composition of audiences.

Chapter Four analyzes the repertoire of Shanghai reformed opera, stage experiments
in performances, and audience responses. This portion of the book follows a cultural
history approach; however, in this section | link intellectual discourse with actual stage
performance. The leading intellectuals of the time, inspired by Western and Japanese
attitudes toward opera, systematically expressed their views about old opera through new
journals and the platform provided by Beijing University. Like ripples, the effects first
reached Shanghai and Beijing and then traveled to such inland cities as Xi’an and Chengdu.
In many ways, the repertoire performed at the New Stage and the establishment of the
Xi’an Yisushe represented a practical realization of the new opera discourse that had taken
shape in remote Beijing. This is a fine example demonstrating how ideas traveled quickly
from well-educated national intellectuals to provincial intellectuals and lower-class theater
actors, and how these ideas were transformed from abstract, elitist concepts into popular
stage performances.

The Shanghai New Stage and the Xi’an Yisushe, which is discussed in Chapter Five,
represent two different models of how opera was used to reflect or deal with bigger
political issues. Both left indelible marks on the form and way Beijing opera was used during
the Cultural Revolution. The reformed opera of the early twentieth century paved the way
for the rise of revolutionary model operas half a century later, despite the strong
commercial orientation of Shanghai theaters in the early Republican period. In contrast to
our general impression of opera as an artistic or recreational realm dominated by literati
or actors of a lower status, throughout the twentieth century, powerful political and

military figures served as indispensable patrons for local operas.
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