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AJ Forum 26

The Interaction between the East and the West in the Theater:
History and Culture of Shanghai, the Cosmopolitan City

Date : 9th, July, 2016, SAT 14 : 00 ~ 15 : 30
Venue : Setagaya Campus, 34th Building, 3F Conference Room B
Lecturer : Yasuko Enomoto (Professor, Department of Chinese Language and
Culture, Faculty of Letters, Chuo University)
Coordinator : Masaki Tosa (School of Asia 21)

1. Comparative cultural research and the internationality of the Shanghai settiement

My interest in the receptivity of Western music in China has its roots in the piano and
violin lessons I took as a child, a hobby which instilled in me a great love for music. Although
research existed regarding the historical receptivity of Western music in Japan, I started to
wonder how that process had unfolded in China. Since I studied comparative literature and
culture in graduate school, I initiated a comparative investigation of Chinese and Western
culture.

I first examined the time period around the founding of the Shanghai Conservatory of
Music, which is to this day an esteemed educational institution. Opened in 1927 as modern
China’s first school of music, the conservatory invited Western musicians living in the Shanghai
settlement at the time to teach at the school and established itself as an educational institution
of the highest caliber (for more information, see my Gakujin no Miyako/Shanhai—Kindai Chiigoku ni
okeru Seiyo-ongaku no Juyé, Kenbunshuppan, 1998.) That sparked my interest in the Shanghai
settlement and so I researched it extensively.

It is said that the Shanghai of that time was a very international city, but when I became
curious about that internationality I was surprised to find that nothing had really been written
about it. I therefore took it upon myself to produce something on that topic, resulting in my
Shanhai: Takokuseki Toshi no Hyakunen (Chuokoron-Shinsha, 2009).

In this book, I considered the internationality of Shanghai for each nationality group.
First, I talk about the British. The British created the first settlement in Shanghai and reigned
supreme over it until the end (when the Japanese army occupied it at the outbreak of the
Pacific War). Next I discussed the Americans, followed by the Russians. My writings focused
on the lifestyles of these Russians or so-called white émigrés who came to Shanghai after

fleeing the Russian Revolution. The Japanese were considered next; included in the book are
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descriptions of the era in which the Japanese temporarily took over control of Shanghai as a
result of the Pacific War. After that I talked about the Jews. For Jews escaping Nazi Germany,
Shanghai was an ideal location to take refuge in. Since visas were not required, a large
number of Jews boarded ships and made their way to Shanghai. Finally, the book discusses the
Chinese. What did the Chinese think about living in an area that was originally Chinese soil
but ended up being controlled by foreigners for an entire century? And what series of events led
to them retaking the city, or in other words, how did Shanghai become a Chinese city again?
Answers to these questions are considered in the book.

Recently, I've been engaged in collaborative research from a slightly different angle. As
a group we focused on Shanghai’s Lyceum Theatre (now known as the Lanxin Theater) and
investigated in depth the events that were held there and the sort of program material that
was performed. Our results were published last year in Shanhai Sokai no Gekijé Bunka (Bensei
Publishing, 2015, multiple authors).

2. Origins of the Shanghai settlement and features of each area

The British settlement was established first in 1845 and existed for exactly 100 years
until the end of the Second World War. The next to be created was the American settlement;
since it used the same language as the British settlement, after about twenty years the two
combined to form the Shanghai International Settlement. Separate from these was the French
concession, which had a unique language and culture. Central Shanghai consisted of these
enclaves plus some areas which already had Chinese residents prior to their establishment,
and was approximately the size of the area enclosed by Tokyo’s Yamanote Line. Its population
surpassed three million in the 1930s, making it the world’s sixth largest urban area at the
time. With so many people living in such a small area, it is believed to have had the highest
population density in the world. Of these 3,000,000 residents, 150,000 were foreigners. At its
height, the area was home to residents of as many as 58 different nationalities.

British residents were at the top of the social hierarchy within the British settlement.
However, the area maintained a certain degree of separation from the government back in
Britain. The settlement in Shanghai had a sort of autonomous system under which prominent
merchants were selected to form a cabinet that oversaw the enclave; the system also featured
a body resembling a parliament. The British settlement was characterized by its role as the
center of commerce and industry, banking, and trade, and even today the former settlement is
home to Shanghai’s busiest commercial district.

