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Abstract

This thesis critically re-examines the development and reform history of Xiangsheng
(also known as Crosstalk) in order to uncover the “repressed modernities of Xiangsheng.”
The analysis centers on two key questions: first, does Xiangsheng possess “innate” or “self-
generated” modernities that arise organically rather than being externally imposed? Second,
have the major “reforms” of Xiangsheng after 1949 truly made the art more “modern”—or,
paradoxically, more “traditional”?

The analysis reveals that behind the development and reform of Xiangsheng lies a
“hidden history of repressed modernities.” Born in the late Qing and early Republican eras,
Xiangsheng absorbed various “modern qualities” from the vibrant social dynamics of that
time. These modern qualities include a heteroglossic and carnivalesque spirit, an aesthetic
consciousness that celebrates change and innovation, as well as an avant-garde attitude that
resists the snares of codification, History, and other linear narratives. However, after the
founding of the People’s Republic of China, the Communist regime sought to construct—or
even “fabricate”—a grand historical narrative for Xiangsheng, which in turn transformed this
relatively young art into a so-called “time-honored traditional art.” This transformation
repressed Xiangsheng’s intrinsic modernities and forced the once-innovative art to follow an
increasingly conservative path.

The PRC not only fabricated a history for Xiangsheng but also sought to “reform” the
art. To that end, the regime established the Xiangsheng Improvement Group in the early
1950s. Although the group claimed to pursue “improvement,” what it actually did was

99 ¢

impose a number of “outdated values”—such as “literature as moral instruction,” “art in
service of governance,” and “didacticism over aesthetic autonomy”—upon Xiangsheng, an
art form that had once prided itself on being free from moral and political constraints.
Consequently, the “New Xiangsheng” created by the Xiangsheng Improvement Group
displayed far less creativity and avant-garde energy than the Xiangsheng works of the late
Qing and early Republican periods. In short, the Xiangsheng Improvement Group enacted
“repression” in the name of “reform,” causing Xiangsheng to lose much of its carnivalesque
and modern spirit.

By the mid-1980s, Xiangsheng seemed to glimpse a chance for the revival of its long-
repressed modernities. In mainland China, the rise of television compelled Xiangsheng
practitioners to re-emphasize the art form’s entertainment function rather than its political
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function. Some critics regarded this “restoration of entertainment” as a “return of carnival.”
However, this optimism proved misplaced: television Xiangsheng remained constrained by
the ideological and cultural apparatus of the PRC, and its modern and carnivalesque energies
remained far weaker than those of its late Qing and early Republican predecessors.

Meanwhile, in Taiwan, the emergence of Xiangsheng Drama around 1985 broke
through the industry’s conservative climate. Through the bold experiments of the
Performance Workshop and the Comedians Workshop, many outdated Xiangsheng
techniques and scripts became dynamic and vital again. Yet, as years passed, the above-
mentioned “Xiangsheng Drama pioneers” gradually underwent a transformation: they shifted
from being icons of “anti-canon” and “anti-dogma” to becoming the founders of new canons
and new dogmas. This caused the modernities of Xiangsheng—its drive to innovate,
transform, and transgress inherited forms—to once again fall into repression.

This thesis concludes that the most “modern” energies of Xiangsheng lie in its earliest
practices during the late Qing and early Republican periods. The post-1949 reforms did not
make Xiangsheng increasingly “modern,” but rather increasingly “traditional.” Therefore, the
author suggests that a critical re-examination of Xiangsheng’s origins may offer a way out of
its current impasse. Only by reactivating the repressed modernities of Xiangsheng and
realizing them across cognitive, aesthetic, and practical dimensions can the art form renew

itself and discover a path toward modernization.

Keywords : Xiangsheng, modernity, Xiangsheng Drama, television Xiangsheng,

Xiangsheng Improvement Group
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