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  Abstract 
This article examines curtained theater viewing as a spatial practice through which 
Qing society regulated female spectatorship. Under Confucian gender norms, 
women’s participation in theatrical culture was neither simply forbidden nor freely 
permitted. Instead, it was negotiated through women’s pavilions, side balconies, 
raised boxes, domestic screens, and curtains. Focusing on court theaters and do-
mestic stages, the article argues that curtains functioned as flexible boundaries: they 
enabled women to watch while keeping their bodies concealed and morally regu-
lated. This arrangement produced a condition of visible invisibility, in which 
women entered cultural life through concealment. The article also analyzes the late 
Qing phenomenon of curtain removal, showing that this change was shaped by 
commercial interests, new ideas of female public visibility, and continued moral 
surveillance. Curtain removal expanded women’s access to theaters but did not end 
gendered discipline. Overall, the article shows how theatrical space materialized 
gender norms and structured women’s spectatorship through concealment, compro-
mise, and limited agency. 
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1. Introduction 
In Qing China, under the constraints of Confucian gender norms that emphasized the separation of men and women, 
women’s theater-going practices remained caught in a dilemma. Therefore, women’s participation in theater was both 
enabled and obstructed. On the one hand, traditional moral prescriptions discouraged women from taking part in 
public culture. Women from cultured families (dajia guixiu) were supposed to stay in the inner quarters and not be 
seen in public. Their public appearances were easily seen as transgressions of the ritual order, and chastity, self-
restraint, and modesty were closely linked to the ideal image of aristocratic women (Mao, 2001). 

On the other hand, women were not absent from theater life. When they were allowed to attend performances, 
viewing was generally organized through space, such as women’s pavilions, side balconies, or curtained positions. 
These structures enabled women to view performances while keeping their bodies relatively covered in public. In 
this way, curtained theater viewing was also a practice of visual hiding. Qing society therefore attempted to regulate 
women’s cultural participation without fully challenging the Confucian code of gender segregation. 

This essay investigates the spatial arrangement of women’s theater-watching in Qing society, focusing on curtained 
viewing in court theaters and domestic stages. It asks how gender norms were translated into spaces of visibility and 
invisibility through architecture, curtains, and observation points. The essay also considers the late Qing phenomenon 
of curtain removal and asks whether this change simply expressed women’s freedom to enter public culture, or 
whether older forms of control continued in new ways. 
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2. Spatial Segregation and Female Spectatorship in Qing Theaters 

The five main types of theaters in imperial China are generally classified as commercial theaters, temple theaters, 
court theaters, domestic theaters, and temporary outdoor stages (Che, 2013). Women were also present in these places 
to some extent. Many of them were in the same large building as the male audience when watching the performance. 
However, they still had to be managed. In line with the Confucian idea of separating men and women, some theatres 
built buildings to separate them. To maintain the Confucian principle of gender segregation, theaters often relied on 
architectural arrangements such as women-only pavilions (kanlou), side balconies, and curtained partitions. These 
arrangements enabled women to enter the public cultural sphere, but only under control. 

Commercial theaters, commonly known as xiyuan, were often combined with teahouses and had stages for perfor-
mances (Liao et al., 1996). A representative building in the area was a “kanlou”, which was generally a two-story 
structure and was either facing or located diagonally adjacent to the side of the stage, away from the male audience 
(Appendix: Figure 1). By contrast, side balconies were more common in temple theaters and temporary stages. These 
were often constructed from wood or bamboo, simple in design and impermanent in function (Liao et al., 1996). As 
these structures became institutionalized—particularly the kanlou in commercial theaters—they signaled both the 
normalization of female spectatorship and the persistence of a segregated accommodation model sustained by visual 
control. 

These buildings show a pattern of controlled openness. Women were allowed to be there, but their presence was 
carefully contained. They were in the theatre, but socially kept out of sight. They could watch the show, but they 
were not supposed to be the focus of attention themselves. In this way, the built environment also organised seats and 
viewing areas. Gender hierarchy took visible form in the regulations for where women could sit, what they were 
permitted to look at, and how far they were expected to be hidden. 

The spatial divisions within these theaters were not merely passive responses to prevailing moral codes; they op-
erated as technologies of visibility and invisibility, regulating the conditions of female presence. This dialectic of 
“being seen and not being seen” defined women’s cultural presence. Though allowed to watch, they had to remain 
outside the field of public visibility—hidden behind curtains or enclosed in elevated balconies. As Michel Foucault 
has argued, the organization of space is itself a form of power, and asymmetries of seeing and being seen constitute 
a central technique of bodily discipline (Foucault, 1977). In Qing theater, female spectators could only achieve visi-
bility through invisibility, cultural participation through physical concealment. 

