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THE S MARKED the peak period for
theatre communications between China and
Japan. The two rounds of Japanese tours con-
ducted by Mei Lanfang (–) in 

and  ushered in the dissemination and
reception of traditional Chinese performing
arts in East Asia, represented by jingju
(Peking opera). This not only prompted the
further output of jingju stage performances in
Japan in the mid- and late s but also
provided a solid foundation for Mei Lan-
fang’s American and Soviet tours in 

and . On the other hand, kabuki, argu-
ably the most representative of traditional
Japanese performing arts, also gained histor-
ical opportunities touring China in the s.
The hallmark events were the Chinese
tours conducted by two renowned kabuki

performers: Ichikawa Sadanji II (–,
hereafter ‘Ichikawa Sadanji’) in , and
Morita Kanya XIII (–, hereafter
‘Morita Kanya’) in .

While Mei Lanfang’s two tours in Japan
were tremendous sensations in both Chinese
and Japanese art circles, as well as in in
public opinion, Ichikawa Sadanji’s and Morita
Kanya’s kabuki tours in China, owing to their
limited geographical scope and the impact of
Sino-Japanese relations of the day, did not
evoke enthusiastic responses in either China
or Japan. Furthermore, their historical signifi-
cance has not been sufficiently examined in
scholarship. Nevertheless, these two kabuki
tours should be regarded as an integral part
of theatrical communication between China
and Japan in the early twentieth century.
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They not only deepened the Chinese people’s
understanding of traditional Japanese per-
forming arts, but also, more importantly, they
clearly revealed the distinctive qualities of the
mechanisms for reciprocal remodelling of the
different participants in such intercultural
events.

Intercultural communication can be
likened to a mirror between cultural subjects
and objects. For each cultural subject, the
mirror’s surface comprises cultural objects
that have a communicative relationship with
it. By projecting itself onto a mirror surface,
the image of a cultural subject is (re)dis-
covered and (re)confirmed in a reconstituted
manner. This phenomenon, known as ‘(Re)
Construction of the Self by Others’, has con-
sistently occurred in interactions between
different theatre traditions throughout his-
tory. It is noteworthy that, due to a lack of
knowledge and of biased interpretations of
history and reality, a cultural subject’s per-
ception and appropriation of a cultural object
are often accompanied by distortion and fal-
sification. In other words, intercultural
understanding is perforce a type of misun-
derstanding.

The dissemination and reception of
kabuki performances in s China inevit-
ably encountered xiqu (traditional Chinese
theatre, literally ‘drama and song’), repre-
sented by jingju. The tensions between these
two theatre traditions were reflected in how
they perceived their differences and similar-
ities, despite both belonging to the same East
Asian theatrical genealogy. Chinese and Jap-
anese theatre appeared to show a greater
sensitivity to each other’s distinctive charac-
teristics. It was these differences between
them that encouraged self-reflection and
provide thought-provoking inspiration for
self-reshaping. The differences ‘discovered’
by us from cultural Others and the charac-
terization of their spiritual significance may
sometimes amount to ‘misinterpretations’ of
the cultural authenticity of those ‘Others’.
This, in turn, can lead to a ‘misplaced’ under-
standing of the value positions and historical
missions of oneself and others in specific
circumstances. Thus, the discourses and
actions of those in China and Japan who

were involved in the two rounds of kabuki
tours in s China vividly illustrate the
‘misinterpretations’ and ‘misplacement’ in
the (re)construction of cultural identity of
Chinese and Japanese theatre.

Kabuki’s Imposed Modernity

Based on a purely linear time course, it is
appropriate to first focus on the  kabuki
tours of the Ichikawa Sadanji troupe. How-
ever, it should be noted that, although this
round of kabuki tours took place on Chinese
soil, it was primarily aimed at Japanese colo-
nial forces – the South Manchuria Railway
Company, for example –whichwere engaged
in political and economic activities in North-
east China. Since the Meiji period, the colo-
nial control and development of Northeast
China and Mongolia had long been an essen-
tial kokusaku (national policy) for the Japanese
government. Established in , the South
Manchuria Railway Company (Mantetsu)
played a significant role in modern Japan’s
pursuit of its colonial policies on the Chinese
continent.

Although Mantetsu ostensibly appeared
to be a private limited companywith railway
operations as its core business, in essence it
functioned as an extremely political ‘koku-
saku corporation’, maintaining close con-
tacts with a broad range of individuals
from political, military, and business
circles. Mantetsu’s activities extended
beyond economic developments to partici-
pate in Japan’s cultural colonization efforts
in Northeast China, including the creation of
its film studio and symphony orchestra.

