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Abstract  This article focuses on the early Republican theater as a popular 
site of experiments with love and discusses the significance of pengjue 
courtship between actresses and male patrons. It argues that while the literati 
still played a role in shaping theater patronage culture, employing the discourse 
of qing and the scholar-beauty romance, the popularization of pengjue enabled 
a more flirtatious mode of love that combined male homosociability and 
heterosexual desire. Male patrons’ courtship of actresses was marked by 
frivolity and performativity, as well as economic calculations. It deviated from 
the traditional ideal of qing and the New Culture notion of romantic love and 
thus aroused intense criticism from conservatives and reformists alike. However, 
this article argues that the practice of pengjue created an alternative affective 
sphere for performing gender, contesting social norms, and exploring new 
forms of love in the public space of commercial theater and in everyday life. 
 
Keywords  pengjue, qing, love, performance, theater, actresses, public 
courtship 
 

When you go to a theater, it is no longer a theatre, but a place for love!  
你到戲場, 不是到戲場, 而是到情場！ 

 
—Zhang Henshui, Si ren ji, 19291 

 

                                                               
1 Zhang Henshui, Si ren ji, 280.  
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Introduction 

Long before the Republic, Chinese theater had not only been an institution of 
dramatic performance but also a space of affective engagement between 
performers and patrons. From the late Ming dynasty, literati’s romantic 
association with actors as well as courtesans was celebrated as an emblem of 
emotion (qing 情), a supreme passion or sentiment that rooted selfhood and 
humanity more in emotional capacity than social obligations. Since the 18th 
century, the imperial ban on female performers and the exclusion of women 
from the audience rendered theater a predominantly male homosocial and 
homoerotic sphere. As is well known, the 20th century theater reform sought 
to make Chinese opera a useful tool for social enlightenment, which 
necessitated the transformation of actors from debased entertainers to 
exemplary artists and citizens untainted by sexual transgression.2 But while the 
reform aimed to halt the intimate socialization between actors and patrons, the 
emergence of actresses enthralled a wide range of male patrons on and off stage. 
As a result, Chinese theater in the Republican era remained a vibrant site for 
the expression of love and desire in which male homosocial desire became 
intertwined with heteroerotic romance.  

Previous historiography has highlighted the affective nature of Chinese 
theater in the late imperial era but neglected its continuation into the Republic 
era. Though some scholars have pointed to the erotically-charged connection 
between actresses and male patrons as the epitome of women’s objectification, 
they usually omit the affective and social dimension of such courtships.3 In this 
article, I aim to highlight early Republican theater as a popular site of 
experiments with love and courtship by examining the practice of patronizing 
opera performers (pengjue 捧角), in which male patrons pursued actresses as 

                                                               
2 Joshua Goldstein, Drama Kings: Players and Publics in the Re-creation of Peking Opera, 
1870−1937. For an analysis of the changing role of opera in society, particularly from the 
traditional gentry-literati notion of moral transformation (jiaohua 教化) to the reformist/May 
Fourth discourse of enlightenment, see Hsiao-t’i Li, “Changing Discourses on China’s Popular 
Drama,” in Opera, Society, and Politics in Modern China, 54−83.  
3  See, among others, Cheng Weikun, “The Use of ‘Public’ Women: Commercialized 
Performance, Nation-Building, and Actresses’ Strategies in Early Twentieth-Century Beijing,” 
1−29.  
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potential lovers. Moreover, I discuss the competing discourses regarding 
pengjue to highlight the social anxiety that both traditionalists and reformists 
felt about the practice of courtship and romance in the theatrical sphere.  

Admittedly, the social fashion of pengjue involved performers and patrons of 
both sexes. It was not uncommon for a male theater fan to act upon his fierce 
desire to peng 捧 or patronize an actor. From the 1930s, female patrons 
became active and conspicuous agents of pengjue, pursuing romantic 
engagement with actors and gaining the appellation of female patrons seeking 
marriage (pengjue jia 捧角嫁).4 Nonetheless, my analysis focuses primarily on 
the practice of pengjue involving male patrons pursuing actresses to highlight 
the rise of heteroerotic patronage in contrast with the decline of male 
homoerotic sensibility characteristic of traditional Chinese theater. Moreover, 
it identifies theater and particularly pengjue as the most animated heteroerotic 
sphere in the early Republican era, even before the May Fourth intellectuals’ 
advocacy of open social interaction among men and women (nannü gongkai 
shejiao 男女公開社交) and romantic love based on freedom of choice (ziyou 
lian’ai 自由戀愛).  

To discuss the significance of the romantic engagement between male 
patrons and actresses in the modern Chinese history of love, I engage with the 
Chinese theater historiography as well as the field of emotions studies. I argue 
that courtship with actresses in pengjue differed significantly from the 
sentimental patronage of the late imperial literati as the group of theater patrons 
became much more diverse in the Republican era. The experiment of love 
between actresses and male patrons was a pragmatic, everyday practice marked 
by flirtation, contingency, and frivolity, in contrast with the depth of feeling or 
sincerity of passion characteristic of the late imperial cult of qing. Moreover, 
the male patrons’ love game with actresses also diverged, subtly and 
considerably, from the practice of patronizing courtesans, despite the 
conspicuous resemblance of emotional performativity. If the love game with 
courtesans in the brothels was controlled by rules of business, the courtship 
with actresses was devoid of a straightforward transactional nature. In addition, 
unlike courtesans, who were sex workers with “lost bodies” and assumed the 
status of “strangers” outside of a kinship-based society, the majority of actresses 

                                                               
4 Tailai, “Wo ye tantan pengjue nülang: Pengjuejia de yuanqi,” 19.  
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were innocent daughters of good families (liangjia 良家 ) involved in a 
supposedly decent profession, despite its sexual overtones.5 Thus, the romantic 
engagement with actresses fell betwixt and between the normal and the strange, 
the appropriate and the unorthodox. The practice of pengjue provided a wide 
range of urban men an alternative affective sphere to experiment with love in 
public spaces in ways unique among contemporary romantic customs.   

Theater as Affective Sphere in Late Imperial China 

The affective and erotic characteristics of Chinese theater patronage can be 
traced back to the late Ming dynasty (1368−1644). In the wealthy Jiangnan area, 
a group of high-ranking officials and literati kept family troupes of kunqu opera 
崑曲 for private entertainment and social networking.6 Actors and actresses in 
these private troupes were owned by literati as domestic servants, as well as 
luxury commodities exchanged and circulated among members of the gentry.7 
Belonging to a legally debased group of musical households (yuehu 樂戶) 
along with prostitutes, theater performers also provided erotic pleasure and 
sexual service for the elite men.8 The erotic liaison between literati and theater 
performers was sanctioned by class privileges. It also embodied a romantic ideal 
in the cult of qing, a philosophical and literary movement in the late Ming that 
valorized genuine feelings as a defining essence of humanity. Qing was 
prioritized, at least rhetorically, over ritual propriety (li 禮) based on social 
norms and hierarchies. Romantic engagement with actors, as Sophie Volpp 
illustrates, transcended class distinction and heteroerotic norm. Penning poems 
in praise of such romantic engagement enabled a group of literati to affirm their 
own depth of feeling as well as the sense of belonging to the community of 

                                                               
5 On the “lost bodies” of courtesans who eventually ended up outside of the discourse on love, 
see Paola Zamperini, Lost Bodies: Prostitution and Masculinity in Chinese Fiction. In her 
analysis of stranger sociability, Haiyan Lee emphasizes courtesans’ position as strangers 
embodying an alternative way of life outside of kinship sociality, see her “The Power and 
Pollution of the Stranger Women,” in The Stranger and the Chinese Moral Imagination, 
117−57.  
6 Yang Huiling, Xiqu banshe yanjiu: Ming Qing jiaban yanjiu.  
7 Sophie Volpp, “The Literary Circulation of Actors in Seventeenth-Century China,” 949−84. 
8 Matthew Sommer, Sex, Law and Society in Late Imperial China, 7.  



