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Chinese Street Pop and Performing 
with the Urban Environment

samuel horlor 

Abstract

The urban environment is more than simply a setting that contains the regular pop shows 
found in various public spots in the city of Wuhan in China. Instead, the performances 
are formed from the sounds and other material conditions of their situation. Their sus-
tainability as sources of income for performers and organisers, I argue, relies on a synergy 
between the acoustic qualities of the music and the wider sound environment, including 
in senses that draw upon the particular physical geography of this river city. Zooming 
in to look at individual street performance venues reveals also that different layouts are 
associated with characteristic patterns of audience behaviour, and there are links between 
these patterns and contrasting modes of social engagement. These modes, in turn, are sig-
nificant in how singers negotiate legitimacy in their identities as performers, with differ-
ent material circumstances and wider cultural perceptions of street performing in China 
shaping the struggles and successes of the group whose fortunes I follow in this article.

Il pop di strada cinese e l’ambiente urbano. Nella città cinese di Wuhan l’ambiente urba-
no rappresenta qualcosa di più che il semplice scenario dei consueti spettacoli pop nei diversi 
luoghi pubblici. Al contrario, le esibizioni sono costituite dai suoni e da altre condizioni og-
gettive del contesto situazionale. Ritengo che la sostenibilità di queste performance come fonti 
di reddito per artisti e organizzatori si basi sulla sinergia tra le qualità acustiche della musica 
e il più ampio ambiente sonoro in cui si tiene l’esibizione, anche in relazione alla particolare 
geografia fisica di questa città fluviale. Osservando nel dettaglio diverse sedi in cui si svolgono 
spettacoli di strada, si rileva inoltre che differenti configurazioni spaziali si trovano associate a 
diversi schemi comportamentali da parte del pubblico, e che esiste una connessione fra questi 
schemi e modalità contrastanti di impegno sociale. Queste modalità, a loro volta, acquistano 
significato in ordine alle dinamiche di negoziazione attraverso cui i cantanti tendono a legitti-
mare la propria identità in qualità di performer, nell’ambito di differenti circostanze materia-
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li e in rapporto a più ampie percezioni culturali dello spettacolo di strada in Cina, plasmando 
gli sforzi e i successi del gruppo di cui seguo le vicende in questo articolo. 

Introduction
An appeal for “lots of support, lots of encouragement” echoes off the high-rise apartment 
buildings surrounding a small public square in the city of Wuhan in central China. The 
young woman on the microphone is working hard to gather and engage an audience be-
fore she begins her first song at this evening’s informal street performance. Already, a few 
dozen people are gathered loosely in a circle around her notional stage, but many more 
go about their business in the square; a woman powerwalking in gym clothes puts her 
fingers in her ears as she passes one of the sound system’s speakers, and a man trying to 
ride a motor scooter across the packed plaza leans on the bike’s horn as he comes face to 
face with a cluster of spectators reluctant to part for him. Hanging between two trees is 
a stretch of red cloth that acts as a visual but not an aural barrier to the busy road only a 
few steps away on one side. When the singer begins a classic pop song from 1987 called 
Wunai de sixu (Helpless Mood), the ambient sound around the square and the heavy 
reverb coming through the speakers mask the details of her singing. Unusually tonight, 
though, I can hardly hear the backing track, which is playing through a smart phone 
connected to the PA system, and I remark to an off-stage singer watching beside me that 
something seems to be wrong with the technology. She replies that, in fact, the music is 
not as loud as usual because the event organisers have been warned to keep it down by 
the police, responding to complaints from local residents.1

I am interested in how these performances are formed in immediate ways from the 
sounds and material conditions of the urban environment, and how they are part of the 
everyday activity of these locations. The urban environment is more than a setting that 
contains these musical performances (Born 2013: 20-1), but rather the two are constit-
uent of each other and of various wider issues. I ask how aspects of these practices most 
obviously hinging on material phenomena (including sound) are significant in fostering 
the kinds of sociability that sustain the events, and how they can be decisive in the 
fortunes of performers and show organisers. I argue that there is a synergy between the 
acoustic qualities of the music and the sound environment of the wider city, including 
in senses that draw upon the particular physical geography of Wuhan. Also zooming in 
to look at individual performance venues reveals that characteristic patterns of audience 
behaviour are associated with different layouts, and there are links between these pat-
terns and different modes of social engagement. The links feed into the struggles and 
successes of performers as they strive to make a living from the shows, and I explore this 
through the article by following the fortunes of one group that is forced to change its 
performance location. Drawing together many of these issues is a theme of legitimacy 

1 Anonymous, personal communication, 19 October 2014.
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in singers’ identities as performers within these different material circumstances, and 
this discussion also connects the case study to a wider cultural dimension involving 
perceptions of street performing in China. This article, then, is less about an abstract 
sense of place – how, for instance, these musical practices are implicated in construction 
of the idea of Wuhan as a city – or about the politics of changing power dynamics in 
its public space. Instead, my focus is an immediate one, involving the concrete ways in 
which people and things in and around the performances relate so as to construct the 
particularities of a performance occasion.

The discussion is based on my attendance at more than 50 of these street perfor-
mances in around a dozen locations during 2014, participating as an audience member, 
sometimes joining the giving of monetary gifts to performers (see Horlor 2019: 24-6), 
engaging in interactions and conversations with singers, audience members and musi-
cians at the shows, and also over dinners, in online chats, and in other social settings 
away from the performances. I also surveyed the locations of more than 100 other in-
stances of street music in the city – including square dancing, street karaoke stands, 
busking, and leisure instrumental musicians and groups – focusing particularly on dif-
ferent ways in which I found these forms to be embedded in their environments.

Street performances in Wuhan
During sessions lasting for a few hours each afternoon and evening in several spots 
around the city, a handful of singers take the stage in rotation to perform well-known 
Chinese popular songs with a small supporting cast of backing musicians, organisers, 
and helpers. Their activity would resemble that of buskers (a kind of musician also 
not unknown in Wuhan) were it not, in part, for the presence of a core audience of 
dedicated spectators watching alongside a more dynamic flow of passers-by. The largest 
portion of audiences is made up of middle-aged or older men, and the shows are organ-
ised primarily with the aim of attracting cash tips from a minority who engage exten-
sively with the performers and become their regular benefactors. Singers make a living 
through developing personal relationships with these individuals, and cash offerings are 
one manifestation of various forms of ongoing reciprocal exchange involving small and 
larger gifts, attention, and company (Horlor 2019). 

Having spent time in more than 45 Chinese cities since 2007 (including substantial 
stays of up to a year in four of them) and kept a casual and more systematic eye on pub-
lic-space music at different times during the period, my impression is that this kind of 
show is unusual in the wider national context. Participants, too, told me they suspected 
some features to be peculiar to Wuhan, this provincial capital of around ten million resi-
dents (Horlor 2019: 6). In particular, nowhere else in the country have I yet encountered 
or heard about any form with quite the same centrality of money-giving; the individual 
tips handed over in highly visible forms during almost every song on the streets here are 
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more commonly counted in the hundreds or even thousands of yuan (the higher end 
breaking into the hundreds of US dollars) than in amounts usually offered to buskers and 
others, in the region of 5 or 10 yuan (around 1 or 2 dollars). Participants tell me that the 
sums grew gradually after musicians from Wuhan brought the idea for this kind of event 
back from Fujian province, where it originated as an offshoot of the popularisation of 
karaoke in the 1990s and subsequently faded (Horlor 2019: 6). As much as the devel-
opment of a modern pop music industry and canon in China from the 1980s onwards 
(Jones 1991; Efird 2001; Baranovitch 2003), these shows are linked to a concurrent wider 
liberalisation of grassroots and communally organised leisure in the country after several 
decades of political restrictions (Davis 1995; Shue 1995; White, Howell and Shang 1996).

Scholars have remarked on an inclination among people in Chinese societies to spend 
leisure time in public places (Yun 2004), although an increasing prevalence of home-based 
and media-reliant activities has been noted recently (Xiao 1997: 363; Wei and Stodolska 
2015). In the Wuhan of 2014, there is still a range of musical leisure activity on street cor-
ners and in parks, including individuals and groups of amateurs practising instruments, 
opera performances put on for retired citizens, and small karaoke stands charging pass-
ers-by to take the microphone for a song or two. While there is some academic work about 
street performances in Chinese contexts (Zeng 2002; Wang 2004; Chan 2005; Jiao 2005; 
Lee 2009; Qing 2013; Wong 2016), and while limited attention has been paid to street 
music in Wuhan itself in the academic and popular press (Jiang 2003; Yang 2006), En-
glish-language scholarship that examines places of public-space performance has emerged 
more commonly from other geographic contexts such as the US (Harrison-Pepper 2010; 
Sakakeeny 2010) and the UK (Bywater 2006; Simpson 2011). 