Considering that Ichikawa Sadanji later
recounted in hismemoirs that hewas invited
byMantetsu to conduct the tours in the name
of ‘consoling the company employees’, the
tours took on the peculiar characteristic of
being situated in China but detached from
its native context.

Yet it was the Chinese tours in  of the
Morita Kanya troupe that, in a true sense of
intercultural communication, initiated the dis-
semination and reception of kabuki perform-
ances in the native cultural landscape of
China. This was because, while the Morita


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Kanya troupe, like the Ichikawa Sadanji
troupe, chose Northeast China as the initial
destination of their Chinese tours, it was the
joint performances of the troupe and certain
prominent jingju actors like Mei Lanfang that
greatly interested the Chinese audience at the
Enlightenment Theatre in Beijing from  to
August (Figure ). This was the only event

of its kind in the history of theatre communi-
cations between China and Japan during the
early twentieth century. It provided a rare
platform on which jingju and kabuki could
perform side by side, offering a valuable his-
torical opportunity for the Chinese people to
conduct a comparative assessment of trad-
itional Chinese and Japanese performing arts.

Figure 1. Morita Kanya and actress Murata Kakuko in traditional Chinese dress in Beijing. Teigeki [The Imperial
Theatre], November 1926.



https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X24000162 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X24000162


Although the Morita troupe’s three-day
tours in Beijing turned out to be grand occa-
sionswith ‘sell-outs on consecutive nights and
a sea of people crowding the theatre without
leaving a tiny bit of land’, it appears that the
performances did not receive sufficient atten-
tion from the Chinese press (Figure ). This
maybepartly attributed to the prevailing anti-
Japanese nationalism in China. Based on
existing primary sources, it seems that only
the Shuntian Times (Shuntian Shibao), a Beijing-
based Chinese-language daily newspaper
published by Japanese agencies involved in
Chinese affairs, provided comprehensive
and detailed coverage of the entire course of
the Morita troupe’s tours in Beijing. It is
noteworthy that there were also some reports
on the troupe’s tours in China by certain Jap-
anese entertainment magazines and Teigeki,
the official journal of the Imperial Theatre to
which the troupe’s members were affiliated.

However, these reports fell short of providing

specific details about the troupe’s perform-
ances and mostly offered background infor-
mation. In contrast, the reports from the
Shuntian Times provided comprehensive and
detailed descriptions of the troupe’s stage
presentations and how they were received
by the local Chinese people and Japanese
expatriates.

According to a report from the Japanese
Legation in Beijing, the Shuntian Times was
well received among middle and senior offi-
cials, intellectuals, and business people.

Given the strong connections between the
theatre community in Beijing and these
Chinese political, cultural, and commercial
elites, it is plausible that the pro-Japanese
views promoted by the Shuntian Times could
have exerted a certain influence on the local
arts press. The newspaper frequently invited
Chinese theatre critics diligently to observe
the performance ecosystem of xiqu commu-
nities in Beijing and elsewhere around the

Figure 2. The Morita troupe, concluding their tours in China, arrive at Tokyo Station at the end of their tours in China,
15 September 1926. Teigeki [The Imperial Theatre], November 1926.



https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X24000162 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0266464X24000162


country, under the guidance of Tsuji Chōka
(–), a Japanese xiqu expert working
as a journalist for the newspaper. It was
these Chinese critics, who possessed good
knowledge of the history and reality of xiqu,
who subjected the various characteristics of
kabuki performances to meticulous scrutiny,
driven by their strong curiosity and interest
in comparing them with the xiqu stage.

While the affinity of formal and aesthetic
features between traditional Chinese and Jap-
anese theatre had already been recognized by
figures from theChinese xiqu communitywho
had engaged in intercultural communications
before the Morita troupe’s Chinese tours, it
was nonetheless the troupe’s entry into Bei-
jing, the cultural and artistic centre of China,
and their subsequent tours, where they per-
formed alongside prominent jingju figures,
that made the xiqu audience in native China
‘aware for the first time of the similarities
between Chinese and Japanese theatre’. In
various aspects of stage presentation, ranging
from the performers’ appearance, gait,
action/speaking style, and expression to
instrumentals and music performance, Chin-
ese and Japanese theatre ‘are much the same
with only minor differences’. However,
these minor differences offered Chinese critics
acute insights into some salient features of
kabuki stage practice not possessed by Chin-
ese xiqu.

According toWangYinxia (datesunknown),
a renowned Beijing-based theatre critic, one of
kabuki’s distinctive features that distinguished
it from xiqu was the emphasis on historical
accuracy, reflected in stage scenery,performers’
costumes, and facial make-up. It is well known
that xiqu performances draw on abstract and
neutral scenery, not aiming for a realistic
appearance but conveying the environment’s
atmosphere in a symbolic and stylized way.
Wang argued that kabuki’s ‘use of scenery
([including] backdroppaintings) appearsmuch
more realistic than in Chinese theatre’.