Courting Actresses and Exploring Love in Early Republican China 5 

qing, or “empathic resonance.”9  
The transition to the Qing dynasty in the mid-17th century led to the 

decline of private troupes and the exclusion of women from both performing 
troupes and audiences, as the new Manchu rulers issued repeated bans.10 But 
the court patronage of pihuang opera 皮黃  contributed to a thriving 
commercial theater in the capital, which became an exclusively male practice. 
The pihuang opera combined theatrical performance with banquet toasting 
service, in the form of the siyu 私寓 and xianggong 相公.11 The term siyu 
refers to the private residence of boy actors, which doubled as pleasure houses 
for elite men. These boy actors, known as xianggong, were either born into a 
legally debased theatrical family or indentured to a master-trainer by their 
parents. Skillfully trained in performing arts and service, the youthful and 
feminine boys functioned like courtesans. They were desired commodities 
pursued by high-ranking officials, well-off cultural elites, and wealthy 
merchants, particularly after the Yongzheng emperor banned courtesan 
entertainment for officials in 1723.12 

Besides providing entertainment in siyu, the boy actors also greeted and 
flirted with male patrons in theaters. On stage, they exchanged amorous 
glances with patrons. Before or after a performance, these young actors, 
wearing lavish clothing and flirtatious smiles, walked to the balcony seats to 
greet and accompany the elite patrons. Their erotic interaction with elite 
patrons often constituted a sensational spectacle experienced by the audience. 
Yet, for many elites, going to a theater during the day was only the prelude to a 
more exciting and gratifying evening when they summoned actors to 
restaurants, siyu, and other social gatherings.13 

In the public theaters of the Qing dynasty, the literati lost monopoly over 
theatrical patronage and had to compete with wealthy merchants and 

                                                               
9 Volpp, “The Literary Circulation of Actors in Seventeenth-Century China,” 949−84.  
10 The Yongzheng (r. 1723−35), Qinglong (r. 1735−95), and Jiaqing emperors (r. 1796−1820) 
all issued decrees forbidding elite families from keeping “family musicians” (jiayue 家樂). 
11 Wu Cuncun, Xi wai zhi xi: Qing zhongwanqi jingcheng de xiyuan wenhua yu liyuan siyuzhi, 
18.  
12 Susan Mann, Precious Records: Women in China’s Long Eighteenth Century, 126−27.  
13 For a detailed account of the siyu and xianggong system, see Wu Cuncun, Homoerotic 
Sensibilities in Late Imperial China, 111−51. 
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high-ranking officials, often known and ridiculed as lao dou 老斗, who 
attended the same performances. But the literati fans outshined all other 
patrons in socializing with actors outside the theaters, or to use Mark 
Stevenson’s terminology, in “the epitheatrical sphere.” In this zone of activity 
around theatre, socialization with actors combined with connoisseurship 
literature, which led to the culmination of male homosociality and homoerotic 
sensibility in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.14 The literati patrons 
poured their love and desire for actors into the genre of “flower register” 
(huapu 花譜). Their attempt to conceptualize passion through the language of 
qing distinguished them from other patrons, whose love affairs with actors 
were criticized as conspicuous consumption, lacking refined taste and genuine 
feelings.15 This association of qing and courtship with actors is best illustrated 
in the 19th century novel Precious Mirror of Boy Actresses (Pinhua baojian 品
花寶鑑), in which the love affair between a scholar and a female role (dan 旦) 
actor was portrayed as the most sublime form of love, transcending sexual 
desire.16   

Nonetheless, theater was no less an affective sphere for non-literati patrons. 
In Confucian society where emotions were seen as being attached to proper 
observation of social hierarchies and ritual rather than emanating from the heart 
and the institution of marriage was a union devoid of romantic feelings, the 
entertainment world of theater and courtesan houses functioned as a liminal 
space to experience passions and sensations.17 In his studies of the Chinese 
conception of emotions, Ling Hong Lam goes further to identify the locus of 
Chinese emotions outside of the mind and body in what he calls emotion 
realms (qingjing 情境).18 He argues that “emotion per se is spatial,” and traces 
the historical change in the spatiality of emotion from the ancient cosmic realm 
                                                               
14 Mark Stevenson, “One as Form and Shadow: Theater and the Space of Sentimentality in 
Nineteenth-Century,” 225−46.  
15 For a nuanced analysis of the middling literati of boy actors, see Andrea S. Goldman, Opera 
and the City: The Politics of Culture in Beijing, 1770−1900, 17−60. 
16 Keith McMahon, Polygamy and Sublime Passion: Sexuality in China on the Verge of 
Modernity, 58−61.  
17 For a discussion about the unique characteristics of the pre-modern Chinese emotional 
patterns, see Norman Kutcher, “The Skein of Chinese Emotions History,” 57−73; and Haiyan 
Lee, “Chinese Feelings: Notes on a Ritual Theory of Emotion,” 1−37.  
18 Ling Hon Lam, The Spatiality of Emotion in Early Modern China, 19−52.  
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of the “wind,” to the medieval “dreamscape,” and then to early modern 
“theatricality.”19 In the seventeenth century, “theatricality” arose as a new 
regime of emotion “not interior to oneself but performed by others.”20 
Meanwhile, the emergence of commercial theaters in the seventeenth century 
produced a large number of spectators, who were increasingly separated from 
the spectacle and became self-aware. As a result, a sympathetic mode of 
emotion came into being when spectators observed and shared the feelings of 
the performers.21 

The Arrival of Actresses 

When actresses first appeared on stage in the foreign concessions of the coastal 
cities in the late nineteenth century, the professional Chinese theater started a 
profound transformation. The Western or Japanese-inspired intellectuals and 
theater reformists scrutinized the homoerotic nature of the old theater (jiuju 舊
劇). If the Peking opera were to be remade to represent “traditional” Chinese 
culture and national essence as the national theater (guoju 國劇), its siyu and 
xianggong system, which indentured boy actors as sexual companions of male 
clients, posed a problem. The theater practitioners needed to become citizens 
of proper personhood (renge 人 格 ) and noble artists, untainted by 
homoeroticism. In April 1912, after the Qing dynasty collapsed, the Capital 
Police Department of the new Republic approved the petition of the actors 
such as Tian Jiyun to abolish the siyu and xianggong system, and at the same 
time lifted the ban on actresses.22  

Nonetheless, the dissociation of actors from homoeroticism—in discourse 
and legal terms, if not completely in practice—coincided with an intensifying 
inclination to sexualize actresses and their performances. Before the official 
sanctioning of mixed-gender performance in the early 1930s, female theater 
was usually organized into female-only troupes known for the erotic overtones 

                                                               
19 Ibid., 4.  
20 Ibid., 6. 
21 Ling Hon Lam, “What Is Wrong with the Wrong Career? A Genealogy of Playgrounds,” in 
The Spatiality of Emotion in Early Modern China, 91−146.  
22 Wu, Xi wai zhi xi, 68−76. 
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of their performances. 23  A number of actresses stepped into the theater 
profession as former prostitutes who had been trained in singing scene 
selections (zhezi xi 折子戲) and occasionally performed in theaters as guests 
(kechuan 客串 ). 24  Their turn to acting did not necessarily involve the 
severance of financial and erotic ties with former clients. For these actresses, the 
boundary between performance and prostitution was permeable. Moreover, 
actresses bore a close resemblance to courtesans in their stepping beyond the 
domestic realm into the public space of the entertainment industry.  

