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Theater Activities in the Foreign Concessions and Legation Quarter in China
with a Focus on the Late Qing and Early Republic Eras

Abstract : The modernization of the theater industry in Japan during the Meliji period was a
government-led movement, promoted by embracing the progress of Western civilization. In the
mid-19th century revolutionary-era China, however, the Qing Dynasty that had lasted 300 years

was crumbling under the pressure of foreign invasions, and yet the Chinese theatrical community
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still succeeded in modernizing itself. This feat was made possible by the establishment of foreign
concessions located in various port cities opened up under unequal treaties with foreign powers
and the embassy districts in Beijing (so-called Legation Quarter). Although these concessions
were viewed by the people of China as a national humiliation, the theatrical community and the
embassy districts took advantage of them to transform theater in their country.

By the early Republic period (up to 1916), the foreign powers had gradually built up China’s
transportation and communication systems, lighting, and other modern infrastructure, not only
for the benefit of the Chinese people but for themselves as well.

This paper describes how local theaters connected and evolved with the help of modern devel-
opment in the late Qing and early Republic periods with a focus on the four cities of Hankou,
Shanghai, Tianjin, and Beijing, selected because the information drawn from historical materials
centers on the theaters that toured these cities.

In China’s past society, theater was an indispensable part of banquets and receptions as well as
weddings, funerals, and other ceremonial events. During the late Qing and early Republic periods,
as commercial activities spread across the nation, northern dialect dramas became a standard
form of entertainment in various parts of the country, making the “Peking Opera” and “Bangzi
Drama” well-known names.

Governments throughout the ages have well understood the influence of theater on public
morality. During the Qing Dynasty, theaters were banned from allowing actresses to perform or
women to enter theater venues. Night performances, and on days of national mourning (anniver-
saries of the death of Imperial Family members) were prohibited, as was establishing a theater
within the rampart in Beijing. Theaters violating any of these five rules faced the risk of shows
being suspended or their doors closed altogether. Plays with love scenes were also declared inde-
cent, resulting in troupes being forced to disband and actors dragged through the streets as pun-
ishment. But within the confines of the foreign concessions, the Chinese government turned a
blind eye to “indecent dramas” on the pretext of economic growth and tax collection. At the
same time, actors made a conscious effort to turn theatrical plays into a form of art.

During this period, the five bans mentioned above were mostly scrapped in the foreign conces-
sions and embassy districts. The emergence of successful actresses saw many plays place female
roles center stage, which in turn led to the rise of theatrical female impersonation by male actors.
Provincial tours, in particular, helped different theaters improve the quality of their productions.
The “Peking Opera” and “Bangzi Drama” both gained nationwide popularity at the same time
and came to be mainstays at events entertaining guests.

The transformation of theater in the late Qing and early Republic eras became the foundation
of today's Chinese theater, which would not have been possible without the existence of the for-

eign concessions and embassy districts, at that time.
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