In this sense, female spectatorship under Confucian moralism was not eliminated but spatially negotiated. Women 
entered public cultural life not as autonomous participants, but as “invisible presences” whose in-situ status had to 
be constantly managed and veiled. It is in this context that the more symbolically charged practice of curtained theater 
viewing (chuilian guanxi) emerged as the most intensified expression of gendered spatial control. Found across court 
theaters and private residences, the curtain became both a literal and metaphorical boundary between female desire 
and patriarchal norms. 

3. Curtained Theater Viewing as a Spatial Practice of Gendered Discipline 

During the Qing dynasty, with the increasing popularity of theatrical performances, female theater-going behavior 
became common across various spatial contexts. However, a woman’s presence in these mixed-gender public sites 
was often framed as a violation of Confucian ethics. The vibrant, crowded environment of the theater—marked by 
emotional excitement and bodily proximity—was perceived as a site prone to moral transgression, potentially inciting 
illicit affairs, kidnappings, or public scandal. In response, officials put pressure on women’s families through legal 
provisions, and clan rules and family traditions frequently remind women of the importance of keeping to the bound-
aries of their homes. As Li Zhonglin writes in Zengding Yuanti Ji, “Women... attending theatrical performances and 
exposing themselves in open displays of vanity are incompatible with the proper conduct of literati families... They 
should not be permitted to watch theatrical plays” (Wang, 1981). 

Under these layered moral constraints, yet facing growing social demand, curtained viewing emerged as a spatial 
compromise: it enabled minimal cultural participation while maintaining gendered respectability through visual and 
physical concealment. Within this logic, curtained theater viewing became the most intensified form of spatial gender 
regulation. It appeared widely across court performances, temple fairs, and domestic stages. 

The reasons a curtain has served these purposes are closely related to its traditional role in Chinese culture. The 
curtain was not merely a functional household item, but a spatial device whose material form, placement, and usage 
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served to distinguish and symbolically structure social space (Wu, 1996). Constructed from bamboo, silk, linen, or 
beads, curtains were often translucent, allowing light and air while producing a blurred visual field (Zhang, 2015). 
Curtains, being diaphanous in nature, simultaneously inhibit and permit sight, depending on from what vantage point 
they are viewed (Hector, 2013). 

Due to this semi-transparency, the curtains functioned as what can be called flexible boundaries: they were not 
completely opaque nor entirely open, and could thus be adjusted according to different circumstances to achieve 
different degrees of separation. Such soft divisions served to organise space socially and were permeable to some 
extent but still required adherence to decorum. Curtains had been employed in gendered spatial arrangements to limit 
the sight of women and their bodies. Curtains often screened women who, in keeping with traditional Confucian 
values, were expected to remain within the inner quarters of the home (Ebrey, 1993). In this sense, curtains helped 
reinforce the Confucian ideal that women should remain associated with the inner chambers rather than the public 
sphere. The objects of the visual culture of the inner chamber often include curtains, which are generally modest in 
nature and not revealing about women’s lives. Building on the above, Dorothy Ko indicates that the spatial order of 
women’s lives in the Ming and Qing dynasties was based on a strict division between the inner and outer worlds (Ko, 
1995). Thus, curtains in the theatre extended the moralized spatial codes of the household to public culture. 

3.1 Court Theater 

The court is the highest symbolic space of the ritual order and gender norms for the whole country. Given this, 
curtained theatre viewing was not only a domestic moral work but also a type of ceremony in the ritualistic system 
of state theatre. According to the British envoy George Macartney, who attended the Emperor Qianlong’s birthday 
celebration, court ladies were seated “behind gauze curtains in elevated boxes at the rear of the side wings” (Ma, 
2011). In another record, Grand Councilor Weng Tonghe described Empress Dowager Cixi watching opera “from a 
raised, curtained seat” on the east side of the stage (Weng, 2011). Here, the curtain served as both a partition and a 
way to enforce gender segregation in behaviour; thus, a spatial hierarchy for women was established at the top of 
political rituals. 

3.2 Domestic Stages 

In domestic stages, the curtain served as a divider for the rooms and was also seen as a place where one was expected 
to be well-behaved. Unlike commercial theatres, domestic performances were held in the home, which had its own 
distinctions between inner and outer areas, men and women, guests and family members. When actors, male guests, 
and female relatives were in the same area for the show, a curtain could be drawn to create a temporary separation of 
these social groups. It gave women the chance to enjoy the benefits of theatre and still complied with the traditional 
customs of modesty and concealment. 

