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In a sense, the title of Christopher Rea’s book is misleading. It is not a new history 
of laughter in China; it is the only history of laughter in China. Calling the book a 
“history,” on the other hand, is less subject to dispute. The Age of Irreverence 
devotes meticulous attention to primary sources, and crafts its findings into a 
narrative of humor in popular culture from the turn of the twentieth century 
through the 1930s, with a nod in the epilogue toward the socialist era and beyond. 
As a scholarly intervention, however, the book’s central argument most directly 
targets not history, but literary studies. The introductory chapter makes this clear 
in its discussion of “lost laughter”; specifically, the idea that scholarly attention to 
trauma and suffering in modern Chinese literature has neglected a rich and 
heterogeneous discourse of fun that, in its time, engaged a huge audience of 
educated Chinese.  

The Age of Irreverence is certain to engage an audience, too, not least for its 
concision. The six chapters plus epilogue run to 165 pages, just shy of half the 
book’s 335 total pages. Lest one attribute this brevity to a lack of humor-related 
materials in early twentieth-century China, the back matter begins with a long 
appendix that tabulates detailed bibliographic information for over one hundred 
Chinese humor collections published between 1900 and 1937. This is followed by 
a second appendix, extensive endnotes, a comprehensive glossary, and a very 
substantial bibliography. Thus, while the book may seem to suddenly “end” in the 
middle, the scholarly apparati in the rear show that the author has not taken any 
shortcuts in exploring his subject—which leads to another defining feature of The 
Age of Irreverence: a refusal to simplify these rich and varied materials in the 
service of any ready-made theoretical agenda related to “modernity,” Chinese or 
otherwise. Instead, the author recognizes a plurality of “comic cultures” emerging 
into and developing throughout the Republican period, stressing that these were 
“too heterogeneous to be reducible to a cozy sense of humor defined by ethnicity 
or nationality,” and demonstrating how these cultures of humor “crossed barriers 
between high and low, Chinese and foreign, as well as between genres and modes 
of cultural production,” from jokes and essays to cartoons, photography, drama, 
and film.  

Quite a tall order for such a small book. Yet the six chapters do convince the 
reader to recognize the complexity of fun, and to take it seriously. Beyond the 
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introductory first chapter, each of the other five chapters explores a specific 
keyword: jokes (xiaohua), play (youxi), mockery (maren), farce (huaji), and humor 
(youmo). Chapter Two examines the proliferation of jokes, an “avalanche of 
absurdities,” that inundated the burgeoning early Republican-era periodical press. 
Chapter three casts an even wider net by tracing a multi-modal idea of “play” 
across various forms of urban popular culture, from literary frolics in tabloids, 
novels, and literary supplements, on to visual amusements in the form of cartoons, 
photography, Chinese-script wordplay, palindromic poetry, funhouse mirrors, and 
trick cinematography. Where the encyclopedic scope of the third chapter 
establishes the impressive extent of comic culture, the remaining three chapters 
examine specific phenomena in greater depth. Chapter four analyzes the complex 
reception during the 1920s of the supremely lewd and irreverent late Qing novel 
Which Classic? (Hedian). Here the author shows us how modern intellectuals, 
inspired by the novel’s anti-Confucian thrust and rich vernacular language, 
elevated this otherwise obscure work, but at the same time felt the need to blot out 
its sexually obscene passages even as they admired its contribution to a modern 
culture of political mockery. Chapter Five takes on the mode of “farce” (huaji) by 
detailing the career of Shanghai comic renaissance man, Xu Zhuodai, a cultural 
entrepreneur whose success in film, drama, and popular fiction depended not on 
tragic pathos of the modern predicament, but on slapstick pranks and happy 
endings. With Chapter Six, Rea describes a certain closure brought about by the 
1930s “invention of humor,” or youmo. Championed by Anglophone 
cosmopolite Lin Yutang, and challenged by major intellectual figures from Lu Xun 
to Qian Zhongshu, this loan word, charged with an aura of urbane good reason 
and gentlemanly self-deprecation, largely superseded the indigenous lexicon of 
terms for humor. The result of this hegemony of youmo, the author remarks, has 
been a legacy of national unease at the notion that humor itself is a foreign import 
to China—a notion that The Age of Irreverence has, by this point, thoroughly 
demolished. The epilogue outlines the extension of the early twentieth century’s 
“age of irreverence” from the War of Resistance years, through the Mao era, and 
up to the present day. The message, once again, is that laughter has not gone 
missing; it’s just that few have bothered to look for it.  

The book as a whole revises current understandings of early twentieth-century 
China by convincing the reader that despite the fall of a dynasty, the depredations 
of warlords, the encroachment of imperialism, and the anxious questioning of 
China’s viability as a modern nation, people did take time to laugh, and that 
discourses of the comic took on a life of their own. That said, the strongest part of 
The Age of Irreverence, its readiness to take Chinese humor on its own terms, is 
also its weakest. As noted above, the author makes a conscious choice not to define 
the period’s humor as somehow “modern.” Instead, the cultures of the comic 
covered by the book are described as growing organically from the past and 



Book Reviews 345 

evolving into the future, all rather seamlessly. Quite rightly, creative agency is 
assigned to the artists, writers, and cultural entrepreneurs committed to reinventing 
fun for their audiences and themselves. But at the same time, the book leaves 
plenty of room for future studies to consider larger power dynamics at work across 
such a broad spectrum of genres and practices. Whoever undertakes such research 
will certainly benefit from the intensive scholarly spadework Rea has provided in 
The Age of Irreverence. 
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Entitled Fiery Cinema: The Emergence of an Affective Medium in China, 
1915–1945, from the very beginning Weihong Bao’s fascinating book emphasizes 
that the medium under discussion is not a singular medium or media technology in 
an empirical sense, and not limited to “any particular set of media technology, 
material support, operational procedure or aesthetic codes.”1 Instead, she rethinks 
cinema in relation to a complex set of both discursive and nondiscursive forces that 
shapes the understanding, the practices, and the instrumentation of the medium. In 
this sense, “fiery cinema” indeed should always be in the plural form—“fiery 
cinemas”—as the medium named “cinema” is always evolving and mutating in 
historically specific social and political contexts. 

A central notion in the book is intermediality, articulated as the intersections of 
cinematic experience with theatre, photography, radio, television, architectural 
design, and a new architectural material—glass—among other modes of mediation. 
This approach has productively generated a cluster of scholarship of early cinema 
studies, examining various technical apparatuses, and visual and physiological 
modes that emerged along cinema. For example, Tom Gunning’s now classic essay 
on “cinema of attractions” invokes a particular mode of cinematic images to 
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