The Japanese district was called Hongkew and was located within the international
settlement. Because the district was only a full day’s journey from Nagasaki by ship, it was
even sometimes referred to as “Shanghai Village, Nagasaki.” In Hongkew, knowledge of
the English language was not required for daily life—everything could be accomplished by

speaking Japanese.
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The French concession had a somewhat different atmosphere than the international
settlement and featured exclusive residential areas and villas. An ideal lifestyle involved
working during the day in offices located in the international settlement and spending one’s
weekends in the villas of the French concession.

To Westerners, the Chinese residential areas were a completely different world where

traditional Chinese life was still being preserved.

3. Development of cultural and leisure activities

Since there was nothing to do for entertainment when the British first started living in
the settlement, residents had no choice but to come up with something themselves. And as
might be expected of people hailing from a country with Shakespeare as a national figure,
amateur theater was extremely popular. Being a male-dominated society, performing troupes
were comprised of men only (female roles were played by men when necessary). The period
from 1850-1870 was a simple time during which the main form of entertainment was amateur
performances.

As the population increased in the 1870s and a social class which included women and
children began to form, there became a need for cultural and leisure activities for those
citizens. For example, the city sponsored a public (brass) band. Later renamed the Municipal
Council Symphony Orchestra, by the 1920s it had developed into the top orchestra in Asia.
That orchestra still exists as the modern-day Shanghai Symphony Orchestra, giving the group
a history that spans about 140 years. I researched the history of this orchestra when I first
became interested in the musical activities of Shanghai’s foreign population; those efforts were
compiled in Shanhai Okesutora Monogatari: Seiydjin Ongakuka-tachi no Yume (Shunjunsha, 2006).

At the end of the nineteenth century, there was an influx of immigrants and workers
from the outskirts of Shanghai. Increased demand for entertainment services led to
the commercialization of theater and music activities. This was the end of the amateur
performance era. Growth in the maritime industry also facilitated the arrival of professional
opera companies and other performing groups from Europe. After visiting colonies throughout
Asia such as Singapore, Batavia, and Hong Kong, these groups would travel to Shanghai then
onward to Kobe and Yokohama as part of their tour route. European opera companies and
circus troupes passed through Shanghai as they traveled along this route.

As I began investigating where these opera companies and musicians performed, I found
that the answer was linked to the research on the Lyceum Theatre. When the British living
in Shanghai started their interest in theater, they formed the Amateur Dramatic Club. These
activities grew in popularity and residents eventually wanted a theater house of their own,
which they named after the Lyceum Theatre in London. Erected in 1867, Shanghai’s Lyceum
Theatre was subsequently destroyed by fire then rebuilt in 1874. The wealthy merchants who

controlled the settlement raised money to cover the costs of construction by issuing bonds to
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citizens as well as donating their own money to create
a Shanghai recreation fund. Before it was under the
city’s jurisdiction, the public band mentioned earlier
was also financed using this fund.

Just as with European theater houses, the
interior of the second-generation Lyceum Theatre was
decorated with beautiful engravings and paintings.
Constructed at their own expense and fueled by
their enthusiasm, the theater house was the pride
of foreigners living in Shanghai. It was not just
used for theatrical performances, but for piano and
violin recitals as well. As I mentioned earlier, at first

amateur events were held in it, then gradually those

were supplanted by professional groups arriving

on tour from Europe and famous soloists began

) ) Image 1 — Lyceum Theatre
appearing on its stage. (third generation)

The third Lyceum Theatre was built in 1931.

Boasting a very stylish exterior, the building was erected in the French concession (Image

1). Viewed on a current map of Shanghai, it is diagonally behind the Okura Garden Hotel—
a popular place of lodging for Japanese people. As it was originally designed to be a compact
playhouse used exclusively for theatrical performances, the building is now used solely for
modern Chinese performances known as huaju and for public acrobatic exhibitions intended for
tourists. The construction of the interior has remained nearly unchanged since that time, with

the building seating about 700 people.