Some participants know this kind of event as jiqing guangchang, the phrase literally 
translated as “passion square”. The name hints at the fervour and excitement organisers 
would like the performances to generate, and at cultural territory shared with square 
dancing (guangchang wu). The latter is a leisure phenomenon common throughout Chi-
na’s cities and sees groups of (mainly older) residents dance to recorded tracks for exer-
cise and enjoyment in guangchang (squares or plazas) and similar public spaces. Square 
dancing has become increasingly controversial in China in recent years, with the sound 
pollution that some see as its major drawback becoming a focus for public debate (Wang 
2015; Seetoo and Zou 2016). Examples of conflict between dancers and residents have 
been reported in Wuhan’s local media and beyond, one of the most extreme in the city 
involving a group claiming that faeces had been thrown down at them by angry resi-
dents from a window in a neighbouring tower block (CCTV 2013a).

People and things in musical performances
The emplaced nature of social experiences is, of course, a central concern in disciplines 
beyond music, not least geography. At the heart of a body of work on music by geogra-
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phers from the last 20 years is the idea that space and musical activity can be mutually 
formative and that musical practices are implicated in the wider experience of space and 
place (Leyshon et al. 1998: 4). It asks, for instance, how music is involved in everyday 
perceptions of place (Connell and Gibson 2003; Revill 2016), in conveying environ-
mental experiences (Kong 1995), and in identities of the local (Boland 2010). The single 
most prominent reference point for these geographers is non-representational theory, 
which stems from the work of Nigel Thrift (2008). Non-representational theory has, in 
fact, become a «catch-all term for a heterodox range of approaches emphasizing material 
process and practice» (Saldanha 2005: 708), a common thread being the balance in 
attention given to people and things when seeking to understand social happenings. The 
unfolding of a strip of activity is characterised as involving assemblages and flows that 
cannot be fully accounted for by considering the intentions of central human players 
and the discourses that circulate around them (Thrift 2008: 9). Rolland Munro illus-
trates this using the example of the speed bump, the strip of raised tarmac meant to slow 
cars on a road. He observes that some drivers, when forced to reduce their speed for 
this obstacle, take the opportunity to stop and wave waiting pedestrians across the road. 
Negotiating physical circumstances shapes the interaction between people here; the re-
lationship between the gradient of the road surface in combination with capabilities of 
the car contributes to a social effect, the driver’s courteous gesture to the pedestrian. This 
consequence could not be fully understood simply by considering the driver’s original 
intention (Munro 2009: 128).

Geographers of this period have been at pains to highlight non-representational the-
ory’s contributions to re-evaluating the study of music so that it becomes not only about 
products and texts but also embodied doings (Saldanha 2005: 708; Wood 2012: 199). 
Ethnomusicologists (in the Anglophone sphere at least), owing much to the anthro-
pological approaches of influential scholars such as David McAllester (1954) and Alan 
Merriam (1977), may already have been embracing much of this lesson for well over half 
a century. But where I see the orientations of geographers as most complementary to the 
ways music’s materiality tends to be considered in current ethnomusicology is through 
the specific and direct focus on performance (Saldanha 2005; Simpson 2011, 2012). Cu-
riously perhaps, much of the best-known recent work on the role of things in music from 
ethnomusicologists has looked less at the space and material of performance than at 
various facets of wider musical life, for instance flows of musical artefacts (Impey 2013; 
Steingo 2015), or the manufacture of musical instruments and their investment with 
symbolic significances (Bates 2012; Roda 2014). Studying street-music performances 
in the UK, however, the geographer Paul Simpson (2013) explores how the “vitality” 
to produce effects on the very unfolding of performance events is shown by a range of 
“operators” including non-human bodies, sounds, and atmospheric conditions. As part 
of an autoethnography of his busking experiences, for example, Simpson describes a 
session in which he struggles to command an audience. At one point, a seagull defecates 
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close to him while he is playing; this scatters the passers-by who make up his potential 
crowd, and it serves as the final encouragement for him to bring the unsuccessful session 
to an end. It forces him to acknowledge how the bird’s behaviour and that of the people 
around combine to form a more definitive influence over the scene than any of his own 
contributions in isolation (Simpson 2013: 191). 

Where similar approaches have been harnessed by music scholars, they have tended 
to be with reference to the related approach of actor network theory, developed initially 
in the discipline of sociology. This is another way of expanding appraisals of a strip of 
social activity to take account of intersections between different kinds of operator in-
volved, not only the people as “social” beings (Latour 1996, 2005). It has contributed 
particularly fruitfully to understandings of how musical instruments are part of wider 
experiences beyond the moments of literal performance. In Turkey, for instance, Eliot 
Bates analyses how people and physical tokens of the instrument the saz interrelate off 
the stage to generate social meanings around national identity (Bates 2012). And on a 
finer level of detail, Allen Roda talks of the dried grains of paste involved in the pro-
duction and tuning of new tabla drums in Indian workshops. He advocates thinking of 
the grains as interlocking in a vibrating network that is ultimately involved in a socially 
meaningful consequence when a drum is produced to please people with its sound 
(Roda 2014: 368). Further work aligning itself with actor network theory (Prior 2008; 
Piekut 2014; McGraw 2016; Tucker 2016; Birenbaum Quintero 2018) sometimes has 
implications for understanding performance venues and spaces in these ways too, but 
rarely tackles this facet of musical life directly.

Work falling under a constellation of labels including “soundscape”, “ecology”, and 
“ecomusicology” is also highly relevant here. Much of it is united by looking at envi-
ronments (in a general sense) as connected on the macroscopic level to musical cultures 
and sound organisation. Scholars have, for instance, appraised the political implications 
of the distribution of a city’s characteristic sounds (Sakakeeny 2010; Hankins and Ste-
vens 2014), examined how perception of sound environments works (Simonett 2014), 
investigated ways material environments are represented in sound (Guy 2009), or how 
they are present in the cultures and worldviews with which musical structures emerge 
(Widdess 2006; Ramnarine 2009; Rees 2016). The significant difference here, though, 
is my interest in the intimate scale of performances as unique occasions, the direct and 
immediate consequences of material conditions for how musical performance unfolds, 
and their role in the combination of factors shaping meanings for people. In this con-
text, it is about how those involved negotiate relationships with the things of which 
the performances are comprised, and how these relationships are linked to successes 
and failures in the performances (especially in terms of their financial sustainability in 
different circumstances).

This approach seems particularly well suited to the street context in Wuhan, since 
in these performances, organisers have little control over many aspects of the material 
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realities through which performances play out, and musicians are not always the prin-
cipal architects of the social situation. As I will explain, the locations street musicians 
find themselves performing in are often less than ideal, the shows are open to the un-
predictable influence of wider street activity, and they depend for their very viability 
upon a number of interlinked contingencies beyond the immediate command of those 
involved. Where my emphasis may diverge from the approaches from geography just 
mentioned, however, is in mainly considering enduring features of the urban environ-
ment, as opposed to specific acts with more short-lived consequences. To emphasise the 
lasting nature of these relationships, I talk more in this article of material “conditions” 
from which musical performance can emerge with varying degrees of convincingness 
than of “actors” or “operators” whose influences might be more fleeting.

Street singing and noise
As hinted at with the scene presented at the very beginning of this article, I found regu-
larly during my time in Wuhan in 2014 that jiqing guangchang events were attracting the 
unwanted attention of the local police. A few weeks earlier, six shows that used to cram 
side-by-side into one of Wuhan’s riverside parks each afternoon were all moved on by 
the police and forced to find new locations. I am told that this green space was the orig-
inal place for jiqing guangchang performances when they first emerged in the city in the 
1990s (Horlor 2019: 6) and that this intervention is part of a wider official inspection 
of informal stalls of various kinds across the city.2 Police sources explain in the local press 
that they are acting on complaints from residents about the loud music played at the 
events (Ju 2014), and that high numbers of spectators block thoroughfares and produce 
other “hidden dangers” (anquan yinhuan) in densely congested city spaces (ibidem).