Compared to xiqu’s stage settings, which are
‘completely unrealistic’, kabuki’s scenery, char-
acterized by Wang Yinxia as ‘according to the
realistic appearance of objects’, was considered
more historically accurate. In reality, in early
twentieth-century China, some emerging

theatrical genres, such as wenmingxi (‘civilized
drama’), had already embraced realistic scen-
ery, while xiqu still adhered to unrealistic con-
ventions on stage scenery – which, Wang
acknowledged, was ‘viewed as a demerit by
us involved in theatre studies’.

In terms of performers’ costumes, the
style in kabuki performances was deemed
more effective than xiqu in conveying the
authenticity of the times in which the char-
acters lived. This perception was already
highlighted by a handful of Chinese people
who had had the opportunity to witness the
Ichikawa troupe’s performances during
their  tour of Northeast China. For
instance, Mu Rugai (/–), a writer
and editor-in-chief of the Shenyang-based
newspaper the Shengjing Times (Shengjing
Shibao) around the time of the Ichikawa
troupe’s Chinese tours, commented that
‘the costumes used by Japanese theatre seem
not to have deviated from the institutions
and traditions of Japan in erstwhile days,
being in line with the times. In this regard,
Japanese theatre seems more distinct than
Chinese theatre.’ Regarding performers’
facial make-up, both xiqu and kabuki
employ facial painting for stock characters.
(Facial paintings used in xiqu performances
are called lianpu, while their equivalents in
kabuki performances are known as kuma-
dori.) When compared to the exaggerated
and distorted depiction of characters’ dis-
positions by lianpu, kumadori was seen as a
more appropriate approach for manifesting
characters’ true temperaments faithfully.
Thus a critic using the pseudonym ‘Laozhe’
(literally ‘old man’) argued that, while both
xiqu and kabuki use facial paintings to
express loyalty or betrayal and the virtues
or evils of characters, the colours adopted by
kabuki’s kumadori ‘make more sense than
Chinese theatre’s lianpu in that the big
painted faces [dahualian] in xiqu perform-
ances are quite ridiculous, being far away
from reality, and unskilful at conveying the
truth’.

In addition to historical accuracy, theMor-
ita troupe was praised for revealing that
kabuki was more natural in terms of gender
than xiqu in the composition and selection of


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performers. Similar to xiqu performances,
kabuki had a tradition of female roles per-
formed by female impersonators (onnagata)
throughout its development. However, this
practice changed drastically during the
innovation period of kabuki inmodern times.
Since the s, a constellation of profes-
sional actresses had pursued active careers
on the kabuki stage, including such female
members of the Moriya troupe as Murata
Kakuko (–), who graduated from
the acting school affiliated with the Imperial
Theatre.

By contrast, although a few actresses per-
formed in the xiqu community around the
same time in China (where they were known
as kunjue), they occupied a marginal position
in the power hierarchy of xiquperformers. The
most attractive and fascinating female roles
for the xiqu audience were overwhelmingly
played by such prominent nandan (female
impersonators) as Mei Lanfang (–)
and Cheng Yanqiu (–). As the critic
known by his alias Shuangdie (literally
‘double butterflies’), who extolled the Morita
troupe’s actresses as ‘excellent both in terms
of charm and prowess’, commented:
‘nandan, after all, are generally less able to play
female roles in a natural manner than
actresses, except a few actors such as
Wanhua [Mei Lanfang], [Cheng] Yanqiu,
Xiaoyun, and Biyun, whose talents and
studiousness made them stand out from the
crowd.’

In twentieth-century China, the practice of
men and women co-starring on stage, with
actresses playing female roles, had been a
common occurrence in the modern theatre
community. In the orthodox system of
xiqu performance, however, the privilege
reserved for male performers to interpret
female roles had largely remained intact.
Faced with kabuki’s respect for natural gen-
der in the configuration of performers on
stage, it was no wonder that Shuangdie
asserted that ‘some features of the old the-
atre [jiuxi, that is, xiqu] in our nation should
be improved despite the fact that it has many
merits’, and that, particularly in terms of the
use of actresses, ‘Japanese theatre could
serve as a role model’.

Furthermore, the value comparison be-
tween xiqu and kabuki also involved the issue
of etiquette, concluding that the latter was
more civilized than the former. On the one
hand, this was illustrated by the physical
and mental status of the non-performing staff
on stage. For instance, Laozhe observed that
the orchestra members in kabuki perform-
ances behaved quite differently from their
Chinese counterparts (known as wenchang)
in xiqu performances:

When we look at wenchang in the performances of
Japanese theatre . . . they are dressed neatly and in
good order, which makes them undeniably much
more superior to their ill-dressed counterparts in
Chinese theatre, some of whom sit while others
stand [during the performances]. There definitely
exists a distinction between the primitive and the
civilized.