Despite resemblance and widespread conflation, the distinction between 
actresses and courtesans in early Republican Beijing should be delineated, 
particularly for reformists and the Republican government, who aimed to 
mobilize theater for social enlightenment. Though prostitution was legalized, 
the reputation of its practitioners as fallen women grew because China’s 
modernizers reviled the sex industry as a symbol of backwardness and an 
impediment to modernization.25 The Capital Police Department established a 
relief agency (Jiliangsuo 濟良所) to help the despised prostitutes to return to 
being “good” through marriage (congliang 從良). In comparison, actresses 
were not conflated with prostitutes. Though theater remained a disreputable 
occupation for women, their entry into the theatrical profession was widely 
accepted, and even characterized as a noble sacrifice in fulfilment of filial 
obligations. The Capital Police Department declared that it “specifically 
allowed women to sell their art for the purpose of assisting their poor families 
to earn a living.”26 By selling art instead of their bodies, actresses were not seen 
as having “fallen” into prostitution. They needed no redemption.  

Moreover, the incursion into the public realm of acting did not alienate 
actresses from family ties, though some actresses were indeed sold by their 
parents to theater brokers. For most actresses, familial relationships shaped 

                                                               
23 On the objectification and commodification of actresses in the entertainment industry, see 
Cheng, “The Use of ‘Public’ Women,” 1−29.  
24 In the 1925 book Kunling yanshi, edited by Sun Nouchen and Xu Jinfu, among ninety-two 
registered actresses, fourteen were said to be former prostitutes.  
25 Gail Hershatter, Dangerous Pleasures: Prostitution and Modernity in Twentieth Century 
Shanghai, 226−70.  
26 “Benting nahuo kunling Jin Yubao deng mimi maiyin deng qing yi anjuan,” August 1918, 
file no. J181−019−21090, Beijing Municipal Archive, Beijing.  
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every step of their theatrical careers. Usually, the young women started their 
training in singing and acting with the help of their families. A relatively 
well-off family would hire an instructor to teach their daughter(s) or enlist the 
young girl(s) in an acting school. If a family was too poor to afford the tuition, 
they might apprentice the daughter(s) to an instructor or a troupe manager and 
negotiate the length of the apprenticeship and division of her salary. Moreover, 
actresses in the early Republican era were never treated as independent women 
who could directly negotiate their position in society. The general public and 
the government always expected the immediate family to protect the young 
women from the “evil” society, acting on their behalf to negotiate contracts 
and to deal with other professional arrangements. Thus understood, unlike 
courtesans who “lived outside the domestic realm of wifehood and 
motherhood,” actresses rarely renounced domesticity when entering the 
outside world of theater performance.27 Most early actresses retired from the 
stage at the time of marriage. Such withdrawal from the public theater marked 
not so much a return to domesticity as a transition in domestic roles from 
daughterhood to wifehood.  

The new actresses in 1910s Beijing were an overwhelming success. 
Forbidden to perform on the same stage with actors, the all-female troupes in 
Beijing had overtaken all-male troupes in popularity by the middle of the 
decade. In 1917, the zenith of female theater, the playhouses of actresses 
significantly outnumbered male ones in the areas of Qianmen 前門 and 
Dashilan 大柵欄 in the Outer City, where the big commercial theaters 
concentrated and the middle and upper class patrons frequented.28 A group of 
actresses quickly rose to stardom, thriving on the fervent reception from paying 
audiences and the media. In a 1916 poll organized by the Shuntian Times 
(Shuntian shibao 順天時報) to select the “most desired” plays and their players, 
actresses beat actors in all three categories, including desirable plays, total votes, 
and individual names.29  

                                                               
27 Zamperini, Lost Bodies, 100.  
28 An analysis of Yin Xia, “Yinli xinzheng nei wai cheng ge xiyuan kaixue yilanbiao,” Shuntian 
shibao, January 28, 1917 shows that playhouses for female theater in Qianmen and Dashilan 
numbered at 5 and 4, compared to 3 and 1 playhouses for male theater, respectively.   
29 “Xiwang yanju zhi pilu,” Shuntian shibao, March 5, 1916. 
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The success and sensation of actresses can be partially attributed to the fact 
that female performers were a novel sight in the city. Theater critics pointed 
out that female performance in early Republican Beijing was a curiosity and 
novelty for an audience “weary of the actor-only theater.”30 Given the 
disproportionately male makeup of early Republican theater audiences, the 
popularity of actresses was also attributed to their capability to tantalize 
spectators with their erotic bodies—compared to the simulated female body of 
crossdressing dan actors—performing the alluring and transgressive huadan 花
旦 roles.31 Contemporary theater critics taking a more moralistic point of 
view, labeled actresses’ performances as obscene theater (yinxi 淫 戲 ), 
possessing no social value other than seduction.  

Post-Imperial Literati Patronizing Actresses 

While the end of the Qing dynasty brought fundamental changes to theatrical 
organization, it did not suggest a radical change in the extensive role of literati 
in theater patronage. First of all, many literati adapted well to the social changes 
beginning in the late Qing, even after the abolition of the civil service 
examination in 1905. As men of letters, they embraced the fast-growing 
commercial press as writers, journalists, and publishers, or became 
entrepreneurs in the new industries and commercial venues.32 Immersion in 
print industry and journalism enabled literati to exert even greater influence on 
public culture. In the early Republican era, they dominated the literary scene 
with classical poetry, romantic themes, and hybrid modes of writing that 
blended new and old genres and ideas.33 In the entertainment industry, they 
                                                               
30 Tinghua, “Bishang ouping shi,” Shuntian shibao, November 14, 1913; Yin Xia, “Lu Xiubo,” 
Shuntian shibao, May 24, 1913.  
31 Jiacheng Liu, “Transgressive Female Roles and the Embodiment of Actresses in 1910s 
Beijing,” 29−51.  
32 For an analysis of literati authors of the popular fiction, see Perry Link, Mandarin Ducks and 
Butterflies: Popular Fiction in Early Twentieth Century Chinese Cities. On literati 
entrepreneurship in print commerce, see Christopher A. Reed, Gutenberg in Shanghai: Chinese 
Print Capitalism, 1876−1937, 88−127. On literati endeavor in local industry, see among others, 
Henrietta Harrison, The Man Awakened from Dreams: One Man’s Life in a North China 
Village, 1857−1942, 113−35.  
33 Kirk A. Denton and Michel Hockx, eds., Literary Societies of Republican China. 
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functioned as patrons, connoisseurs, and business partners, advertising elite 
courtesans, promoting opera stars, and shaping popular tastes.34  

Many literati welcomed the arrival of actresses. The appearance of actresses 
was reminiscent of the age-old scholar-beauty (caizi jiaren 才子佳人) and 
literati-courtesan romances, which reached their heyday with the cult of qing 
in the late Ming dynasty.35  A few star actresses, particularly those who 
belonged to elite families and stepped into the acting profession after a reversal 
in family fortunes, were trained in poetry and art, so they evoked the memory 
of the refined Ming courtesans.36 In his poem dedicated to a series of actresses, 
the literatus Yi Shunding 易顺鼎 (1858−1920) commented that these actresses 
were not only contemporary beauties (jiaren 佳人) but could also perform the 
roles of numerous ancient beauties such as the ancient imperial consorts Yang 
Yuhuan 楊玉環  (719−56), Zhao Feiyan 趙飛燕 (45−1 BCE) and Wang 
Zhaojun 王昭君 (54−19 BCE), which recalled the traditional association of 
scholar and beauty.37 Some literati courted actresses as if they were courtesans, 
and adopted the style of qing. For instance, when Zheng Xiaoxu 鄭孝胥 
(1860−1938) fell in love with the actress Jin Yuemei 金月梅 (1882−1924) in 
late Qing Shanghai, he wrote a literati-courtesan story called Hanji ji 函髻記 
as a pledge of love. The actress reciprocated by signing her letters with the 
names kuqing ren 苦情人 (a person of bitter sentiments), or huanqing ren 患
情人 (a person tormented by his or her emotions).38 

