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Reconsideration of Activities, Including the Utilization of SP Records,
by Practitioners of Peking Opera in the Late Qing and Republican Era:

Focusing on Peking Opera Amateurs Piaoyou and Courtesans

ODAKA Akiko

In the late Qing and Republican-era China, Peking opera flourished, giving rise to numerous
amateur practitioners. Thanks to their purchasing power, foreign record companies successfully
explored the Chinese markets. Until the late 1920s when popular songs gained prominence, Peking
opera records (hearafter P. o. r.) dominated the issuance numbers in all genres. Previous research on P.
o. r. lacked mention of beneficiaries, or amateur practitioners and their actual ways of enjoying
records. What’s more, when it comes to amateurs, only piaoyou, intellectual practitioners have been
covered, by contrast, courtesans, who were significant Peking opera practitioners and had the unique
relationship between piaoyou during this era has been excluded from consideration until recently.
Therefore, this article reevaluates piaoyou and courtesans, in their practice of Peking opera,
considering the broader context of the society in which they were situated, including their utilization
of P. 0. r. The following are the findings of this study:

1 Contribution to the inheritance of traditional culture through piaoyou activities.

During the modern era when China clashed with Western civilization, there were instances of denial
and disdain for traditional culture. However, Peking opera gained passionate supporters across social
strata, and their collaboration deepened through practice. This virtuous cycle was supported by
distinguished piaoyou who had a solid foundation in classical learning and practical experience in
Peking opera from the Qing dynasty. They engaged with both actors and amateur practitioners from
various angles, elevating Peking opera to a higher level of proficiency.

2 Courtesans in Peking opera: (D The level of dedication varied among individual courtesans, however,
Peking opera served as a mediator between courtesans and piaoyou. Intellectuals frequently reviewed the
courtesan’s artistic skills in newspapers, creating an economically interdependent relationship where
courtesan gained promotional benefits. (2) Courtesans of this era were closely intertwined with actresses
and could be seen as a potential source of professional Peking opera circle. The prominence of Peking
Opera as a major art form may have also encouraged courtesans to switch careers.

3 The Utilization and the meaning of the “third Peking opera”. P. o. r. became an effective means for
both amateurs and professionals to learn Peking opera’s norms and characteristics of each school. The
limited recording time, led to unique arrangements on the records. Actors found a new platform to show-

case their individuality through records, and amateurs enjoyed new practices like Bk} BX (xipianxi) and
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parodies based on the recordings. P. o. r. functioned not merely as playback devices but as a medium that
generated new practices for both professional actors and amateur practitioners. The author considers this

constitutes the reality of the “third Peking opera,” distinct from both stage performances and scripts.
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