Wang Yinxia, for his part, seemed quite crit-
ical of the ill-mannered behaviour of the Chin-
ese audience at xiqu performances, arguing
that ‘the spectators’ bad habits, such as clam-
ouring and talking [during the performances],
are too numerous to record’, while in foreign
theatres like the ones in Japan for kabuki per-
formances, ‘not only conversations but also
smoking and spitting are strictly prohib-
ited’.Toprevent the ‘primitive’ theatregoing
customs of the Chinese audience from being
exposed to the Morita troupe’s kabuki per-
formers, Wang emphasized the points to
which attendees had to pay attention:

Given that this time the Japanese performers will
perform at the Enlightenment Theatre, the audi-
ence should be mindful of the national dignity . . .
and had better not talk loud during the perform-
ances . . . so it will be great that our Chinese people
will be considered honourable rather than being
despised by [the Japanese performers].

From the aforementioned Chinese critics’
comparative discourses on kabuki and xiqu,
based on their impressions of the Morita
troupe’s performances in Beijing, we can rec-
ognize the subtext underlying their remarks:
if Chinese xiqu wanted to rid itself of some
‘backward’ features, it should adopt kabuki
as a model by drawing on some of the latter’s
‘progressive’ qualities, both on and off the


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stage. The problem lay in the fact that these
features (identified by Chinese critics from
kabuki’s stage practice) – an objective repre-
sentation of historical authenticity, a natural-
ness in gender representation, and a civilized
etiquette reflected by well-mannered staff
and audience members – were the values
generally viewed as belonging to the cat-
egory of ‘modernity’ in the early twentieth
century.

Modernity was originally a European-
derived value system that spread to
non-European regions, accompanying the
expansion of western colonialism. From
the Meiji period onwards, Japan ‘viewed the
modernity stemming from Europe as a uni-
versal standard of values and tried tomeasure
up to it in a one-sided manner’. Given that
the Shuntian Times’s political stance – ‘China
should follow the path of Japan toward mod-
ernization’ – was consistent, Chinese theatre
critics with noticeable cultural and political
pro-Japanese leanings who were writing for
the paper seemed to indicate, consciously or
unconsciously, that the reason kabuki per-
formances took on these features was a result
of the injection of modernity into its stage
presentation. This, precisely, laid bare these
critics’ ignorance and misunderstanding of
the characteristics of Japanese modernity
and kabuki’s historical traditions.

The term ‘modernity’ has been overused
and abused to a very complex and problem-
atic extent. As pointed out by Rebecca Suter,
‘the more the term is used, the less clear its
meaning becomes’. As discussed above, in
the global context of modern times, modern-
ity is viewed as predominantly western-
centric. However, the term underwent sig-
nificant transformation during the historical
development of East Asia, and Japan played
a considerable role in China’s reception of
modernity. In a sense, what modern China
received was a Japan-mediated modernity,
which ‘convey[ed] to the Chinese a non-
western alternative path to reachingmodern-
ity’ based on ‘a more accessible Asian cul-
tural paradigm’. That is to say, Japan
remodelled modernity, a western-derived
notion, into a ‘Pan-Asianist’ one that could

be more easily accepted and absorbed by
other Asian countries.

While ‘the Japanese experience of mod-
ernization is full of anomalies and
contradictions’, the positive productivity
of this ‘Japanization of Modernity’ lies in its
challenge to a consensual and homogenous
western-centred definition of the notion.

Unlike the western version of modernity,
which was a temporal modernity based on
a linear historical sense of progression,
the Japanese version of the notion high-
lighted the ‘geographical and political
nature of the concept of modernity’. In
the historical context of East Asia during
modern times, the geopolitical and political
dimensions of Japanese modernity specific-
ally reflected Confucian political and cul-
tural traditions – a shared cultural heritage
with China that had inevitably influenced
the way Chinese people received and inter-
preted Japanese modernity.

Thismay explainwhyChinese theatre crit-
ics mistakenly perceived some of kabuki’s
intrinsic historical traditions as manifest-
ations of Japanese theatrical modernity. By
contrast with Noh, a classical Japanese theat-
rical genrewith highly stylized stage conven-
tions aimed mainly at serving court nobles,
kabuki was a popular entertainment pre-
dominantly targeting the common people.
As such, kabuki retained a certain amount
of realism derived from everyday life in its
scenery, costumes, make-up, and perform-
ers’ acting style, all of which had been pre-
served over the course of its historical
development.