                                                               
34 For example, on the immersion of literati authors in the print entertainment in the world of 
courtesans, see Catherine Vance Yeh, Shanghai Love: Courtesans, Intellectuals, and 
Entertainment Culture, 1850−1910, 178−219. 
35 For a discussion of the courtesan culture in the Tang dynasty, see Daniel Hsieh, Love and 
Women in Early Chinese Fiction, 151−91. For the courtesan culture of the late Ming, see 
Wai-yee Li, “The Late Ming Courtesan: Invention of a Cultural Ideal,” 46−73.  
36 For example, a few actresses came from the elite Manchu families of the Qing dynasty, whose 
fortunes declined significantly due to the loss of the economic privileges of their former positions. 
The involvement of young women from Manchu families into the theater profession also reflects 
the tradition of Manchu noble households’ intensive involvement in opera performance as 
amateurs in the late Qing.  
37 Yi Shunding, “Shu dou xue ge.” 
38 See Zheng Xiaoxu’s dairy on November 19, 1902; February 10, 1904; May 9, 1904, included 
in Zheng Xiaoxu riji, edited by Lao Zude.   
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Despite the nostalgia of the literati-courtesan romance, most post-imperial 
literati could not follow Zheng Xiaoxu’s romantic path of courting an actress as 
a courtesan and eventually marrying her as a concubine. This was partly 
because an exclusive, individual love relationship with an actress required a lot 
of money. The literatus would have to buy off the contract if the actress was 
indentured or pay a handsome “betrothal gift” to gain the consent of her 
parents, because actresses were costly commodities in the marriage market. For 
the majority of the literati, who had largely lost their political and class 
privileges and had to make a living through new means, intensive economic 
patronage of actresses was out of the question. The difficulty of actualizing the 
literati-courtesan romance also resulted from the differences between actresses 
and courtesans. As the theater was now redefined as a vehicle of social 
enlightenment, its male and female performers belonged to the public realm. 
Unlike courtesans, who provided the personal pleasures of paying clients, 
actresses were not obligated to develop individual relationships with their 
audience.  

Therefore, the literati did not necessarily seek reciprocal and exclusive 
relationships with actresses as they would with courtesans. Some literati 
declared that they loved and praised all actresses, who they believed belonged 
in the public sphere.39 Even though some literati did feel strong attraction to 
particular actresses, they tried to turn private passions into collective sentiments. 
They socialized with peers who shared their love for the actress, exchanged 
poems expressing their appreciation, and initiated the social fashion of 
establishing fan clubs for the objects of their admiration. In 1914, literati fans of 
the actress Du Yunhong 杜雲紅 created the first fan club for an actress, called 
Dujiao 杜教 (The cult of Du [Yunhong]). The practice was followed by other 
literati fans, who founded Liujiao 劉教 (The cult of Liu) for the actress Liu 
Xikui 劉喜奎 in 1915 and Jushe 菊社 (The society of chrysanthemum) for 
the actress Liu Juxian 劉菊仙 in 1916. In other words, the collective pledge of 
love and commitment to an actress facilitated male bonding among the literati 
in the fan club.  

Love for actresses, whether private or collective, was expressed publicly, 
articulated in words or performed in public spaces. The theatrical convention 

                                                               
39 Fanshan, “Dahuang Yumeihua baiyong yongba,” Rizhi bao, November 27, 1918.  
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of jiaohao 叫好 in theater provided a means to publicly display passion for 
actresses. Jiaohao literally meant shouting “Hao!” (Bravo), but it also involved 
other forms of exclamation such as whistling and bodily movements such as 
standing up. Unlike the anonymous applauding of modern Western theater 
culture, which usually happens at the end of a performance, jiaohao conveyed 
the spontaneous appreciation and passion of individual spectators. It occurred 
whenever a spectator felt an aria was beautifully sung, an acrobatic move well 
executed, a posture elegantly assumed, or at the moment when a highly 
anticipated opera star arrived on stage.40 Literati patrons did not shun the use 
of jiaohao to highlight their feelings for actresses. An account from the 1910s 
documented the eccentricity of Yi Shunding’s jiaohao: “When [Liu] Xikui and 
[Xian] Lingzhi 鮮靈芝 appeared on stage, [Yi Shunding] would bury his head 
against his chest while holding his arms high to applaud wildly.”41 His 
playwright friend Luo Qugong 罗癯公 (1872−1924) even wrote a poem to 
mock this ostentatious jiaohao: “Eyes flirting on the stage are as attractive as a 
phoenix; In the wave of shouting [Hao!] Longyang [Yi Shunding’s birthplace] 
stands out” 台上眼波流鳳美, 樓前聲浪識龍陽.42 

The playhouse was not the only public place for literati fans to bring their 
affection for actresses into the spotlight. They might appropriate any other 
public occasions. For instance, when the actress Jin Yulan 金玉蘭 died in 
1916, probably from scarlet fever, Yi Shunding and Fan Zengxiang 樊增祥 

(1846−1931) organized a memorial service that was well attended by the 
actress’s literati fans. Yi and Fan wailed uncontrollably at the side of the actress’ 
coffin. When the actress’ mother was giving a eulogy, the two famous literati 
cried wildly again.43 Though weeping and wailing at the funeral had long been 
a crucial performance in the repertoire of Chinese mourning practices, the 
pretentious tears and dramatization of grief still amazed spectators.44 The 
sensationalism was captured in a verse by a witness: “Such an orchid entrusted 
to the earth! All guests of the funeral wailed. If you ask who wept most loudly, 
it was the two literati Yi Shunding and Fan Zengxiang” 如此蘭花竟委地, 滿

                                                               
40 Goldstein, Drama Kings, 73−74. 
41 Liu Chengyu, Hongxian jishi shi benshi buzhu, 14. 
42 Leichi Yuyin, Dumen quhua, 119. 
43 Ibid., 141.  
44 Anne E. McLaren, Performing Grief: Bridal Laments in Rural China, 84−85.  
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座賓客皆掩泣。座中泣聲誰最高, 樊山實甫兩名士.45  
For whom was this kind of public performance of love intended? Of course, 

to some extent it was oriented to the favored actress(es). Jiaohao was a means to 
communicate to the actress the patron’s admiration, affection, and desire. 
Advertising their love for actresses in newspapers and other print media could 
also help literati fans to establish connections with these women. Nevertheless, 
many literati fans were content with an “imaginary” relationship and not 
bothered by the one-way nature of their love, as Yi Shunding claimed: “I 
devote my entire life to admiring beauties, with no expectation of a return” 一
生崇拜只佳人，不必佳人與我厚.46 In this regard, the public display of love can 
be seen not so much as admiration for actresses as a performance of the self as 
belonging to the literati class of sentimental capacity and cultural refinement.47 

This fashioning of the emotional self was sometimes achieved through 
reference to the eighteenth-century novel, Dream of the Red Chamber 
(Hongloumeng 紅樓夢), whose male and female protagonists Jia Baoyu 賈寶

玉 and Lin Daiyu 林黛玉 were the most celebrated embodiment of qing.48 
One of Fan Zengxiang’s friends remarked on Fan’s appreciation of actresses: 
“[He is] even more sentimental than Mr. Yihong Garden [aka. Jia Baoyu]” 多
情更勝怡紅公子.49 When Fan and Yi Shunding wailed at the actress Jin 
Yulan’s funeral, their literati peers acknowledged that those acts belonged to 
men of effusive sentiments (duoqing ren 多情人).50 

For many literati, displaying love and passion for actresses, was not essentially 
different from adoring dan actors, as they assigned themselves the role of 