4. Theater culture in the Shanghai settlement

The period between the 1920s and the beginning of the Pacific War at the end of 1941
saw the greatest development of culture within the Shanghai settlement. This era was also
characterized by an increased presence of Chinese nationals. Until that point, the social status
of Chinese citizens was low because the system was built around the British and Americans,
and the Chinese were seen as no more than bodies for manual labor. But starting in the late
1920s, a middle class composed of people who worked for companies as salaried employees
began to form and the social standing of Chinese residents increased. These individuals would
spend money on the weekends to enter the theater house and watch movies and plays, so the
role that Chinese citizens played as consumers cannot be ignored. There was an overall growth
in China’s modern culture; for example, movie production companies were established and a
new group of professionals flourished, such as directors who studied in America and people who

studied theater in Japan. This period was not only characterized by the increased presence of
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Chinese citizens as consumers but also by a gradual conversion to creating these works.

The Lyceum Theatre basically served as a playhouse used exclusively for amateur
performances, but as entertainment diversified this alone was not enough to be profitable,
leading the theater house to rent its stage out for a fee. Through that process, the involvement
of the white émigré community living in the French concession deepened. By renting the stage
out to Russian ballet and opera companies, the theater was able to turn a profit.

Specifically, what kinds of performances were given at the Lyceum Theatre? There were
regular performances by the Amateur Dramatic Club and concerts by the Shanghai Municipal
Orchestra. Japan in the 1920s had not yet established regular orchestral concerts, which
means that Shanghai was further along than Tokyo in terms of Western music entering the
lives of citizens. In addition, after the breakup of Diaghilev’s world-renowned Ballet Russes at
the turn of the century a group of its followers gathered in Shanghai. These performers decided
to form their Russian ballet company once more, and the Shanghai Ballet Russes started
performing regularly in the 1930s.

The community of Russians who had fled the Russian Revolution lived in the French
concession. Since Russian aristocrats had acquired the French language as part of their
cultural education, many of them opted to build a new life for themselves in that concession.
And because a large number of them had received professional training in the fine arts, they
attempted to preserve Russia’s art and culture.

This activity from Russian refugees was seen not only in Shanghai but in all corners of the
world, including Europe and America as well as the city of Harbin in northeastern China. In
Japan, more than a few people took lessons from ballerinas or studied under pianists who had
emigrated from Russia. The diffusion of Russian art and culture due to the Russian Revolution
was a major phenomenon of the twentieth century.

The Russian ballet company in Shanghai created splendid program sheets. This sort of
program sheet is extremely rare.
Although some of these programs
should still exist in the possession of
Chinese citizens, very few originals
have been found; many were burned
or otherwise destroyed during
the Cultural Revolution because
association with the West could
cause a person to be labeled a spy.

Masahide Komaki was a

Japanese ballet dancer who actively

performed with Russian dancers. Image 2 — Rehearsal of the ballet Petrushka,

After studying under Russians in June 1944
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a ballet company in Harbin, he moved to Shanghai and joined the Ballet Russes there. His
standout performances quickly led to him being selected for leading roles. Following the war,
he returned to Japan to lead his own ballet company to great success.

Image 2 depicts the ballet stage and orchestra pit; in the picture, the conductor and about
70% of the orchestra members are Russian. Since this was taken in the 1940s, some of the
people in the picture are Jewish. Several famous performers are also participating, such as

Jews who played violin in the Vienna Philharmonic.

5. Shanghai within the context of art history

Under the unique backdrop of the settlements, performing Western art had two purposes.
First, it was an attempt to build solidarity among fellow residents. And second, it was designed
to showcase Western civilization and culture to native inhabitants.

As for playhouses like the Lyceum Theatre, there was not actually a rule prohibiting
Chinese citizens from attending performances. But due to the social hierarchy of the time it
was in practice awkward for them to do so, and Chinese people are not believed to have stepped
foot in the theater house until after the 1930s. Although the Chinese did not attend events at
the playhouse, there were other possibilities—the Shanghai Municipal Orchestra also held
outdoor concerts in the park, for example. Chinese residents may have had the opportunity to
directly experience Western culture through these sorts of performances.

Shanghai was referred to as the “Paris of the Orient” by Japanese people at the time,
who considered it a place where one could experience Western culture without leaving Asia.
Political exiles and refugees such as the white émigrés and the Jews saw Shanghai as a safe
haven. The process of people being forced from their homelands and scattered across the world
then engaging in artistic activities in the regions where they finally settle has recently become
known as diaspora art; Shanghai was truly a prime setting for this phenomenon.