Most jiqing guangchang shows in the city are run as straightforward business con-
cerns, with organisers’ cut of all the tips their singers receive from the audience acting as 
the incentive for them to provide the equipment, employ a band, and host the events. 
The head of one of the six recently displaced shows, however, operates her stage in col-
laboration with a local man in his early 60s who has suffered from paraplegia since an 
accident at work decades before (Hu and Zhang 2006; Zhang, Hu and Zou 2006; Xie 
2008). On the day I first meet her, this 40-something-year-old woman, Ms Zhuang, 
modestly laughs off her role as being just that of a “sales promoter” (cuxiao) rather than 
that of the stage’s boss. From then on, the moniker “Promoter Zhuang” becomes fixed 
in my mind. Her disabled collaborator began singing by himself on the streets a few 
years earlier when faced with bills for emergency medical treatment after his adopted 
daughter was diagnosed with a serious blood disease. He subsequently joined forces 
with Promoter Zhuang and they expanded to develop a fully fledged jiqing guangchang 

2 Promoter Zhuang, online communication, 25 November 2014.
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event, providing the stage for a number of regular singers. They present their show as 
an altruistic undertaking, displaying banners outlining the family’s plight (Fig. 1) and 
providing a “benevolence post box” (aixin xinxiang) for people to leave money. Even 
so, Zhuang comes across to me as resigned and stoic about the police intervention; she 
and several others around these events repeatedly sum up the problem with the shows 
as that they “disturb the public” (raomin). She acknowledges that the Chengguan (City 
Management, the public order branch of the local police) are simply implementing pol-
icies passed down to them from above.3 Without an underworld background (heishehui 
beijing) or the ability to pay off (maitong) officials, a luxury that apparently other event 
organisers enjoy, she feels her position to be powerless.4

Underlying the action of the authorities is clearly a genuine tension between 
street-music events and local residents. I observe several incidents in which the police 
come to events, conflicts flare up between individuals, and objects are thrown. Televi-
sion news reporters investigate sound pollution on Wuhan’s streets, and record levels at 
20 metres from a square-dancing group as approximately 76 dB. This falls only to 58 dB 

3 Personal communication, 11 October 2014.
4 Online communication, 25 November 2014

FIGURE 1. Banner displayed at Promoter Zhuang’s park stage. It reproduces a newspaper feature on her co-
organiser, alongside an explanation of his troubled situation, with the headline «Benevolence with no limits, 
love with no boundaries» (photo: S. Horlor, 4 May 2014).
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when the reading is taken from the balcony of a ninth-floor apartment on the perimeter 
of the square, and both readings exceed the evening-hours maximum of 45dB stated in 
Chinese law (CCTV 2013a). Consistently coming away from a show after an hour or 
two feeling a little dizzied by the experience, though, what constitutes noise seems to 
me to involve more than loudness or any other acoustic quality taken in isolation. With 
events clustering closely in certain corners of the city, the cacophony of several clash-
ing sources of music produces an “inharmonic interplay” (Wissmann 2014: 54-5) that 
strikes me as the most disturbing feature. 

Sound and the city landscape
My interest here lies, however, less in the causes of these noise disputes, and in the polit-
ical agendas surrounding them, than in their consequences. Police interventions mean 
that groups are forced to move to new performance places in a range of quite dissimilar 
locations, and this variety opens up perspectives on how conditions of the environment 
are constitutive of the musical occasion. I hear that Promoter Zhuang and her collabo-
rator, having lost their riverside park spot, are planning to try setting up their event in 
a new part of town, and I make sure to be present on the first day of the experiment. 
The rough area I am told to come to is unfamiliar to me; I find here a busy major road 
lined on one side by a grass verge, but no location as spacious as those in which groups 
usually choose to set up. As I begin making my way along the street, the area reminds 
me of a point emphasised in some of the foundational work of sound studies from the 
1970s and 1980s: that a key characteristic of contemporary outdoor urban territory is 
the sonic domination of traffic sounds (Schafer 1977; Truax 2001). This feature of the 
soundscape is taken as a negative consequence of the technologies of modernity, and as 
indication that the phenomenon of people associating with each other in diverse ways 
is squeezed out of public hearing. Indeed, there are hints that this kind of agenda still 
has currency in more recent soundscape work (for example Zappatore 2018: 92-3). 
The traffic here certainly does drown out the reverberations of what could otherwise be 
perceived as a large acoustic space; it brings the “acoustic horizon” closer (Tagg 1994), 
in the sense that the traffic disrupts perception of sounds originating further away from 
the hearer and that the spatial range at which one can hear is reduced. Nonetheless, I 
eventually become aware of far-off low frequencies that sound musical, apparently low 
percussion and bass tones, and I find Promoter Zhuang’s group inside five minutes of 
walking by following my ears.

Sharing territory with pervasive traffic sounds does not seem to hinder this particular 
example of what might be lauded as “grassroots” social activity from generating a sense 
of liveliness and loudness, something noted as an important phenomenon in Chinese 
social life. The word re’nao, literally “heat and noise”, summarises the animation over 
which people are said to bond in musical contexts (Jones 2013) and beyond (Chao 
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2008). The concept is certainly central to the discourses of jiqing guangchang’s appeal 
that are transmitted as performers talk to crowds on the microphone between songs. I 
hear one emcee, for instance, introduce an evening session by stressing that the show is 
primarily aimed at those seeking re’nao, and that this orientation transcends other facets 
of individuals’ identities:

All are welcome to our party [wanhui] this evening! We want all lovers of re’nao to join 
in. Men and women, old and new friends, you are all welcome! There’s no need to regis-
ter [dengji]. Don’t be afraid, this is a place for common happiness [gongtong kuaile]. (18 
October 2014) 

Navigating aurally to the performance this afternoon makes it clear to me that transmit-
ting this sense of re’nao in the city surroundings depends on a synergy of the musical ac-
tivity with the material conditions of the urban environment, including in the realm of 
sound. On the most basic level, the strong low-frequency grounding of the pop basslines 
and drum kits can be heard relatively well in an environment dominated by low-level 
background sounds such as traffic, and as full of obstacles to sound diffusion as a typical 
city space. Sound waves diffract around obstacles smaller than their wavelengths and 
thus the diffusion of lower-frequency sounds with longer wavelengths is hindered less. 
In other words, this music may have a relatively large range in the built-up environment 
(Truax 2001: 150), and the phenomenon is tangible to me on this occasion as I rely on 
it to find my way to the show from a distance away. 

The main element of this synergy between musical sounds and material conditions, 
though, relates to an observation about the high-pitched and nasal aesthetic central 
to the singing styles used in Chinese opera and folk genres. The development of this 
characteristic way of singing has been linked to the need for singers in these genres 
to project the voice to large crowds in times before electronic amplification (Chan 
2005: 175-6). Many of the performers considered to be among jiqing guangchang’s 
most skilful employ a similar “ethnic” or “national” singing style (minzu changfa) as 
heard in these operatic and folk genres, favouring a piercing rather than a warm tone. 
On Wuhan’s streets, my conversations with performers reveal that the skills to produce 
these singing styles are associated with high musical status. One who now identifies as a 
rock singer protests to me, not particularly convincingly, that a decade ago she used to 
sing in minzu changfa but that her throat is no longer up to producing the same purity 
of tone.5 Another ruefully tells me that her “ordinary” (putong) style is no match for 
this “specialist” (zhuanye) and “high-end” (gaoduan) style.6 Most of the singers, how-
ever, still show its influences, preferring a nasal effect even when delivering pop songs 
recorded with the soft, breathy way of singing that has been equally familiar in the 

5 A-jia, personal communication, 27 October 2014.
6 Ganzi, personal communication, 9 October 2014.
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Chinese repertory since this style was popularised by the famous vocalist Deng Lijun 
in the late 1970s (Baranovitch 2003).

In jiqing guangchang, the shrill sung part soars above a backdrop that is mainly in-
distinct (apart from those lower-pitched drum and bass guitar sounds), with middle 
registers normally only minimally audible. A notable factor here is how music diffuses 
across space, and this requires considering the bands of the frequency spectrum into 
which each component sound falls. Loud sounds are likely to obscure softer ones that 
occupy a similar frequency range, and lower and mid-range sounds can have a masking 
effect over the register of frequencies immediately above them. Individual sounds from 
among several emitted simultaneously are thus more likely to be heard clearly when they 
are distributed in disparate frequency ranges (Truax 2001: 81-2). It seems significant, 
then, that the music of jiqing guangchang combines the high-pitched and penetrating 
tone developed in operatic and folk singing with the low-frequency grounding of the 
bass and drum-heavy pop music sound world. This polarised texture helps increase the 
range of audibility and with it perhaps the potential social impact of the re’nao projected 
into the city landscape.