                                                               
45 Leichi Yuyin, Dumen quhua, 141. 
46 Yi, “Shu dou xue ge.”  
47 In their analysis of the huapu texts, Wu Cuncun and Mark Stevenson point out that literati 
writing huapu to patronize dan actors was the “performance of self,” see Wu Cuncun and Mark 
Stevenson, “Speaking of Flowers: Theatre, Public Culture, and Homoerotic Writing in 
Nineteenth-Century Beijing,” 100−129.  
48 Dahuang, “Baigong jiahua,” Rizhi bao, August 26, 1918. For an analysis of the sentimental 
characters of Hongloumeng, see Haiyan Lee, “Love or Lust? The Sentimental Self in 
Hongloumeng,” 85−111.  
49 Feigong, “Jintai ximo shuhou,” Rizhi bao, August 30, 1918. 
50 Leichi Yuyin, Dumen quhua, 141. 
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protectors in relation to both actors and actresses, both likened to flowers.51 
Appreciating actors and actresses as flowers was not only an attempt to fashion a 
literati identity of sentimental or erotic indulgence but also an effort to 
(re)affirm theater as a sphere of qing. For example, Yi Shunding insisted that 
the beauty and allure of actors and actresses could only come from the qing of 
Heaven and Earth. In his praise of the actress Jin Yulan, Yi asserted that Jin’s 
sparkling eyes and clever smile evoked in him traces of dreams in the world of 
qing 惹我情天著夢痕.52 When one of his poems dedicated to actresses was 
criticized for its explicit sexual connotations, Yi defended himself by claiming 
“those who have no genuine emotional nature could not understand my 
poems” 無真性情者不能讀我詩.53  

In the early Republican era, the performance of the sentimental self was 
problematic. Literati displays of love for theater performers were often 
lampooned as improper or licentious. Nonetheless, it was the sense of 
transgression that the literati seized upon to not only claim their depth of 
feeling but also to redefine the place of qing as transcending the current 
political world and social order. For instance, in his long poem “Several Dippers 
of Blood” (Shu dou xue ge 數斗血歌), Yi Shunding linked the emergent 
actresses to the ancient imperial consorts and courtesans, whose charms were 
said to have brought down dynasties. But Yi neither lamented the collapse of 
the Qing dynasty nor approved the new Republican regime. Rather it was in 
the theatrical world that he found his home— 

 
Please don’t talk [to me] about the merit of the great founders of the nation; 
I am afraid that establishing a new state of glory and splendor relies not on 
these people but rather on those [actresses]. Please don’t talk about the 
national essence of the loyalists of the previous dynasty; I am afraid that 
preserving the remains of refinement and elegance is not up to that society 
but this [theatrical] one.  
請君勿談開國偉人之勳位，吾恐建設璀璨莊嚴之新國者，不在彼類在此類。

                                                               
51 Catherine Vance Yeh, “Politics, Art, and Eroticism: The Female Impersonator as the 
National Cultural Symbol of Republican China,” 205−39.  
52 Yi, “Benshi wu shou.” 
53 Yi, “Du Fan Shan ‘Hou shu dou xue ge’ zuo hou ge.” 



Jiacheng Liu 16

請君勿談先朝遺老之國粹，吾恐保存清淑靈之留遺者，不在彼社會在此社

會.54 
 

Thus, Yi’s passion for actresses was politicized. His public display of love for 
actresses was an attempted reorientation of the old social order as well as 
rejection to the new political world. In other words, by embracing the theater 
as a world of qing, he deliberately fashioned a self-image of a cultural (not 
political) loyalist in the age of radical change. 

The Popularization of Pengjue 

As the theater profession became more commercialized in the Republican era, 
opera singers interacted with a range of patrons of varied backgrounds, 
occupations, and tastes. The patronage networks widened and the elite no 
longer monopolized displays of love and passion for actresses. The social 
practice of patronizing an opera singer with love and passion, now widely 
known as pengjue, quickly evolved beyond the circle of literati and wealthy 
merchants.55 As a contemporary observer remarked in 1919, 
 

The fashion of pengjue did not flourish until the Republican era. There 
are three schools of pengjue: The school of the moneyed, the school of the 
literati, as well as the bravo school [jiaohao pai 叫好派]. The age from 
1912 to 1915was dominated by the school of the moneyed. From 1915 to 
1916, it was the boom of pengjue by the literati. Since 1917, it has come 
to be the age of the bravo school . . . they are ordinary poor students and 
idle soldiers lacking money and literary talent . . . .56 
 

The Japanese journalist Tsuji Choka, a Beijing resident who was a fervent fan 
and shrewd observer of Peking opera, categorized pengjue participants into ten 
                                                               
54 Yi, “Shu dou xue ge.” 
55 On how pengjue was related to the star system, see Goldstein, Drama Kings, 198; and 
Catherine Vance Yeh, “The Press and the Rise of Peking Opera Singers to National Stardom: 
The Case of Theater Illustrated (1912−1917),” 53−86. Here my emphasis is on the affective 
dimension of pengjue.  
56 Zhou Chouchang, “Peixianglou jutan,” Rizhi bao, January 12, 1919.  
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groups: literati, students, dandies, politicians, journalists, loyalists, merchants, 
soldiers, women, and people whose identity was hard to define. 57  The 
involvement of diverse social groups brought pengjue far beyond the 
dimension of literati-courtesan romance and qing discourse. First of all, the 
practice of patronizing actors and actresses was more widely known as pengjue 
than penghua 捧花 , which suggested the rising social status of opera 
performers, from the objectified flowers to the subjective position of theater 
practitioners, if not opera stars.58 Moreover, the popularization made jiaohao 
more competitive. To win the attention of a performer on stage, patrons 
would resort to a high-pitched voice, unusual or improper timing, and other 
erratic means to shout “Hao!” The piercing voices usually came in waves, 
because patrons had friends join in. If several patrons admired the same 
performer, they had to outdo each other in shouting “Hao!,” an act called 
dinghao 頂好 (contesting hao).59 If a patron saw a performer on stage who 
happened to be a rival of his beloved one, he was likely to boo her, an act 
called daohao 倒好 (reverse the hao). Both dinghao and daohao often led to 
quarrelling and brawls among the patrons, creating disorder in the theater.60  

The shouting of “Hao!” required not only bodily action but also remarkable 
expense. First of all, the patron needed to pay the admission fee to attend the 
theater regularly. Moreover, the invitation of friends was necessary to assist him 
in jiaohao, particularly in dinghao, to impress the performer with his social 
circle. To repay the friends, he had to treat them with dinners, movies, or 
other forms of entertainment. In addition, it was important to bribe the 
seat-tender, who could feed him information about the changing daily 
programs and secure a seat or a box.  

Despite the financial commitment, jiaohao did not guarantee success. Its 
effectiveness depended on the targeted performer, who had the discretion to 
confirm or reject the relationship. Unlike the xianggong actors and courtesans, 
the early Republican opera performers were not obliged to fulfill the desires of 
patrons. They had the freedom to ignore the shouting of “Hao!” from patrons. 
Moreover, this refusal was often extolled as a manifestation of personal and 
                                                               
57 Tinghua, “Pengjue jie zhi dangfan guan,” Shuntian shibao, January 17, 1918.  
58 The term jue 角 can be understood as either performers or opera stars.  
59 Lüying, “Guanghe lou de pengjue jia.”  
60 Ibid.  
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artistic integrity. Of course, there were limits to an opera performer’s discretion. 
Being too indifferent could discourage the patrons from regularly attending the 
performance and feverishly shouting “Hao!,” which was leverage for the 
performer to negotiate his or her monthly salary with the troupe manager(s). 
Failure to evoke “Hao!” in an audience suggested a performer’s unpopularity, 
which could lead to unemployment.61 Therefore, it was commonplace to see 
an actor or actress who responded to the shouting of “Hao!” with a quick 
glance or a fleeting smile. But such glance or smile had to be carefully 
calculated and selectively deployed to simultaneously win over the most 
faithful patrons and avoid appearing lascivious.  