Throughout history, successive feudal
rulers had imposed harsh prohibitions
on women performing on stage in the inter-
est of social stability and purifying customs,
compelling kabuki to rely on male perform-
ers to portray females. However, it should
not be forgotten that Izumo no Okuni (–
), a Japanese shrine maiden, is believed
to be the inventor of kabuki. The potential
for gender naturalness and equality has
always existed in kabuki’s historical origins.
When appropriate changes occur in social
and political circumstances, gender-free


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stage practices can be swiftly reinvigor-
ated. Nevertheless, the ‘naturalness’ of
gender portrayed by actresses in kabuki per-
formances has always been influenced by
kabuki’s male-dominated artistic traditions,
specifically the various techniques and con-
ventions used by onnagata to depict women.
Chinese theatre critics, when praising the
gender modernity displayed by the per-
formances of the Morita troupe’s actresses,
had overlooked the lack of thoroughness in
achieving gender-neutral performance in
kabuki.

As for theatregoing etiquette, when meas-
ured by the civilized standards prevalent in
European theatres in the early twentieth cen-
tury, theatregoing customs practised by the
Japanese audience in domestic kabuki
theatres ought similarly be viewed as ‘primi-
tive’. Chinese theatre critics affiliated with
the Shuntian Times seemed to have attributed
to features of kabuki a surface modernity that
had long been cultivated in kabuki’s internal
performance tradition, or had never belonged
to this tradition at all.

Xiqu’s ‘Purified’ Nationality

While the Morita troupe’s Chinese tours
in  led some Chinese people to ‘misinter-
pret’ several features of kabuki’s stagepractice
as values of modernity to be drawn upon and
absorbed by Chinese xiqu, Ichikawa Sadanji,
in his encounter with jingju, when heading his
troupe touring China in , seemed to dis-
cern spiritual qualities peculiar to xiqu that he
thought were beneficial to kabuki.

As noted above, the Ichikawa troupe’s
Chinese tours in mainly targeted expatri-
ate Japanese in Manchuria and did not estab-
lish deep contact with native Chinese
audiences. However, this does not mean
that the tours were completely isolated from
China’s current theatrical landscape. In real-
ity, Ichikawa Sadanji’s strong interests and
close attention to traditional Chinese theatre
was an underlying factor in his trip to China,
and was clearly reflected in his engagement
with figures from the Beijing xiqu community
during his investigation of jingju between 

and  September (Figure ).

Figure 3. Reception in honour of Ichikawa Sadanji (fifth from left), held by Mei Lanfang (third from left) in Beijing,
26 September 1924. Engei Gahou [Performing Arts Pictorial], November 1924.


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Ichikawa Sadanji made a significant con-
tribution to the development of kabuki in
modern times by his immense efforts to chart
new horizons for the art form. Enormous
existential anxiety that kabuki might be
overshadowed by the emerging theatrical
form in theMeiji era shinpa (‘the new school’)
in the race formodernization drove Ichikawa
Sadanji to study western theatre overseas
further in order to reform Japanese theatre.
Influenced by Japanese theatre practitioners
with radical reform orientations in his circle,
including theatre director Osanai Kaoru
(–), Ichikawa Sadanji was con-
vinced that, while Japanese theatre, com-
prised of various old and new genres like
kabuki and shinpa, had made some progress
inmodernization, it was not a theatrical form
of universal significance. Another important
reason for Ichikawa Sadanji’s commitment
to reforming kabuki was deeply personal.
He was not blessed with great talent
as an orthodox kabuki actor. While his
father, Ichikawa Sadanji I (–) was
renowned for his excellent acting artistry,
Ichikawa Sadanji was often criticized for
technical defects in his acting. It was this
lack of ‘the exemplariness of acting norms’
recognized by the orthodox kabuki commu-
nity that, to a certain extent, motivated Ichi-
kawa Sadanji to try to maintain and expand
his career by injecting new possibilities into
kabuki.

Still, the most fundamental reason for
Ichikawa Sadanji’s enormous devotion to
reforming kabukimay have been his percep-
tion that the art form had ceased to be ‘a
present-time theatre’ due to the bondage of
traditions – that is, kabuki had deviated
from the spirit of the times. In other words,
much of Ichikawa Sadanji’s dissatisfaction
with kabuki centred on its adherence to clas-
sicism. He hoped kabuki would align with
the latest developments in the history of
world theatre, thus becoming an integral
part of ‘theatrical cosmopolitanism’. Inject-
ing external stimuli was the means to the
goal. The question for Ichikawa Sadanji
was what type of theatrical form best repre-
sented the universal spirit of the time. An
eight-month European research trip,

beginning in December , led him to
believe that theatre based on modernity
was the most typical representation of the
zeitgeist.

