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“Inner Court Performers” and Empress Dowager Cixi According to Late Qing Ac-
tors: On the Four Stars and A Brief Account of the Qing Pibuang Stars by Qi Rushan
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ABSTRACT:

Empress Dowager Cixiwas so fond of Pihuang opera that she bestowed
on its actors the honor of being “inner court performers”. However, de-
spite their outstanding talent, they were still regarded as lowly servants
by the emperor and the empress. Based on On the Four Stars and A Brief
Account of the Qing Pibuang Stars by Qi Rushan, a modern Peking op-
era theorist and folklorist, this essay examines the oral history materials
from some of the late Qing actors and sketches the process by which the
“outside learning” entertainers, i.e. the “inner court performers”, were
admitted to the court; it reveals the superb talent of these people and
their relationship with Empress Dowager Cixi, and analyzes their weal

and woe as well as the risks they took as servants at court.
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