This uncertainty and ambiguity were also embodied in the prolonged and 
tortuous trajectory of pengjue. Shouting “Hao!” in the theater was merely the 
first step. To win acknowledgement from a beloved opera-singer required 
further efforts, which Tsuji Choka summarized as the following: invitation to 
dinners; writing laudatory theater reviews; giving monetary gifts; purchasing 
costumes; contributing clothing; bringing other gifts; or harassment and 
coercion.62 Most of the efforts were essentially gift-giving. The opera-singer 
might have felt obligated to repay them. Sometimes, the gifts were not directly 
given to the opera-singer but to someone else who could help facilitating 
contact with the actor or actress. Despite high mobility, Chinese cities in the 
first half of the twentieth century still functioned as what Fei Xiaotong called a 
“society of acquaintances,” where everyone was related to someone else 
through kinship ties, native-place sentiments, professional connection, or 
friendship.63 Once a relationship, or guanxi 關係, was established between 
two people, each could ask for a favor of the other based on the principles of 

                                                               
61 Zhou Chouchang in his “Peixianglou jutan” remarked that when the troupe manager 
recruited opera-singers, he did not take artistic talent into consideration but counted on the 
capability of the opera-singer’s capability to attract patrons. The monthly salary of an 
opera-singer was related to how many patrons showed up to shout “Hao!” during his or her 
performance.  
62 Tinghua, “Pengjue zhe guanyong ji,” Shuntian shibao, January 27, 1918. 
63 Fei Xiaotong, From the Soil: The Foundations of Chinese Society, 22−24. On the role of 
native place ties in shaping modern Chinese urban society, see Bryna Goodman, Native Place, 
City and Nation: Regional Networks and Identities in Shanghai, 1853−1937.  
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mutual obligation and reciprocity.64 Thus an invitation to a dinner party, or a 
request for private meeting could be easily passed on to an actress through a 
friend, who was treated with dinner or given gifts by the patron and thus had 
the obligation to repay his favor. Similarly, as many contemporary novels 
reveal, a generous gift to a troupe manager, drummer, or relative of the actress 
would likely prompt an arrangement of a private meeting between the actress 
and the patron.  

The opera-singer might agree to a dinner party, but his or her presence 
could be a mere guanxi courtesy. Moreover, given that an opera-singer, 
particularly those who rose to stardom, usually had multiple, if not dozens, of 
patrons, he or she might not feel the need to reciprocate every favor. Therefore, 
it was not rare that the pengjue efforts came to nought. The sense of futility 
was well captured by a contemporary critic in his evaluation of the pengjue 
efforts as heichai 黑差, or drudgery, to which patrons “submit themselves but 
never succeed in communicating their painful inner feelings or making their 
names known [to the opera-singer],” and thus ultimately “resign themselves to 
the will of Heaven.”65 

Despite risk of failure, patrons were usually devoted and persistent. The 
passion of patrons could be partly explained by the prominence of pengjue as a 
social fashion, particularly as a form of status performance or “conspicuous 
consumption.”66 Given that pengjue was a costly endeavor, the practice was 
mostly considered vogue among the leisurely class. It was largely out of reach 
of the lower class, as one theater critic remarked: “The laboring class seeks 
entertainment for entertainment’s sake. They save enough money for 
opera-going to relieve daily stress and fatigue. How can they have the time and 
sensibility for pengjue?”67 Nonetheless, the practice of pengjue was hardly a 
solely upper-class sociability. Though establishing a close relationship with an 
opera-singer might require considerable investment of money and time, 
pengjue as a social performance, particularly shouting “Hao!,” was accessible to 
                                                               
64 Mayfair Mei-hui Yang, Gifts, Favors, and Banquets: The Art of Social Relationships in China, 
139−45.  
65 Daleixiaogong, “Pengjue bijing zhi lucheng,” in Xu dumen quhua, 119−20. 
66 Thorstein Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class: An Economic Study of Institutions, 
35−101. 
67 Lüying, “Guanghe lou de pengjue jia,” 339.  
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every theatergoer.   
In the early Republican theater, pengjue was a mostly male activity. Though 

female patrons indeed existed and could be as passionate as their male 
counterparts, they belonged to a rare and small group, who were usually 
identified as wives and concubines of wealthy men. It was not until the 1930s 
that pengjue became a popular form of sociability for women as well. 
Therefore, I argue, the early Republican pengjue practice was a site of social 
performance primarily for male patrons, an essential part of which was the 
public display of manhood. The ability to afford patronizing an opera-singer 
and win his or her recognition was an indicator of male potency in one’s 
homosocial male circle. Zhang Henshui 張恨水 (1895−1967) explained the 
psychology of a male patron in his novel Si ren ji 斯人記 (This lover of 
mine)— 

 
It is such a delight that [the actress] Jin Feixia looked at him, but it is even a 
bigger delight if his friends know this happened. Every man wants to be 
said to have someone he loves. If a man has someone he loves, he desires 
to be known as having an intimate relationship. If a patron wins the gaze 
from [the actress on] the stage, he would feel the money was well spent. If 
all his friends know that, it is really a step to success.68 

 
Overall the practice of pengjue remained eroticized in the early Republican era. 
But patronizing an actress was more explicitly sexualized than promoting an 
actor, particularly given the popular association of actresses with courtesans, as 
well as the ongoing opera reform, which desexualized the role of actors. 
Though male patron’s ardent support of an actor, particularly a boy actor 
(tongling 童伶), could arouse condemnation as sexually prurient or a secretive 
continuation of the xianggong system, patronage of adult actors was usually 
considered more a public display of wealth, power, and even true 
connoisseurship.69 In contrast, patronizing actresses was commonly associated 
with the pursuit of sexual desire and perceived as harmful to social morality. So 

                                                               
68 Zhang, Si ren ji, 49−50.  
69 Tinghua, “Pengling jiguan zhi neimu,” Shuntian shibao, June 13, 1917; “Wu wannong 
yiyuan; jinggao pengjue moumou,” Shuntian shibao, April 21, 1918.  
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when the Capital Police Department issued repeated bans on “wild bravos” 
(guaisheng jiaohao 怪聲叫好) from the middle 1910s, they exclusively targeted 
the opera houses staging actresses. To enforce the ban, they deployed patrol 
officers to monitor if actresses seductively invited jiaohao or gave warnings to 
male patrons who uttered an unusual sound of “Hao!” or acted lasciviously in 
the opera house.70 Nonetheless, moral condemnation and police regulation 
were usually ineffective. The sense of transgression actually encouraged and 
animated the male patrons, who embraced the sexualized practice to perform 
his masculinity, which in the Republican era was increasingly linked to 
heterosexuality.  

How, then, did pengjue as a popular form of male sociability compare to the 
more traditional literati patronage of opera-singers? Both were a social 
performance of class, masculinity, and homosocial desire. The new popular 
pengjue was distinguished by its rejection of depth of feeling and deviation 
from what Kam Louie calls wen masculinity, in which literary accomplishment 
and cultural refinement were key components. 71  While literati theater 
patronage was rooted in the discourse of qing, the popular pengjue lacked 
“deep” meaning and became a playful love game. Pursuing an actress, for many 
male patrons, required not displaying cultural sophistication or cultural 
sensitivities, but bodily actions and gift-giving. Moreover, as a flirtation, a 
mode of courtship, it existed in what the German sociologist Georg Simmel 
called “a cycle of having and not-having” and “a process of rhythmic 
oscillation.”72  

In the process of courting actresses, tantalization, ambiguity, and deferral 
were recurrent themes: Sexual desire was constantly provoked, but both parties 
were likely to defy commitment. Even the most passionate male patrons might 
preserve a non-committal attitude, as one contemporary remarked: “Except 
for those who want to marry a concubine, no more than one in ten patrons 
wants to engage a serious romance with actresses.” Commenting on the 
frivolity and elusiveness of pengjue, a theater critic in the 1930s concluded: “It 
                                                               
70 “Ling gequ yu ge kunxichang zhangtie jinzhi guaisheng jiaohao bugao,” December 1919, file 
no. J181−018−10174; “Xingzhengchu han Guangde lou ye weizhang,” May 1915, file no. 
J181−019−10665. 
71 Kam Louie, Theorizing Chinese Masculinity: Society and Gender in China, 58−77.  
72 Georg Simmel, “Flirtation,” in On Women, Sexuality, and Love, 133.  
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is usually a form of playful love” 玩笑式的戀愛.73 Simmel argues that flirtation 
opened up new possibilities of social exchange for city dwellers. The ambiguity 
and uncertainty of pengjue similarly provided patrons and actresses with some 
freedom to explore various paths or forms of heterosexual desire, as is 
exemplified in the unconventional acts of patrons pursuing actresses mentioned 
above. One contemporary defended the erotic role of actresses as a form of 
“freedom of love.”74  