Also significant in this equation is that in the centre of the city of Wuhan is the meet-
ing point of China’s longest river, the Yangtze, and one of its main tributaries, the Han. 
Three separate towns, Wuchang, Hanyang and Hankou, grew up and flourished at dif-
ferent spots on the banks of these two rivers at different times in history, and only in the 
twentieth century were they brought together under the amalgamated name of Wuhan. 
Historian of the nineteenth century William Rowe argues that these geographical facts 
were crucial to giving the three towns unusually strong senses of their distinct identities 
as places from early in their histories. In the case of Hankou, Rowe’s main case study, 
ready-made competition with its neighbours bound together the newcomers who came 
from all over China from the fourteenth century onwards. Around this time, changes in 
the course and characteristics of the Han river opened up the potential for this spot to 
appear “virtually full-grown” as the key commercial port and thus the main economic 
hub city of the region (Rowe 1984: 27; 1989). In 2014, I find jiqing guangchang events 
in each of the three districts of the contemporary city, but significantly, most of them in 
clusters on or near to the Yangtze and Han riverbanks (Fig. 2).

The air currents around lakes, rivers and canals can become part of discourses of a 
place’s unique acoustic characteristics. This is the case in the US city of New Orleans, 
for instance, where local musicians celebrate its “different kind of acoustics from other 
cities” (Danny Barker, quoted in Sakakeeny 2010: 4). These acoustics are said to allow 
the localised (and racialised) characteristics of individual district soundscapes to emerge 
over the general hum of the modern city. I have heard nothing comparable in Wuhan, 
but the water here nonetheless seems significant in related ways. Sound has the potential 
to carry further across its rivers than through its typical city spaces, built up as they are 
with obstacles (ibidem). Other evenings, walking to the events that cluster on the nearest 
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piece of land to the south of where the Han meets the Yangtze (see Fig. 2), I join flows of 
people crossing the bridge over the narrower river. The cacophonous sound of the four 
stages here is audible from the northern bank opposite, around ten minutes of walking 
before the stages even come into sight. The acoustic qualities of the singing being suit-
ed to outdoor urban conditions is, then, reinforced by the unique features of Wuhan’s 
city landscape in the transmission of the re’nao that underpins the appeal of the shows. 
Wider physical geography becomes another factor in the synergy between the acoustic 
properties of the sound as a non-representational carrier of meaning and the physical 
conditions of its locations.

The performance venue
When I eventually arrive this afternoon at Promoter Zhuang’s new experimental per-
formance location with her displaced group, the situation is quite unlike that I knew 
in the old venue. The six shows were clearly established very firmly in the park before, 

FIGURE 2. Area of central Wuhan of approximately 3km x 4.5km, with jiqing guangchang event locations in autumn 
2014. Based on map ©OpenStreetMap contributors, with data available under the Open Database Licence.
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with the dozens of people gathered around and between the stages dominating the area 
each day. Here in the new place, though, a team comprising the two organisers and only 
four singers (less than half the size of a more typical cohort) is singing on a section of 
that nondescript footpath next to a busy bus stop, and I watch it struggle hard for a few 
hours to maintain an audience large enough to outnumber itself. There is a contrast in 
the layout of the old and new venues, and these characteristics seem to play a role in 
shaping the qualities of the activity and their potential to thrive. Sally Harrison-Pepper’s 
analysis of street performing in New York City’s Washington Square Park links features 
of its design with patterns in its use (Harrison-Pepper 2010: 45). She notes how people 
are brought together into situations of potential interaction by paths that meet and over-
lap, as opposed to in the city proper where activity is «separated and strung out along its 
streets» (ibidem: 64). I am reluctant to follow Harrison-Pepper in putting features such 
as these towards defining some spaces as those of «communitas» and others as spaces of 
«isolation» (ibidem: 63-4); to do so risks reducing these social phenomena to being sim-
ply about ease of physical encounter. In Wuhan, though, different physical layouts for 
performing do seem linked to different modes of listening and engaging with the shows, 
and in turn to significant consequences.

The previous performance space, the small park, has meandering paths and a variety 
of areas for sitting and for leisure (Fig. 3). It is less useful as a space of movement from 
one place to another since it does not link any two city points very directly, and it is 
evidently more commonly entered with the intention of lingering for recreation. At the 
spot near the bus stop, on the other hand, few uses for the space are apparent beyond 
facilitating people moving from one place to another, particularly since there is the grass 
verge and a few trees next to the road here rather than shops or other buildings around 
which people might stop or gather (Fig. 4). This is a place where most members of the 
public are in motion rather than inclined to linger. 

But before linking the contrast between locations to the different experiences for 
Promoter Zhuang’s group when performing in each, it is worth considering in a little 
more detail the kinds of sociality on which jiqing guangchang shows are built. Typically, 
there is a core of people in their audiences who develop habits of attending regularly and 
staying for several hours or a full session. Jiqing guangchang is the only form of street 
music in Wuhan to routinely command any kind of substantial and dedicated audiences 
like these. In contrast, my experience with other street musicians – the guitar and voice 
buskers and Chinese classical and folk music instrumentalists – is that their audiences 
are of a transitory kind, and that they usually only briefly attract the attention of people 
passing by. At jiqing guangchang shows, encouraging people to linger in the space and 
to engage in sustained listening is the basis on which the relationships develop between 
performers and audience members, and it enables the emergence of the gift-giving that 
is fundamental to the experience. Singers pursue occasional large gifts from people they 
know rather than many smaller ones from passers-by as buskers tend to. Relationships 
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of reciprocity can only develop through these sustained and repeated engagements (see 
Horlor 2019).

And it is because of these social orientations that significant consequences are linked 
to the kinds of behaviour associated with the new physical environment Promoter 
Zhuang and her group find themselves in today. Zhuang is aware of the kinds of soci-
ality on which her success depends; she explains to me during the day’s singing that it 
is people at leisure (xiuxian) rather than in transit (liudong) who give money,7 and it is 

7 Personal communication, 11 October 2014.

FIGURE 3. The old park location, with a variety of paths and clearings of different shapes between trees. The 
Yangtze river is in the background (photo: S. Horlor, 17 May 2014).



chinese street pop

53

Etnografie Sonore / Sound Ethnographies, II/1, 2019

clear to us both that her group has not found many of the former here today. It means 
that it transparently fails to persuade those passing by of its claim on this territory, and 
normal life seems to carry on largely unaffected. In the park, people previously gathered 
in circles around the singers and effectively sealed off a stage area, giving the perfor-
mance an enduring physical presence over several hours. This critical mass of people is 
never reached here, and pedestrians constantly walk through close to the singers, rather 
than feeling the need to go around their notional stage. A performing space is never 
properly established, and singers never have a static body of people towards which to 
orientate their singing.

Normally on Wuhan’s streets, the stage space is hinted at by physical cues such as 
the placing of a small red mat roughly at the centre of the area around which an au-
dience circle is expected to gather. Primarily, though, its definition relies on the social 
agreement of those nearby to form this loose circle of bodies and thus to define a zone 
within which anyone but performers is not ordinarily expected to enter or to linger. In 
these street-side contexts, setting up the equipment from scratch each day takes more 
than 30 minutes and is an important part of constructing an area understood as one for 
performance. Just as, for instance, pub musicians might go through a routine of tuning 
up, testing equipment, and giving introductions to try to command the attention of 
people for whom there are various competing claims (Mullen 1985), jiqing guangchang 
shows emerge gradually. Here, the first sonic impact upon the environment comes when 
some event helpers (rather than any of the designated singers) sing a few numbers in 
karaoke style, apparently not performing in the same way because their bodies are ori-
entated towards the lyrics on the screen rather than out to an audience. This eventually 

FIGURE 4. Bird’s-eye-view plan of the experimental performance location near the Yuema Chang bus stop, 
Wuluo Road, Wuhan (not to precise scale).
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merges into a designated singer taking over, and an audience circle starts to become 
recognisable. The singers work particularly hard in these early numbers to interact more 
than normal with the embryonic crowd during and between songs, regularly asking for 
applause and support, and giving short welcome speeches, as if trying to develop the 
audience’s sense of itself (Polak 2007).

Used to performing under these circumstances, at one point during today’s session 
in the new location, the sole male singer here is performing from the middle of the busy 
footpath. People constantly cross between him and where I and a handful of others are 
watching from the adjacent grass verge. Momentarily, an angry pedestrian squares up 
to him, his body language accusing the singer of blocking his path. This potential flash-
point does not develop into any more serious conflict and is over in seconds. The inci-
dent, however, is indicative of the singers’ failure to engage an audience in the usual way 
and thus to define a performance space. The session passes by with the highly unusual 
occurrence of almost no cash gifts being given, and this is the key factor in the group 
quickly realising the unsuitability of this new location and giving up performing there 
after only two days.8 Another one of the singers I meet for the first time this afternoon 
is apologetic and encourages me instead to go and see the place at which she and most 
of her colleagues today sing regularly in the evenings. Again she uses the word re’nao to 
sum up that show’s advantage over today’s disappointing experience.9 I am in touch with 
Promoter Zhuang as she holds a dialogue with the authorities over subsequent weeks 
about suitable places to set up, and she even has meetings about hiring out private spac-
es. In the end, though, she decides to put her stage on hold, and in the meantime to join 
another group as a singer.