However, after returning home, his
attempts to integrate the components of
European theatre modernity into the kabuki
performance system suffered severe setbacks.
In January , as a summary of his
European research trip, Ichikawa Sadanji
and his colleagues organized a series of per-
formances under the title Daiikkai Kichō Kōen
(‘The First Round of Performances after
Returning Home’, hereafter ‘Kōen’). During
the Kōen event, he wholeheartedly applied
the experiences and inspirations acquired
from all aspects of western theatre stage prac-
tice to make innovations in kabuki perform-
ances. Although swarms of curious people
flocked to the theatre to witness the Kōen per-
formances, the various innovations that Ichi-
kawa Sadanji and his colleagues had
introduced to kabuki – psychological realism
embodied in the performers’ acting style, and
in the lighting and scenery – were not well
received bymost of the Japanese audience. For
instance, therewere complaints that the exces-
sive visual spectacle of lighting and scenery in
some performances overshadowed the per-
formers’ acting. Several Japanese critics dis-
missed the works as ‘light drama’ or ‘living
pictures’.When Ichikawa Sadanji embarked
on his tour of China, he seemed to believe this
was another historical opportunity for kabuki
to be integrated into the new spirit of the era.
This time, the bearer of the new spirit was not
western theatre, but Chinese xiqu, with its
‘Eastern Spirit’.

While touring in Northeast China, the
local Japanese diaspora enthusiastically wel-
comed the Ichikawa troupe. However, they
also emphasized that Ichikawa Sadanji
should not be satisfied merely with promot-
ing orthodox kabuki. They encouraged
him to commit to ‘creating an art form that
blends Japanese and Chinese thoughts and
emotions by studying the nationality and
arts of China during their tour of Manchu-
ria’. Ichikawa Sadanji’s aspiration to move
beyond the classicism of kabuki by exploring
the Chinese arts significantly drove his


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decision to go on to Beijing, despite the can-
cellation of planned tours due to the turbu-
lent political situation. Nevertheless, the
five-day trip to Beijing, albeit brief and hasty,
provided Ichikawa Sadanji with a clear dir-
ection for establishing a harmonized rela-
tionship between ‘a purified Chinese
theatre with Japanese theatre’. This state-
ment tellingly revealed a prerequisite for
kabuki to appropriate Chinese theatre – to
‘purify’ the formal skills and aesthetic qual-
ities of theatrical ‘Chineseness’.

While Ichikawa Sadanji had the opportun-
ity to watch various jingju performances dur-
ing his stay in Beijing, these hastily arranged
and brief theatregoing experiences appeared
to have had a limited impact on deepening
his understanding of Chinese xiqu. It was
Tsuji Chōka and Mei Lanfang who signifi-
cantly influenced Ichikawa Sadanji’s per-
spective on xiqu through their close
association with him during his trip

(Figure ). Indeed, it could be said that it
was none other than Tsuji Chōka and Mei
Lanfang who elevated, theoretically and
practically, the ‘Eastern Spirit’ of a ‘purified’
theatrical Chineseness into a new spirit of the
times in the history of world theatre.

Tsuji Chōka had long been committed,
with dedication and affection, to preserving
and promoting the cultural status of Chinese
xiqu. Strongly opposed to the prevailing
notion among various Japanese intellectuals
that Chinese xiqu was a ‘primitive theatre’,
Tsuji Chōka went to great lengths to
defend the dignity of xiqu’s values. He not
only argued that xiqu could ‘establish a
solid footing in the world as a dance-and-
song theatre’, but also that xiqu’s scripts
‘undoubtedly possess the merit of being
a soft and beautiful literature’. In other
words, in both performance and literary
terms, Chinese xiqu was ‘sufficient to
shine brilliantly in the global theatre

Figure 4. Ichikawa Sadanji (second from left), with Mei Lanfang (right), looking at paintings of Peking Opera’s lianpu
(1924). Photograph owned by Japanese scholar Maya Hatano. Reproduction courtesy of Mrs Hatano.


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community’. Xiqu, representing ‘Eastern’
arts as a whole, could be on on equal footing
with western theatre in the world theatre
landscape. However, the universal ‘East-
ern Spirit’ of xiqu, as identified by Tsuji
Chōka, was actually built upon a few modi-
fications based on a subtle incorporation of
western modernity.

On the surface, Tsuji Chōka appeared to
have taken a cautious stance towards pro-
posals to reshape xiqu in the image of western
theatre. He opposed mechanical incorpor-
ation of western components into xiqu’s stage
practices. As far as Tsuji Chōka was con-
cerned, as long as the core technical founda-
tions and aesthetic essence of xiqu’s stage
practices remained intact, certain ‘irrational
and inaesthetic points’ of xiqu practice, irre-
concilable with the fundamentals of modern
civilization, had to be removed. Only then
could the ‘Eastern Spirit’ of xiqu be expressed
in a purer form.