Problematizing “Free” Love: The Discourse of Actress- 
Courting 

“Freedom of Love” or “free love” was a highly exalted value in the New 
Culture movement. This decade of intellectual revolution that began a few 
years after 1911 rejected traditional arranged marriage and even female chastity. 
Advocates of the movement believed that the freedom to choose one’s 
(heterosexual) lover and spouse was essential to the making of autonomous 
individuals, upon which in turn a strong modern Chinese nation could be built. 
The notion of free love promised equal gender relations and conjugal marriage, 
as well as all the thrills of courtship and heterosociability. As a new social ideal, 
free love inspired a group of progressive men and women to pursue romantic 
love. Meanwhile, it encouraged open social interaction between men and 
women in the expanding urban public spaces of parks, theaters, and cinemas.75 
Nonetheless, for a lot of ordinary urbanites in the early Republican era, the 
notion of freedom to love was appealing but somewhat distant from the reality 
of life. As Bryna Goodman’s case study of a love suicide in the late 1920s 
Shanghai shows, petty urbanites indeed asserted more personal freedom in 
initiating an amorous relationship, and sometimes mobilized the rhetoric of 
freedom to love, but their romantic path deviated greatly from the New 
Culture ideal. The conduct of love of ordinary men and women was a much 
more complicated negotiation between desire, material reality, and social 
conventions to which the New Culture elites in the 1910s and 1920s turned a 

                                                               
73 Yuchang, “Pengjue yu lian’ai,” Tianjin yishi bao, November 1, 1933.  
74 Wuwei jushi, “Guan kunju zaping,” Rizhi bao, January 18, 1918.  
75 Wang Zheng, Women in the Chinese Enlightenment: Oral and Textual Histories.  
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blind eye.76  
The “free” exploration of love in the fashion of pengjue also confronted the 

New Culture ideal. Though the pursuit of love in the theatrical world was 
freely exercised by male patrons outside of the Confucian regime of family and 
marriage, the love was tainted by power, money, concubinage, and polygamy. 
It greatly deviated from the New Culture ideal of love in the 1910s and 1920s 
as an absolute value commanding unconditional devotion of the heart, mind, 
and soul (as well as a prelude to a conjugal monogamous marriage). 77 
Moreover, for many New Culture advocates, particularly the Western-inspired 
theater reformists, the eroticism of pengjue, particularly patronizing actresses, 
stood as the biggest obstacles to their efforts to make theater a respectable 
artistic profession separated from the sex industry. Hence, it is no surprise that 
Lu Xun 魯迅 (1881−1936), a leading figure in the New Culture movement, 
openly derided Liu Shaoshao, a professor of philosophy in Peking University, 
for his passion for the actress Liu Xikui.78  

For literati patrons, pengjue itself was not unacceptable, but its 
popularization threatened the high culture of theater connoisseurship and 
debased the public performance of qing sentiments. For instance, in 1923 a 
group of theater connoisseurs bemoaned the degeneration of pengjue from an 
elegant literati matter to a corrupt practice of social freaks (guaiwu 怪物), who 
were consumed by “transgressive thoughts” (feifen zhi xiang 非分之想) and 
“predatory lust” (lieyan zhi yu 獵豔之慾).79 Meanwhile the literati tended to 
portray pengjue courtship as a game of deception, in the same way that they 
lamented the loss of the qing ideal to a courtesan world increasingly dominated 
by money and commerce.80 In other words, the popular pengjue courtship 
was no different from courting prostitutes, which involved not sincerity and 

                                                               
76 Bryna Goodman, “Words of Blood and Tears: Petty Urbanites Write Emotion,” 270−301. 
77 Lee, Revolution of the Heart: A Genealogy of Love in China, 1900−1950, 95−111.  
78 Huang Ji /Lu Xun, “Cuntie,” Guomin gongbao, August 12, 1919.  
79 Sun Qifen, “Wei chenmeng xiansheng pengjue guaiwu lun shuhou,” Xiaoshuo ribao, July 18 
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refined sensitivity but rather perverted desires, disputes and treachery. In their 
literary renderings of pengjue, the male patron usually appeared to be a 
distasteful character, who privileged sexual pleasure over authentic feeling and 
artistic appreciation. At the height of warlord politics of the 1910s and 1920s, 
the obnoxious patron sometimes took the form of an evil warlord, who 
wielded his wealth and power to prey on actresses and brought suffering to 
their lives.81 More often, the patron was an anonymous and unreflective 
consumer infatuated with stars rather than artistic connoisseurship. 
Metaphorically, he was “a hideous, drooling toad” who had unrealistic 
aspirations of courting a swan-like actress.82 Inept and foolish, this man 
squandered all his time, money, and energy in pursuing actresses but always 
encountered frustrations and failures.83 He ended up heartbroken, swindled, 
bankrupt, and sometimes died with a broken heart.84  

Both the New Culture reformists and the literati revealed a sense of class 
prejudice in their criticism of the popular pengjue. Not all authors writing 
about pengjue, however, were anxious to defend the ideal of love, traditional 
or modern. The mass commercial writers might capitalize on the theatricality 
of pengjue as a selling point. Despite their predilection for sarcasm, these 
authors imposed no clear moral judgement on the behaviors of the patron. 
Their narrative highlighted theater as an affective sphere full of treacheries, and 
portrayed pengjue as a farce or burlesque with unexpected twists and turns. In 
these stories, the male patron acted upon erotic impulses and exploited all 
possibilities to play the love game, however absurd it might be. In the 1923 
short story, “The Competition of Pengjue Experts” (Pengjue jia de jingzheng 
捧角家的競爭 ), the young male protagonist Zhou Bocheng was a man 
“immersed in love.” He was introduced to the readers as a rookie in the 
competitive field of pengjue. Dressed fashionably, he waited anxiously outside 
the opera house for the actress Bai Qiqin, holding a big bouquet of flowers. 
But when the actress came out and stepped right into a car belonging to Mr. 
Lin, a wealthy banker, he tore the flowers into pieces and bent the iron railing 
on the street. Witnessing his rage, the pengjue expert Wang Younian, whom 
                                                               
81 See, among others, Zhang, Tixiao yinyuan. 
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83 Yao Gengkui, “Pengjue zhe,” 1−4.  
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the actress had rejected after an earlier involvement, made a suggestion to the 
young man. Zhou quickly acted upon the advice. He abducted Mr. Lin, at 
gunpoint, locked him up in an empty suburban house, and stole his car to pick 
up the actress. She instantly abandoned Lin and returned Zhou’s love.85 This 
farcical story differed from most satirical novels in that it cast the male patron a 
nonsensical trickster exploiting all the possibilities of love. Stories like this and 
their wide currency among China’s swelling urban masses are perhaps evidence 
of public awareness of the performative nature of pengjue and the pitfalls of this 
unconventional style of love.86 

In the abundant contemporary literature on pengjue, the novels of Zhang 
Henshui were an exception. Unlike most of his counterparts, who portrayed 
the male patron as morally corrupt or morally empty, Zhang tended to produce 
a more realistic, down-to-earth narrative of courtship, free of moral censure or 
comic exaggeration. As one of the most prolific and popular writers in modern 
China, Zhang wrote many novels that incorporated vivid depictions of the 
romantic interaction between actresses and men. But it is in his 1929 novel Si 
ren ji that Zhang presented to readers a panoramic view of theater as a dynamic 
field in which various actresses and male patrons explored affective interactions.  