Definition of performance spaces
The street context in general contrasts with those of more formal musical performances 
in a crucial respect. In the latter, the privilege of singers to be listened to and for their ac-
tivity to be received as legitimate performance may be granted quite routinely, following 
basic conventions of the genre. In fact, very often the whole purpose for people to come 
together is to make and listen to music. In some cultural contexts, this may be revealed 
even in the basic language surrounding musical activity; one of the two main Qawwali 
occasions in Indian Sufism noted by Regula Qureshi, for example, is the event called 
«gathering for listening» (1986: 107). But there is also increasing scholarly interest in 
contexts where audience roles and motivations may be less rigidly fixed by convention 
and language (Tsioulakis and Hytönen-Ng 2017). What can the experience at Wuhan’s 
street shows add to understanding of this latter kind of context?

8 Promoter Zhuang, online communication, 10 November 2014.
9 Zhu Lan, personal communication, 11 October 2014.
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First, it is important to note that on the street in general, the privilege to be listened 
to is far from secure, and its establishment depends on performers’ ability to gather and 
maintain a body of people prepared to engage in certain ways. The momentary clash be-
tween the male singer and the pedestrian points to these processes today being hindered 
by an ontological dispute over the definition of this footpath (Eisenberg 2013), one that 
brings to mind work on understanding the complex intersections that can exist between 
public and private modes of musical experience (Born 2013; Dueck 2013). The singer 
here understands the public footpath as a territory claimable as his stage – a space with 
some “private” characteristics within the wider public territory. Those passing by, on the 
other hand, clearly see him as illegitimately obstructing a stretch of ground that is re-
served for the common good of enabling people to move around smoothly, a definition 
that naturally takes precedence over any minority claim. 

That it is the pedestrians’ definition of the space rather than the singer’s that wins 
out, though, seems partly to result from the failure of one particular mechanism by 
which groups of people might establish more exclusive spheres of interaction within 
wider public contexts. To consider this mechanism, I turn to work from gesture theo-
rist Adam Kendon that outlines so-called “F-formation systems”. These are patterns of 
«spatial and orientational behaviour» that operate among groups of people when they 
interact in space (Kendon 1990: 212). In many situations, these systems construct and 
sustain a «joint transactional space» or «the space between interactants over which they 
agree to maintain joint jurisdiction and control» (ibidem: 211). F-formation systems, 
then, are the patterns of interaction that carve out, for instance, a small circle between 
the bodies of three people engaged in a standing conversation (this small circle being 
called the “o-space”). They are significant here because, as Kendon notes, they highlight 
the relationships between an interaction and the wider social world beyond it. In other 
words, the spaces established between participants effectively become sealed off from 
the encroachment of people outside, and it often becomes socially inappropriate for 
non-participants to enter these spaces. Kendon explains that F-formation systems have 
a «framing or bounding function» and so offer an «excellent means of defining a social 
encounter as a unit for analysis» (ibidem: 209). In the street-music context, the systems 
of behaviour defining the singer’s stage area as an entity and thus establishing the social 
presence of the performance in the urban environment (such as in the ideal case repre-
sented in Fig. 5) take on particular significances. They are crucial to the very viability of 
the performances, and hinge on the discussion above about different material conditions 
of different spots in the urban environment.

This is partly because not all locations for jiqing guangchang in Wuhan are quite like 
the improvised stages described so far. In one particular corner of Wuhan that is home 
to four stages operating each evening, jiqing guangchang shows have developed away 
from performances constructed each day on street corners towards those housed in per-
manent (albeit basic) structures and with more advanced equipment. These shows have 
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fixed stages, sound systems and lighting, and defined audience areas with shelter and 
space for seating (see Fig. 6). Bringing into being a performance space and an audience 
here is, therefore, far more straightforward. It has more in common with the conven-
tions of, for instance, a concert hall performance, where house lights might be dimmed 
and players might enter from a hidden area to indicate to a group of people already 
seated that the performance is beginning. 

This layout focuses attention on the front from the beginning, with the organisers 
playing movies or television variety performances on large screens while the audience 
is gathering each evening, and then signalling the beginning of the main show as the 
playback ends and the event emcee enters the stage for an introduction, accompanied 
by music and flashing lights. People gathering in the area during these early phases of 
the show can hardly avoid forming an understanding that there will be a performance, 
and that the raised platform is an exclusive space reserved primarily for the musicians. 
Through investment in the material conditions of the shows, these stages have effectively 
lifted themselves out of the precarious reliance on F-formation systems to define space 
and legitimise their activities. There is no need for an o-space to be constructed for a 
stage area to be defined; this definition exists independently of the spatial behaviour of 
the audience, at least in the sense that the boundaries of the stage are identifiable even 
when no performance is going on.

The key contrast with the more usual street-side shows is that having fixed stages 
gathers and primes an audience for the show to begin abruptly, whereas establishing 
the space from scratch means a far more gradual process at the beginning (and indeed 

FIGURE 5. Bird’s-eye-view representation of a singer performing within an o-space formed by the audience 
circle.
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towards the end when the performance is deconstructed in steps too). Contrasting these 
two kinds of jiqing guangchang venue illustrates that the behaviour required to establish 
a definition of the situation as a performance (through forging a performance space) is 
highly dependent on the material circumstances of the places in which the performances 
happen. Establishing an o-space through F-formation systems of behaviour is a crucial 
mechanism by which performances assert themselves in public territory and temporarily 
define their stages. But the importance of these mechanisms is activated only in the par-
ticular material conditions of street-side music-making, when more enduring material 
impacts on the environment cannot be relied upon.

Performances as social experiences
So far, however, I have only partially explained how the specifics of the jiqing guangchang 
social occasion make these material dealings so significant. In fact, introducing a further 
contrasting example – with another form of street music in Wuhan – helps to isolate the 
specific social elements at play here. What does the contrast reveal about jiqing guangchang 
events as social happenings in which F-formation systems are so crucial as a mechanism 
for performance and urban environment to relate? One afternoon in 2014, I observe a 
man practicing the dizi (flute) on a city footpath. The man practices with backing music 

FIGURE 6. Looking towards the stage from the audience area at one of the semi-permanent arenas. Equipment 
is stored on the stage between evening performances (photo: S. Horlor, 11 May 2014).
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emitted by a small portable speaker; he plays along with the recorded track, which features 
a dizi part as well as the accompaniment. Sometimes he plays simultaneously with the 
dizi on the recording, and at other times he mimics its phrases at a slight delay. He clearly 
listens carefully to the recording and responds closely to what he hears. Significantly, the 
man chooses to position his speaker on one edge of the footpath, and he stands facing it on 
the other edge, a few metres away (Fig. 7). The width of the path is between the man and 
the speaker, so a steady flow of people walks through the space between them.

Imagining the man and his portable speaker to be the two “interactants” in this situation 
(as if in a conversation), then the sphere of which both are a part is certainly not imperme-
able to passers-by. Placing himself and his speaker at either side of the footpath means that 
others inevitably enter the physical domain within which his musical attention is focused, 
but he is unconcerned to keep this sphere inaccessible. In other words, he does not seem 
minded to create any kind of o-space to establish himself and his main counterpart in this 
musical involvement, the speaker, in a sphere separate from other activity of the environ-
ment. This kind of street-music experience is not compromised in any way as a result.

If it is not necessary, then, for the dizi player to create this kind of space, then why 
does it matter so much for jiqing guangchang singers? Most obviously, perhaps, is that 
this man is not performing in the same sense that the jiqing guangchang singers are, but 
instead he is practising, acting is his own primary audience. Andrew Killick’s way of un-
derstanding the appeal of this kind of solitary music-making is pertinent; he calls play-
ing alone «a particularly satisfying way of marking out a space and a time of my own» 
(2006: 274). Even though the dizi player is not exactly solitary in this situation, the 
nature of his spatial and orientational behaviour is quite different from those involved in 
jiqing guangchang performances because of the contrasting nature of the “social” experi-
ences. His primary concern, like Killick’s, might be thought of as his own sense of space 
and time. This seems to exist independently of the collective definition that prevails over 
the footpath here, and the viability of his music-making does not depend on engaging 
people passing by or on shaping their behaviour in any way. In jiqing guangchang shows 

FIGURE 7. Bird’s eye-view representation of the positioning of the dizi player and his speaker (not to precise 
scale).
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the opposite is true. Spatial and orientational behaviour, in tandem with the urban en-
vironment, is closely connected to a critical issue in this cultural context: the ability to 
establish legitimate performer identities.