China is generally considered to have entered a dark age when the Japanese army gained
control of the settlement in the 1940s. The oppressive restrictions imposed by the Japanese
army were numerous, but from the point of view of cultural history the occupiers served to
drive out British and American influences and disrupt the power structure. The hierarchy that
had been in place for close to 100 years was now destroyed. This had the effect of making the
theater house more accessible to Chinese residents. New program material that recognized the
fresh addition of Chinese audience members was created.

Although the British and American presence had dwindled, the white émigré population
still remained. Because the white émigrés opposed the Soviet Union, the Japanese army
deemed them harmless and did not banish them from the city. On the contrary, the Japanese
used fair-haired Russians walking through the city streets as a way to show that the
internationality of Shanghai was being preserved even amidst the war.

Since the Russians continued to give ballet and opera performances throughout the 1940s
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just as before, Japanese and Chinese citizens were now also able to participate in performances,
something that we consider to be a new development. Specifically, starting in 1942 there was a
dramatic increase in the number of Chinese huaju performances at the Lyceum Theatre, and
these events drew large crowds. Other popular programs such as puppet shows for children as
well as classical Chinese opera and other traditional dramatic forms were also introduced.

Even the Municipal Orchestra, which until that point had been administered by the
British and Americans, was renamed the Shanghai Symphony Orchestra as control of it shifted
to the Japanese army. This time period coincided with the height of Li Xianglan’s career, and
she performed in some concerts together with the orchestra. While the orchestral program
sheets had previously been printed in English only, they now contained commentary written in
the Japanese and Chinese languages as well.

Chinese and Japanese performers such as Masahide Komaki also started performing in
program material with Russian leads. For Chinese citizens, the 1940s were the dawn of a new
era in which they could not only attend performances in the theater house but even participate
in them.

Just before the end of the war, Li Xianglan gave a solo concert at the Grand Theatre.
Around the same time the opera La traviata was performed at the Lyceum Theatre, with
vocalist Gao Zhilan singing in the title role. These performances were produced by a Japanese
organization called the Shanghai Music Association. Though the pamphlets were generally
printed in Chinese, their meaning could also be understood by Japanese nationals due to that
group’s knowledge of Chinese characters.

Masahide Komaki was active with the Ballet Russes in Shanghai around the end of the
war (1943—44), during which time the orchestra was conducted by Takashi Asahina. In his
memoir, Asahina wrote: “Conducting the Shanghai Symphony Orchestra of that time showed
me what it means to be world-class performers.” Shanghai in the 1930s and 1940s allowed
travelers to directly experience Western culture and even participate in it. The city had a
special significance to Japanese artists.

Gao Zhilan, the vocalist mentioned earlier who sang in La traviata, went on to teach at a
music school in China following the war; however, she was not quick to talk about the fact that
she performed on stage during the period of Japanese occupation. This was because taking part
in a performance produced by the Japanese might have been seen as collaborating with the
Japanese army. A number of other Chinese performers took the stage during the 1940s, but this
experience was not of much use in post-war China and was not something that could be openly
discussed. When China transitioned to a socialist government, many residents fled to other
locales such as Hong Kong and Taiwan and the records and recollections of the period became
scattered. Those that remained in China were persecuted during the Cultural Revolution and

suffered censure for their actions during the war.
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6. Conclusion

Future research should conduct an empirical study of how the era of Japanese occupation
was perceived within China itself. For its part, Japan needs to start providing more
information on these topics. In addition, historical documents are deteriorating and program
sheets have been largely scattered and lost to time. Getting the complete picture will not be
possible without a comprehensive inspection of these materials, so we need to verify their
whereabouts and create a database of relevant information.

The involvement of people belonging to many different nationalities has resulted in
documents written in a variety of languages; this makes it difficult for a single individual to
review all of them. We are now therefore working to assemble a large group of researchers who
can tackle these challenges using a collaborative, multifaceted approach. It is also important
that we understand the broad concept of diaspora art on a global scale and determine
Shanghai’s position within that phenomenon.

I expect that there were Shanghai artists other than Masahide Komaki and Takashi
Asahina with connections to Japan, and that is something I would like to examine in more
detail. Studying what effect, if any, this experience acquired in Shanghai had on post-war
Japan should shed some light on one aspect of the Japanese culture that followed World War

IT. There are many avenues of Shanghai research left to explore.
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