Weaving multiple plotlines and character arcs, Si ren ji is a story of young 
men who search for lovers in an age of open socialization, as well as actresses 
who seek career success and happiness in life. His portrayal of these actresses 
and male patrons is sophisticated, sympathetic, and arguably objective, or in 
Song Weijie’s words, combining “observational portrayals” and “journalistic 
snapshots.”87 Of all the male characters, Jia Shuyao 賈叔遙 and Liang Hanshan 
梁寒山 carry the most important plotlines. Jia and Liang are two young men, 
friends and colleagues in a newspaper office. Both explore the public venues, 
from the theater to the park, from the saloon to the school, as sites of romantic 
love. Jia became a faithful patron of the actress Jin Feixia 金飛霞, and his 
storyline reveals all the pengjue tactics and emotional fluctuation discussed 
above: the shouting of “Hao!” in competition with other patrons; exchanging 
gifts; writing laudatory poems; and experiencing the alternate excitement and 
disappointment. Liang is also tempted by the idea of courting an actress, but 

                                                               
85 Dingyi, “Pengjue jia de jingzheng shang,” 1−8; “Pengjue jia de jingzheng xia,” 1−12.  
86 Christopher Rea, The Age of Irreverence: A New History of Laughter in China, 106−31.  
87 Weijie Song, Mapping Modern Beijing: Space, Emotion, Literary Topography, 80. 
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eventually he drifts away from the theatrical world as he becomes increasingly 
preoccupied with a mysterious lady named Zhang Meixian 張梅仙, who 
exchanges poems with him through letters. Both love relationships are fraught 
with uncertainty and vulnerability, the overarching themes of the novel.  

The actresses in the novel flirt with various patrons to survive in the 
profession or secure a desirable marriage. They are adept players of the love 
game. An actress would hang a huge photo of a wealthy or powerful patron on 
the wall while keeping the mini-photo of a true lover in her pocket.88 
Nonetheless, true love is almost impractical for actresses, as they struggle with 
greedy parents and search for an economically viable marriage as an exit from 
the stage. Thus, the courtship between Jia and Jin does not have a happy 
ending. The actress marries another young man from a rich family. Jia becomes 
disillusioned, claiming that actresses are committed to money rather than 
love. 89  In contrast to the fruitless actress-courtship, the initially fleeting 
relationship between Liang and the female poet ends on a hopeful note. In the 
last scene, after deciphering a heavily coded message in the poetic colophons 
on a painting, Liang finally confirms the female poet’s romantic desire for him. 
They cross the inexplicable emotional barrier and, for the first time, chat 
earnestly for hours until the sunset.  

Zhang was no moral crusader of pengjue. He described the courtship 
between actresses and patrons as a form of romantic love in the new age of 
open socialization. In his narration, the patrons were not the problematic 
Other. Jia Shuyao was an ordinary, decent young man with romantic feelings. 
Some other patrons, despite being wealthy or powerful, were not vilified or 
even caricatured, though Zhang intended to expose their excessively 
advantaged position in the love game of pengjue. In his illustration of the 
frivolity and fruitlessness in Jia’s exploration of love, Zhang’s moral appraisal of 
pengjue was subtle. He was not so interested in criticizing individual actresses 
and patrons as exposing the injustice of social reality dictated by money and 
power. The thin slice of criticism only became clear in the novel’s ending, 
which contrasts Jia’s failure with his friend’s success in seeking love in the 
scholar-beauty style.  
                                                               
88 Zhang, Si ren ji, 57. 
89 Ibid., 400−401.  
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Conclusion 

Whether critical or sympathetic of pengjue, the contemporary literature all 
highlights the theater as a vibrant affective sphere in the early Republican era. 
Though the exploration of love in theater had its precedent in the late imperial 
era, the practice of pengjue in modern times was unprecedented in its 
popularity, publicity, and performative nature. As a social fashion, pengjue 
attracted a wide range of male patrons of relative affluence and leisure, despite 
its monetary and emotional risks. In addition, the arrival of actresses enabled a 
flirtatious mode of love that linked male homosociability to heterosexual desire 
and allowed public display of feelings in unconventional and sensational ways 
both fascinating and confusing. 

The “free” exploration of love in the fashion of pengjue drew disapproval 
on many fronts. The conservative Republican government feared the free 
mingling of sexes and targeted jiaohao fans as symptomatic of hedonistic social 
practices and decadent sexual morals. While the nostalgic literati still 
championed pengjue as reminiscent of the age-old literati-courtesan or 
scholar-beauty romance, they abhorred its popularized forms that involved the 
heterogenous “urban masses” and allowed unconventional means of courtship. 
The reform-minded New Culture intellectuals advocated freedom of love. But 
their idealized and elitist reinvention of love as an unconditional, 
incommensurable, and absolute value prevented them from appreciating 
pengjue as a form of feeling that in fact intersected with the entertainment 
industry, material considerations, and emotional performativity. Despite their 
varied ideological stands, the critics shared a common concern about the place 
of love in a large social order. Nonetheless, courtship with actresses defied 
placement on the mainstream ideological spectrum. It deviated from the 
Confucian idea of eroticism as limited to marriage and prostitution by carrying 
the amusement of flirtation into the public realm. Meanwhile, the uncertainty 
and frivolity of pengjue—contingent on pragmatic concerns and emotional 
vicissitudes—seemingly betrayed the principles of both the qing discourse and 
May Fourth “free love”: authenticity, permanence, and supremacy.  

What, then, is the significance of pengjue and courtship with actresses that 
became a social fashion in the Republican era? As a form of sociability, 
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courtship with actresses in the pengjue style played with sexual desire but 
rejected its fulfilment; it was an affective game pregnant with possibilities and 
freedom.90 It opened a public space for male patrons to perform masculinity in 
relation to romantic sentiments. It also provided what William Reddy calls 
“emotional refuge,” where urban men explored possibilities of love beyond 
the scope of established protocols. 91  More importantly, courtship with 
actresses heightened the theater as an affective sphere, providing a particular 
mode of feeling that was spatialized and socialized rather than exteriorized from 
the inner heart. This does not mean that the ordinary male patrons were less 
sincere than their literati counterparts, who resorted to the qing discourse to 
claim their depth of feeling. The various male patrons were equally passionate, 
and their emotional devotion derived from the performative mode of feeling. 
Such a performative mode of emotion, as Haiyan Lee points out, had long 
existed in Chinese society. It was all public and required no interior 
reflection.92  

In the context of the comprehensive social changes of the 20th century, 
courtship with actresses does not seem particularly progressive. Yet it implied 
much that was new and arguably revolutionary. Actress courtship, we have 
seen, tapped into and extended multiple repertories of love, taking the form of 
literati-courtesan romance, re-enacting the public display of qing sentiments, 
or exploring love as a mundane and performative experience. Unlike the May 
Fourth formula of free love, actress courtship did not entail the outright 
rejection of the Confucian emotional regime of polygamy, arranged marriage, 
and concubinage. Yet public declarations of love for actresses were means by 
                                                               
90 Simmel, “On Flirtation,” in On Women, Sexuality, and Love, 140−141. In his attempt to 
formulate a theory of modernity, the German sociologist Georg Simmel considers flirtation a 
response to urban anonymity and estrangement, the inevitable conditions of modernity. 
Simmel’s theorization, I believe, cannot be directly applied to the analysis of pengjue. First of all, 
given the prominent native place ties and other connections (guanxi 關係), the early twentieth 
century Chinese cities may not be considered as an impersonal and anonymous urban world. 
Moreover, pengjue was not necessarily empowerment for actresses, who were likely to be 
harassed in their highly sexualized profession. 
91 William Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling: A Framework for the History of Emotions, 
128−29.  
92 Lee, “Chinese Feelings,” 11−20.   
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which urban men could contest prevailing emotional norms and discourses, as 
well as experiment with unconventional, commercialized forms of courtship. 
Though unnoticed by contemporary social reformers, such declarations invited 
the individual’s “free” exploration of love, and thereby signified the 
continuation and reinvention of an alternative affective sphere in theater.  
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