Establishing legitimate performer identities
In their normal locations, including the small park from which Promoter Zhuang’s 
group has been moved on, Wuhan’s street singers enjoy a high status and are lauded 
publicly. On the microphone, event emcees routinely introduce singers with flattering 
designations such as “rock queen”, and lavishly praise their performances at the end. 
With the final notes of one song, for instance, I hear an emcee hyperbolically mark the 
singer’s “unique” achievement in embodying the unity of two schools in current Chinese 
music, the good-looking pop idols (ouxiang pai) and the strong singers (shili pai) (24 
October 2014). Likewise, backing musicians are “great masters” (dashi) and “fans” of the 
singers (gemi) hand over their cash tips in elaborate public displays of recognition, such 
as showering them with banknotes as if confetti. As I have already mentioned, at the 
experiment in the new location that Promoter Zhuang leads this afternoon, singers are 
ignored, disrespected, and occasionally confronted, and the contrast is stark.

Experiencing a difficult relationship with conditions of the urban environment, and 
thus unable to clearly define a space for legitimate performance, the singers today are 
reduced to a role closely aligned with more typical understandings of street performers 
in many contexts, and particularly in China. They join the ranks of those considered 
desperate and undesirable street nuisances. This cultural designation emerges strongly 
from Chinese-language articles on street performance from around the country and 
elsewhere. Luo Qin, whose doctoral thesis examines street music in Seattle, contrasts the 
established practice he finds in the US with that in China: 

The issue is that when “the street musician” is considered as a concept and a group of 
people, in China it is bound up with the concept of “making a living” [shengji] and even 
with “begging” [qitao], and what leaves an impression is street musicians’ shoddy [biejiao] 
playing, their miserably poor life, and low status. (Luo 1998: 62)

Municipal authorities have been implicated in building and reinforcing this kind of 
suspicious attitude towards street musicians. In recent years in Beijing, for instance, it 
is reported that literature has been circulated to citizens to teach them how to identify 
“fakes”, professional fraudsters out to make a living through presenting themselves as 
destitute (Jeffreys and Wang 2012: 582). Indeed, Wuhan’s street performers repeated-
ly express concerns about being mistaken for beggars or fraudsters (Xie 2008; CCTV 
2013b), and I notice that the city’s buskers invariably display signs emphasising to the 
public their artistic rather than monetary motivations: «Street music, working hard to 
realise a dream», or «Doing my best for my dream». They seem to hold similar moti-
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vation to singers elsewhere in the world who sell their CDs while they perform on the 
streets (Bywater 2006: 117). For those in jiqing guangchang, then, the stakes of success-
fully negotiating engagement with the material conditions of the urban environment 
are high. These negotiations can be pivotal in the very fundamentals of what they do, 
allowing them to establish identities as legitimate performers rather than as contempt-
ible nuisances, and thus to make their living. 

The urban environment and “social forces”
If the role of materiality in musical experiences has thus far been most extensively ex-
plored by ethnomusicologists with reference to instruments and other music artefacts 
such as records, or to the more general “soundscapes” of a wider city, the experiences of 
Promoter Zhuang’s jiqing guangchang group and a few other street musicians in Wuhan 
show that the conditions of the urban environment can also be a foundation of the very 
unfolding of a performance and of its related sociality. Developing existing interests in 
the short-lived impacts of non-human “actors” or “operators” towards thinking about 
enduring “conditions” raises the added connotation that performances are conditional 
upon the constraints, challenges, and opportunities associated with material realities. 
The spatial and orientational behaviour of jiqing guangchang participants has different 
effects depending on the characteristics of the urban environment in different places.

The practice in Wuhan in general harnesses a synergy between the acoustic make-up 
of the music performed, the sound environment of the contemporary city, and Wu-
han’s unique geography. Looking more closely at individual venues, though, the abil-
ity to negotiate a variety of material conditions is the basis for establishing legitimate 
performance identities and for the money-based sociality characteristic of this form of 
street music. When the impermanence of shows’ material impacts on the environment 
demands it, F-formation systems of behaviour are a key mechanism. The specifics of 
venue layouts are also a factor, as the kinds of behaviour they enable influence whether 
F-formation systems have the potential to take hold. The environment is not a mere 
container or backdrop to this music, but it is part of what this music is, a pillar of the 
very viability of jiqing guangchang performance activities.

I have focused throughout the article less explicitly on relationships of power and on 
the involvement of music’s spatialities in the initiation and reaffirmation of “boundaries 
of political affiliation” (Born 2013: 38). The proactive agency of the authorities in shap-
ing how public territory is used in Wuhan certainly does loom large in this case study, 
most notably as jiqing guangchang groups are forced to adapt to new conditions when 
they are moved on from more favoured locations. A criticism of non-representational 
theory from some music geographers has been that, in emphasising bodies and other 
material in the unfolding of social activity, these approaches fail to take into account 
the power relations embedded in the values, histories, and numerous cultural factors 
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that also shape relations between people (Revill 2004: 206; Saldanha 2005: 716). Other 
approaches, such as those in ecomusicology, seem more closely geared to these concerns. 
Among the interests of this scholarship is how people conceptualise and express their 
understandings of what shapes the aural world.

In the Chinese context, Helen Rees draws parallels with ecomusicology in her discus-
sion of “original ecology folk songs”, a recent craze for songs sung in «unvarnished local 
village style and dialect by local tradition-bearers» rather than those «artistically re-com-
posed» and sung by highly trained urban singers (Rees 2016: 54). Rees argues that the 
popularity of these songs points to changes in how environmental issues are thought of 
in contemporary China, with the public displaying new perceptions of environmental 
degradation and “culture loss” that may be results of decades of rapid economic de-
velopment (ibidem: 76). She also portrays the trend as a response to urbanisation and 
modern lifestyles, linking it, for instance, to a «headlong rush to build identikit sky-
scrapers throughout the country [which] has resulted in the destruction of huge swathes 
of China’s locally distinctive architectural heritage» (ibidem).

The original ecology idea has become ubiquitous in not only scholarly but also pop-
ular and commercial discourse, and with this, its meaning has become highly «elastic» 
(ibidem: 74). A wide variety of musicians, cultural institutions, and commercial enter-
prises seek to benefit from associating themselves or being associated with the notion, 
meaning that it now embraces not only unambiguously “original” musical material and 
environments but also practices showing «at best the vaguest of connections between a 
performance and some hazily imagined romantic cultural roots» (ibidem).

This development crystallises reasons that I hesitate to hold up points about politics 
and power as my main conclusions in this article. My concern is about the possibility 
when doing so of implicitly valorising the local over the universal, the old over the new, 
and the apparently democratic over the apparently hegemonic. A tempting conclusion 
in the present article might be that the experience of street musicians in Wuhan I have 
reported represents a defeat for grassroots cultural expression at the hands of larger 
forces. This inclination, however, can oversimplify and invite romanticised distortions 
of the kind emerging in relation to the notion of original ecology folk songs. Indeed, I 
noted above my impression that early work on soundscapes seems to begin from a nos-
talgic assumption that a traffic-free past is an ideal whose passing is to be mourned. The 
risk is of predictable orthodoxies emerging in scholarly conclusions when points about 
politics, power, and modernity are the destination. 

Bruno Latour explains, though, that the actor network theory he harnesses contrib-
utes a means of overcoming a reliance on the notion of “social forces” when seeking to 
explain how the world works. Phenomena that Latour sees as problematically includ-
ed in the realm of social forces include “political context”, “social capital”, “individual 
agent”, and so on (ibidem); all of these, it must not be overlooked, are ideas that have no 
existence independent of the interpretations of those who invoke them. “Social forces” 
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is a shorthand that Latour finds problematic because it implies the social to be made up 
of something more than moment-to-moment interactions between people. Latour calls 
it a «sleight of hand, a magical invocation» to suggest that these abstract forces operate to 
link face-to-face activity with a «far-reaching and durable» version of the social (Latour 
2005: 65). Putting material and non-human factors closer to the centre of understand-
ing how interpersonal activity plays out in the immediate sense is a way of scrutinising 
«what the social is made of», understanding the mechanisms by which social connec-
tions are actually manifest (ibidem: 11).

The destination of this article, then, rather than being to show how abstract social 
or political forces shape the experience of street performing in Wuhan, is to explore the 
mechanisms in face-to-face activity by which these kinds of issues might have meaning-
ful impacts. My interest lies not in directly or indirectly drawing attention to changes in 
Wuhan’s “grassroots culture” or in the characteristics of its public sphere, but instead in 
understanding on a microscopic level the processes by which effects that could be linked 
to those concerns are felt in actual experience. Seeing musical activity as a collaborative 
process involving humans and a wider world highlights the directness of the environ-
ment’s part in this activity and its decisiveness in the experiences of people involved.