In a sense, it was the experimental jingju
productions envisioned by Mei Lanfang with
the collaboration of literati like Qi Rushan
(–) that faithfully followed Tsuji
Chōka’s approach to ‘purifying’ theatrical
Chineseness under the guidance of western
modernity. The modification of jingju’s per-
formance system in guzhuang xinxi (ancient-
costume new drama) comprised ‘refinement’
and ‘restoration’. ‘Refinement’ involved redu-
cing components considered to be contradict-
ory to modern ethical and aesthetic norms.
This included eliminating scripts perceived
as vulgar, thus prohibiting ‘corrupt habits’
like yingchang, and the practice of throwing
cushions. ‘Restoration’was primarily aimed
to reduce over-reliance on singing in orthodox
jingju and a (re)turn to more dance – achieved
by incorporating dance elements from kunqu
(Kun opera).

It can be said that Mei Lanfang’s guzhuang
xinxi practice was highly successful in elimin-
ating certain ‘primitive’ elements from jingju,
whenmeasured against the standards ofmod-
ern civilization. However, this manipulation
did not undermine but rather highlighted the
‘Eastern Spirit’ of ‘purified’ theatrical Chin-
eseness, making its aesthetic qualities appear

more universal than western theatre in the
eyes of some foreigners. For instance, the
majority of Mei Lanfang’s repertoires during
his two Japanese tours consisted of guzhuang
xinxi productions. To Japanese audiences,
they offered elegant aesthetic pleasures not
typical of orthodox xiqu performances.

Together, they created xiquwhose ‘distinctive
formal and symbolic beauties were much
more advanced and essential than those of
realist theatre’.

It is worth noting that, while Tsuji Chōka
and Mei Lanfang primarily approached the
purification of xiqu from an aesthetic per-
spective, it cannot be denied that the ‘puri-
fied’ theatre Chineseness shaped by their
views and stage practices unintentionally
fostered a sense of cultural superiority
regarding Chinese theatre in Japan and the
West. According to playwright Nakauchi
Chōji (–), the success of Mei Lan-
fang’s guzhuang xinxi in Japan was attrib-
uted to ‘the infusion of Japanese and
western dance characteristics into the classi-
cism of Chinese theatre’. In other words,
the ‘purification’ of Chinese xiqu was
believed to have benefited from the inclu-
sion of artistic elements from the Japanese
and western performing arts, which were
considered more modern.

WhenMei Lanfang gave his Japanese tour
premieres at the Imperial Theatre in Tokyo
on May , Ichikawa Sadanji was among
spectators from Japanese art and literary cir-
cles. His graceful hand gestures and beauti-
ful voice profoundly impressed upon
Ichikawa Sadanji the belief that Chinese xiqu
possessed ‘a wonderful taste peculiar to the
East’, which was not ‘a quality possessed by
western arts and does not need to be
remarked [upon] and taught by western-
ers’. Mei Lanfang’s performances inspired
awareness that there might be an ‘Eastern
Spirit’ in xiqu superior to the aesthetic spirit
of ‘western theatre’, and this influenced Ichi-
kawa Sadanji’s decision to conduct his tours
in Northeast China. Similarly, his subse-
quent trip to Beijing prior to Mei’s second
Japanese tour in  was taken with the
hope that he could ‘stage classical plays
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while uncovering something new from
them’, much as Mei Lanfang had done.

Even so, it is worth noting that the new
spirit of the times attributed to xiqu, and
shaped by Tsuji Chōka and Mei Lanfang,
was not, in essence, a pure ‘Eastern Spirit’.
The reason why this ‘Eastern Spirit’ of xiqu
seemed superior to western theatre lies
in the fact that it resulted from purging the-
atre Chineseness of ‘something primitive
and backward’ based on the value system
of European civilization. The image of
xiqu that Tsuji Chōka and Mei Lanfang
had offered to Ichikawa Sadanji as repre-
senting an authentic theatrical Chineseness
was quite problematic; this rendering of
xiqu with polished and refined formal char-
acteristics and aesthetic tastes, idealized by
intellectual and xiqu elites, was decontext-
ualized from the actual performance
ecosystem of xiqu in the real society of con-
temporary China. But it did not become the
mainstream in the subsequent course of
xiqu’s evolution. In this sense, Ichikawa
Sadanji, albeit in an unconscious state, ‘mis-
interpreted’ the actuality of Chinese xiqu
and its future direction.