References

Baranovitch, Nimrod
2003 China’s New Voices: Popular Music, Ethnicity, Gender and Politics 1978-1997, Berkeley, 

University of California Press.

Bates, Eliot
2012 “The Social Life of Musical Instruments”, Ethnomusicology, LVI/3: 363-395.

Birenbaum Quintero, Michael
2018 “Exchange, Materiality and Aesthetics in Colombian Champeta”, Ethnomusicology Fo-

rum, XXVII/1: 3-24.

Boland, Philip
2010 “Sonic Geography, Place and Race in the Formation of Local Identity: Liverpool and 

Scousers”, Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human Geography, XCII/1: 1-22.

Born, Georgina
2013 “Introduction”, in Georgina Born (ed.), Music, Sound and Space: Transformations of 

Public and Private Experience, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press: 1-69.

Bywater, Michael
2006 “Performing Spaces: Street Music and Public Territory”, Twentieth-Century Music, 

III/1: 97-120.



chinese street pop

63

Etnografie Sonore / Sound Ethnographies, II/1, 2019

Chan, Sau Y
2005 “Performance Context as a Molding Force: Photographic Documentation of Canton-

ese Opera in Hong Kong”, Visual Anthropology, XVIII/2-3: 167-198.

Chao, Adam Yuet
2008 “The Sensorial Production of the Social”, Ethnos, LXXIII: 485-504.

CCTV
2013a Wuhan: Nanren zaoyin dama tiao guangchang wu bei pofen (“Wuhan: An Unbearable 

Noise, Square Dancing Elderly Women Splashed with Faeces”), CCTV 13 television 
broadcast, 10 October, <http://news.cntv.cn/2013/12/29/VIDE1388285821298602.
shtml>, accessed 1 November 2018.

2013b Wuhan: “Bianlian mama” Mao Yuming he tade aixin wutai (“Wuhan: “Bianlian 
Mother” Mao Yuming and Her Benevolence Stage”), CCTV 13 television broadcast, 
29 December, <http://news.cntv.cn/2013/12/29/VIDE1388285821298602.shtml>, 
accessed 1 November 2018.

Connell, John and Chris Gibson
2003 Sound Tracks: Popular Music, Identity and Place, London, Routledge.

Davis, Deborah
1995 “Introduction: Urban China”, in Deborah Davis, Richard Kraus, Barry Naughton 

and Elizabeth Perry (eds.), Urban Spaces in Contemporary China: The Potential for Au-
tonomy and Community in Post-Mao China, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press: 
1-19.

Dueck, Byron
2013 Musical Intimacies and Indigenous Imaginaries: Aboriginal Music and Dance in Public 

Performance, New York, Oxford University Press.

Efird, Robert
2001 “Rock in a Hard Place: Music and the Market in Nineties Beijing”, in Nancy Chen 

(ed.), China Urban: Ethnographies of Contemporary Culture, Durham, Duke Universi-
ty Press: 67-86.

Eisenberg, Andrew
2013 “Islam, Sound and Space: Acoustemology and Muslim Citizenship on the Kenyan 

Coast”, in Georgina Born (ed.), Music, Sound and Space: Transformations of Public and 
Private Experience, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press: 186-202.

Guy, Nancy
2009 “Flowing Down Taiwan’s Tamsui River: Towards an Ecomusicology of the Environ-

mental Imagination”, Ethnomusicology, LIII/2: 218-248.

Hankins, Joseph and Carolyn Stevens 
2014 (eds.), Sound, Space and Sociality in Modern Japan, Abingdon, Routledge.

Harrison-Pepper, Sally
2010 Drawing a Circle in the Square: Street Performing in New York’s Washington Square Park 

[1990], Jackson, University Press of Mississippi.

http://news.cntv.cn/2013/12/29/VIDE1388285821298602.shtml
http://news.cntv.cn/2013/12/29/VIDE1388285821298602.shtml
http://news.cntv.cn/2013/12/29/VIDE1388285821298602.shtml


horlor

64

Etnografie Sonore / Sound Ethnographies, II/1, 2019

Horlor, Samuel
2019 “Neutralizing Temporary Inequities in Moral Status: Chinese Street Singers and the 

Gift Economy”, Asian Music, L/2: 3-32.

Hu Cheng and Zhang Weihua
2006 Wuchangqu jiguan ganbu jiti xian aixin Wan Houyuan you shoudao 3 wan yuan 

juankuan (“Wuchang District Officials Give Their Compassion, Wan Houyuan Re-
ceives Another 30 Thousand Yuan in Donations”), Hubei Ribao Wang, 23 December, 
<http://www.cnhubei.com/200612/ca1235643.htm>, accessed 1 November 2018.

Impey, Angela
2013 “Songs of Mobility and Belonging: Gender, Spatiality and the Local in Southern Afri-

ca’s Transfrontier Conservation Development”, Interventions: International Journal of 
Postcolonial Studies, XV/2: 255-271.

Jeffreys, Elaine and Sophie Wang
2012 “Migrant Beggars and Buskers: China’s Have-less Celebrities”, Critical Asian Studies, 

XLIV/4: 571-596.

Jiang Haining
2003 Feng yu zhong gechang: Hankou jiqing jie “jietou yinyue” fangting ji (“Songs in the 

Wind and Rain: Notes from a Visit to the “Street Music” at Hankou’s Jiqing Street”), 
Yinyue Aihaozhe, 11: 24-26.

Jiao Qing
2005 Jietou yinyue: Mantan (“Street Music: A Discussion”), Zhongguo Yinyue Jiaoyu, 134: 

43, 46.

Jones, Andrew
1991 Like a Knife: Ideology and Genre in Contemporary Chinese Popular Music, Ithaca, Cor-

nell University.

Jones, Stephen
2013 “Gender and Music in Local Communities”, in Rachel Harris, Rowan Pease and Shzr 

Ee Tan (eds.), Gender in Chinese Music, Rochester, University of Rochester Press: 26-
40.

Ju Di
2014 Fuqi jianghan lu maichang jiu zi chengguan youqing zhifa zhu qi zhuanchang jiangtan 

(“Couple Sell Their Song at Jianghan Lu to Save Son, City Management Enforce Law 
with Compassion, Assist with Move to River Beach”), Changjiang Ribao, 16 May, 
<http://news.cjn.cn/sywh/201405/t2473134.htm>, accessed 1 November 2018.

Killick, Andrew
2006 “Holicipation: Prolegomenon to an Ethnography of Solitary Music-Making”, Ethno-

musicology Forum, XV/2: 273-299.

Kendon, Adam
1990 Conducting Interaction: Patterns of Behavior in Focused Encounters, Cambridge, Cam-

bridge University Press.

http://www.cnhubei.com/200612/ca1235643.htm
http://news.cjn.cn/sywh/201405/t2473134.htm


chinese street pop

65

Etnografie Sonore / Sound Ethnographies, II/1, 2019

Kong, Lily
1995 “Popular Music in Geographical Analyses”, Progress in Human Geography, XIX/2: 

183-198.

Latour, Bruno
1996 “On Actor-network Theory: A Few Clarifications”, Soziale Welt, XLVII: 369-381.
2005 Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-network-theory, Oxford, Clarendon.

Lee, Tong Soon
2009 Chinese Street Opera in Singapore, Urbana, University of Illinois Press.

Leyshon, Andrew, David Matless, and George Revill
1998 “Introduction”, in Andrew Leyshon, David Matless, and George Revill (eds.), The 

Place of Music, New York, Guilford Press.

Luo Qin
1998 Xiyatu jietou yinyuejia (“Seattle Street Musicians”), Shancha: Renwen Dili Zazhi, June: 

57-69.

McAllester, David
1954 Enemy Way Music: A Study of Social and Esthetic Values as Seen in Navaho Music, Cam-

bridge, Harvard University Press.

McGraw, Andrew
2016 “Atmosphere as a Concept for Ethnomusicology: Comparing the Gamelatron and 

Gamelan”, Ethnomusicology, LX/1: 125-147.

Merriam, Alan
1977 “Definitions of “Comparative Musicology” and “Ethnomusicology”: An Histori-

cal-theoretical Perspective”, Ethnomusicology, XXI/2: 189-204. 

Mullen, Ken
1985 “The Impure Performance Frame of the Public House Entertainer”, Urban Life, 

XIV/2: 181-203.

Munro, Rolland
2009 “Actor-network Theory”, in Stewart Clegg and Mark Haugaard (eds.), The SAGE 

Handbook of Power, London, SAGE: 125-139.

Piekut, Benjamin
2014 “Actor-networks in Music History: Clarifications and Critiques”, Twentieth-Century 

Music, XI/2: 191-215.

Polak, Rainer
2007 “Performing Audience: On the Social Constitution of Focused Interaction at Celebra-

tions in Mali”, Anthropos, CII/1: 3-18.

Prior, Nick
2008 “Putting a Glitch in the Field: Bourdieu, Actor Network Theory and Contemporary 

Music”, Cultural Sociology, II/3: 301-319.



horlor

66

Etnografie Sonore / Sound Ethnographies, II/1, 2019

Qing Ke
2013 Guiyang jietou yinyue (“Guiyang Street Music”), Minzu Minjian Yinyue, June: 153-

154.

Qureshi, Regula
1986 Sufi Music of India and Pakistan, Chicago, University of Chicago Press.

Ramnarine, Tina
2009 “Acoustemology, Indigeneity, and Joik in Valkeapää’s Symphonic Activism: Views 

from Europe’s Arctic Fringes for Environmental Ethnomusicology”, Ethnomusicology, 
LIII/2: 187-217.

Rees, Helen
2016 “Environmental Crisis, Culture Loss, and a New Musical Aesthetic: China’s “Original 

Ecology Folksongs” in Theory and Practice”, Ethnomusicology, LX/1: 53-88.

Revill, George
2004 “Performing French Folk Music: Dance, Authenticity and Nonrepresentational The-

ory”, Cultural Geographies, XI/2: 199-209.
2016 “How is Space Made in Sound? Spatial Mediation, Critical Phenomenology and the 

Political Agency of Sound”, Progress in Human Geography, XL/2: 240-256.

Roda, P. Allen
2014 “Tabla Tuning on the Workshop Stage: Toward a Materialist Musical Ethnography”, 

Ethnomusicology Forum, XXIII/3: 360-382.

Rowe, William
1984 Hankow: Commerce and Society in a Chinese City, 1796-1889, Stanford, Stanford Uni-

versity Press.
1989 Hankow: Conflict and Community in a Chinese City, 1796-1895, Stanford, Stanford 

University Press.

Sakakeeny, Matt
2010 ““Under the Bridge”: An Orientation to Soundscapes in New Orleans”, Ethnomusicol-

ogy, LIV/1: 1-27.

Saldanha, Arun
2005 “Trance and Visibility at Dawn: Racial Dynamics in Goa’s Rave Scene”, Social & 

Cultural Geography, VI/5: 707-721.

Schafer, R. Murray
1977 The Tuning of the World, New York, Alfred A. Knopf.

Seetoo, Chiayi and Haoping Zou
2016 “China’s Guangchang Wu: The Emergence, Choreography, and Management of 

Dancing in Public Squares”, TDR/The Drama Review, LX/4: 22-49.

Simonett, Helena
2014 “Envisioned, Ensounded, Enacted: Sacred Ecology and Indigenous Musical Experience 

in Yoreme Ceremonies of Northwest Mexico”, Ethnomusicology, LVIII/1: 110-132.



chinese street pop

67

Etnografie Sonore / Sound Ethnographies, II/1, 2019

Simpson, Paul
2011 “Street Performance and the City, Public Space, Sociality, and Intervening in the Ev-

eryday”, Space and Culture, XIV/4: 415-430.
2012 “Apprehending Everyday Rhythms: Rhythmanalysis, Time-lapse Photography, and 

the Space-times of Street Performance”, Cultural Geographies, XIX/4: 423-445.
2013 “Ecologies of Experience: Materiality, Sociality, and the Embodied Experience of 

(Street) Performing”, Environment and Planning A, XLV/1: 180-196.

Shue, Vivienne
1995 “State Sprawl: The Regulatory State and Social Life in a Small Chinese City”, in Deb-

orah Davis, Richard Kraus, Barry Naughton and Elizabeth Perry (eds.), Urban Spaces 
in Contemporary China: The Potential for Autonomy and Community in Post-Mao Chi-
na, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press: 90-112.

Steingo, Gavin
2015 “Sound and Circulation: Immobility and Obduracy in South African Electronic Mu-

sic”, Ethnomusicology Forum, XXIV/1: 102-123.

Tagg, Philip
1994 “Subjectivity and Soundscape, Motorbikes and Music”, in Helmi Järviluoma (ed.), 

Soundscapes: Essays on Vroom and Moo, Tampere, Department of Folk Tradition, 
Seinäjoki, Institute of Rhythm Music: 48-66.

Thrift, Nigel
2008 Non-representational Theory: Space, Politics, Affect, Abingdon, Routledge.

Truax, Barry
2001 Acoustic Communication (1984), Westport, Ablex.

Tsioulakis, Ioannis and Elina Hytönen-Ng
2017 “Introduction to Musicians and Their Audiences”, in Ioannis Tsioulakis and Elina 

Hytönen-Ng (eds.), Musicians and Their Audiences: Performances, Speech and Media-
tion, Abingdon, Routledge: 1-12.

Tucker, Joshua
2016 “The Machine of Sonorous Indigeneity: Craftsmanship and Sound Ecology in an 

Andean Instrument Workshop”, Ethnomusicology Forum, XXV/3: 326-344.

Wang Qianni
2015 Guangchang Wu: An Ethnographic Study of Dance in Public Spaces, MPhil thesis, The 

Chinese University of Hong Kong.

Wang Tao
2004 Liu zai jietou de yanlei: Beijingshi liulang yiren diaocha (“Tears on the Street: Investi-

gation into Beijing’s Itinerant Performers”), Zhongguo Baoan, 2: 12-15.

Wei, Xiang and Monika Stodolska
2015 “Leisure in Urban China: General Patterns Based on a Nationwide Survey”, Journal of 

Leisure Research, XLVII/3: 373-387.



horlor

68

Etnografie Sonore / Sound Ethnographies, II/1, 2019

White, Gordon, Jude Howell, and Shang Xiaoyuan
1996 In Search of Civil Society: Market Reform and Social Change in Contemporary China, 

Oxford, Clarendon.

Widdess, Richard
2006 “Musical Structure, Performance and Meaning: The Case of a Stick-dance from Ne-

pal”, Ethnomusicology Forum, XV/2: 179-213.

Wissmann, Torston
2014 Geographies of Urban Sound, Farnham, Ashgate.

Wood, Nichola
2012 “Playing with “Scottishness”: Musical Performance, Non-representational Thinking 

and the “Doings” of National Identity”, Cultural Geographies, XIX/2: 195-215.

Wong, Katherine Ki Tak
2016 “An Ethnomusicological Understanding of the Street Performance of Cantonese Opera 

街檔 (Jie Dang) in Hong Kong”, Journal of Musicological Research, XXXV/2: 100-112.

Xiao, Honggen
1997 “Tourism and Leisure in China: A Tale of Two Cities”, Annals of Tourism Research, 

XXIV/2: 357-370.

Xie Dongxing
2008 Canjiren jietou maichang wei yangzi mukuan (“Disabled Man Sells Song on Street to 

Raise Money for Adopted Son”), Wuhan Wanbao, 4 November, <http://news.sina.
com.cn/o/2008-11-04/082114676252s.shtml>, accessed 1 November 2018.

Yang Minghui
2006 iqing jie jietou yinyue huodong diaocha baogao (“Report of an Investigation into the 

Street Music Activity of Jiqing Street”), Wuhan Yinyue Xueyuan Xuebao, 2006: 19-24.

Yun, Shuenn-der
2004 “Hot and Noisy: Taiwan’s Night Market Culture”, in David Jordan, Andrew Morris 

and Marc Moskowitz (eds.), The Minor Arts of Daily Life: Popular Culture in Taiwan, 
Honolulu, University of Hawai’i Press: 129-149.

Zappatore, Daniele
2018 “New Urban Soundscapes: Angklung Buskers in Yogyakarta”, Etnografie Sonore / 

Sound Ethnographies, I/1: 77-102.

Zeng Suijin
2002 Jietou yinyue yu xiandai chengshi wenming (“Street Music and Contemporary Urban 

Civilisation”), Fujian Yishu Luntan, 3: 8-10.

Zhang Weihua, Hu Cheng, and Zou Bin
2006 Tecan jiating qingli jiuzhi yangzi shimin aixin juankuan da wan yuan (“Disabled Fam-

ily Focus Efforts on Treating Adopted Son, City Residents’ Compassionate Dona-
tions Reach 10 Thousand Yuan”), Hubei Ribao, 1 November, <http://www.cnhubei.
com/200610/ca1195874.htm>, accessed 1 November 2018.

http://news.sina.com.cn/o/2008-11-04/082114676252s.shtml
http://news.sina.com.cn/o/2008-11-04/082114676252s.shtml
http://www.cnhubei.com/200610/ca1195874.htm
http://www.cnhubei.com/200610/ca1195874.htm

	_Hlk511980654
	_Hlk14011500
	_Hlk511980654