Epilogue: From Dichotomy to
Co-Configuration

The historical significance of the kabuki
tours in China during the s lies not only
in the overseas promotion and dissemin-
ation of Japanese performing arts, but also
in the various direct and indirect interactive
and influential relations with Chinese xiqu in
a broader and more complex intercultural
context. The phenomenon of ‘(Re)Construc-
tion of the Self by Others’ inherent in inter-
cultural communications injected fresh
possibilities and flexibilities into the (re)con-
struction of the cultural identity of Chinese
and Japanese theatre. During this process,
the ‘misinterpretation’ of the spiritual impli-
cations of cultural Others, attributable to
various factors such as the trends of the
times, political relationships, and personal
circumstances, offered a ‘misplaced’ pros-
pect for the respective historical develop-
ment of Chinese and Japanese theatre.

When some Chinese theatre critics ‘dis-
covered’ certain qualities in the Morita
troupe’s kabuki performances that they
deemed progressive and civilized, it was nat-
ural for these politically and culturally pro-
Japanese Chinese critics to suggest that, if xiqu
wanted to gain a foothold in the western-
dominant cultural landscape, it – similarly to
kabuki – had to incorporate various values
and ideas of modernity into its stage practice.
However, the qualities identified as modern
were either deeply rooted in kabuki’s histor-
ical traditions or else – some of them, such as
the theatregoing etiquette in kabuki perform-
ances perceived as civilized by Chinese critics
– attached to kabuki in a far-fetched way. As
for the Ichikawa troupe’s China tours in ,
his failure to modernize kabuki, modelled
after western theatre, together with Mei Lan-
fang’s tours in Japan, diverted Ichikawa
Sadanji’s attention to a potential universal
spirit of the times in xiqu: the ‘Eastern Spirit’
of a ‘purified’ theatre Chineseness revealed by
Tsuji Chōka and Mei Lanfang. Paradoxically,
this seemingly ‘purer’ national manifestation
of xiqu embodied the aesthetic ideas of certain
intellectuals and xiqu elites, and was essen-
tially impure.

The historic encounter between kabuki and
xiqu facilitated by Ichikawa Sadanji’s and
Morita Kanya’s Chinese tours made both of
them ‘misinterpret’ each other’s cultural
image and values. Nevertheless, this misinter-
pretation is a reminder that neither Eastern
theatre tradition nor western theatre modern-
ity is pure. They are both flexible and infused
with impurities and flexibility, and neither
could singly represent the ultimate trend of
world theatre. It is necessary to deconstruct
the false dichotomy of western and Eastern
cosmopolitanism, each claiming ultimate uni-
versality exclusive to itself while disparaging
the other as an outdated, local particularity.
Universality and locality are two sides of the
same coin, and both tend to consider them-
selves monocultural, monolithic, and unitary
entities. However, there is no static unity in
the historical development of any cultural
phenomenon. More specifically for theatre,
all ‘theatres are hybrid and there is no pure
theatre’.


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In actuality, traditional and modern
elements in theatre have never existed in a
binary opposition. They have consistently
been part of a ‘cycle of hybrid productions’,
where tradition and modernity maintain a
co-configurative relationship being inter-
invented by, and interdependent on, each
other. This shows that theatre cosmopolit-
anism should never be seen in the singular
but in the plural, taking the form of discrepant
cosmopolitanisms – an open and inclusive sys-
tem with healthy tensions between various
theatre traditions that intermingle. Only
by actively engaging in this co-configurative
system can any theatre form develop
and evolve. Otherwise, it risks decline and
atavism.

In contemporary jingju performances, as a
result of a series of government-led reforms
since the late s, actresses ‘are now seen as
inseparable components, and the tradition of
the male dan [male impersonators] has prac-
tically disappeared’. On the other hand,
after the Second World War, driven by the
myth of ‘classical traditional performing arts’
and the pursuit of commercial interests
by kabuki show business (represented by the
Shōchiku Company), a perpetuated image
of kabuki as ‘an unchanging, frozen, and time-
less theatre form’ has led to an increasingly
conservative attitude towards female per-
formers in the kabuki community. This con-
servative stance has progressed to the extent
that actresses are now absent from grand
kabuki performances, except for a very few
all-female troupes such as the Ichikawa Girls’
Kabuki Troupe (Ichikawa Shōjō Kabuki Geki-
dan) and the Nagoya Daughters’ Kabuki
Company (Nagoya Musume Kabuki), which
occasionally perform in provincial minor
kabuki theatres. This situation represents a
historical irony concerning the dynamics
between xiqu and kabuki in the early twenti-
eth century, as revealed by the Ichikawa
troupe’s and Morita troupe’s kabuki tours in
China.

As long as we do not force ourselves to
make an ultimate value judgement on the
West/East dichotomy and take part in the
global process of co-figurative communica-
tions with an open and inclusive mind,

Chinese and Japanese theatre,whilemaintain-
ing a healthy tension with other theatre tradi-
tions, could gain a firm foothold and a more
assertive cultural identity in the forest of
world theatre.
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