This logic appears clearly in Mindu bieji, where a troupe performs inside Hengsheng’s household, and the female 
members watch from behind the curtain (Li, 1987). This phrase does not present women as absent from the event. 
Rather, it places them within the theatrical occasion while keeping their bodies visually regulated. Women’s specta-
torship was thus allowed, but only through a multi-layered system of curtains, screens, and interior placement. 

The same spatial principle can also be seen in Xue Gang fan Tang. During Tao Renshou’s birthday banquet, guests 
are seated in the front hall, while a curtain is lowered above and female guests drink wine and watch the play from 
behind it (Rulian Jushi, n.d.). This scene is necessary to show that the curtain serves as a division in a public celebra-
tion. Men and women participate in the same theatrical event, but they are in different places and do so differently. 
Curtains separate people but do not separate their experiences. It reduces sight, limits social interaction, and thus 
makes the home stage a controlled space for gendered spectatorship. The above cases indicate that curtained perfor-
mances in domestic theatres were not merely about concealing women. It was a compromise between participation 
and propriety; thus, women could enjoy cultural life while still adhering to the visual codes of family order and 
gendered behaviour. 

4. The Curtain Removal Phenomenon in the Late Qing 

In the late Qing period, social movements such as footbinding reform and the rise of women’s education redefined 
the symbolic meaning of the female body, gradually shifting it from a Confucian signifier of virtue to an emerging 
public subject (Fang, 2022). As a result, women began to claim a more visible presence in public life, including 
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leisure and cultural activities. 
In major cities such as Shanghai, Tianjin, and Beijing, women’s public theatergoing became increasingly visible 

from the final years of the Guangxu reign through the Xuantong period. In Shanghai, women’s theater attendance 
had already become a notable urban fashion (Xu, 2019). In Tianjin, theaters such as the Daguan New Stage reserved 
seats for female patrons in 1909 (Chen, 2017). In Beijing, theaters also began to accommodate female spectators 
through segregated entrances and seating, although women’s access remained more restricted than in Shanghai 
(Zhang, 2015). 

As women became an increasingly important audience group, theater managers began to adjust the layout of venues 
in order to attract more female spectators. This change was shaped by both commercial profit and state-mandated 
financial obligations. The National Donation (guomin juan) was a state-led fundraising campaign initiated in 1905 to 
help repay the indemnities imposed by the Boxer Protocol in 1901 (“Da Dong Guangan,” 1906/2011). To maximize 
revenue for both theater survival and compulsory donations, theaters started to remove curtains. This curtain removal 
not only challenged the older gendered regime of visibility, but also served as a practical strategy to encourage female 
patronage. By opening public theater spaces more directly to women, managers drew on a previously restricted con-
sumer base. 

However, this spatial relaxation did not signal the end of gendered discipline. Even without curtains, women were 
still expected to remain decorous—dressed modestly, seated quietly, and refraining from public expression (Zongdu 
Tang Zha, 2013). The underlying disciplinary logic remained intact. 

Public opinion toward curtain removal was deeply divided. On one hand, theater managers and investors often 
supported curtain removal as a business strategy. On the other hand, Confucian literati expressed anxiety over women 
“showing themselves in public,” framing such behaviors as a moral threat to social order. Illustrated tabloids featured 
sensational news stories of women being harassed in theaters, subtly reinforcing fears of social transgression and 
using cautionary tales to deter female attendance (Kanxi Wuyi, n.d.). 

Thus, curtain removal should not be seen as a straightforward act of emancipation, but rather as a negotiated cul-
tural compromise between Confucian propriety and emerging commercial interests. If curtained viewing had embod-
ied the spatial disciplining of women’s bodies under Confucian order, then its removal signaled a partial concession 
within a shifting power structure. Women’s gazes may have moved from the margins to the foreground, yet their 
bodies remained confined within a surveilled and regulated cultural boundary. 

5. Conclusion 

The organisation of space in Qing Dynasty theatres also shows how gender roles were maintained in practice as well 
as in spirit. Curtained boxes were used at court, bamboo screens at temple fairs, and garden corridors or inner divi-
sions in private homes. Together, these arrangements formed a kind of spatial map: women could be present, but only 
when their presence did not draw attention. 

The use of curtains in theatrical spaces helped maintain Confucian propriety by making concealment part of the 
viewing environment itself. This system, however, was not fixed once and for all. In the late Qing, some commercial 
theatres began to remove curtain partitions. This change was mainly related to economic pressure and the need to 
attract more audiences, and it gave women more visible, though still limited, access to public theatre spaces. Even 
so, removing the curtains did not abolish expectations about how women should dress, sit, speak, or behave.  

Still, women did not simply accept these restrictions passively. The half-transparent and flexible curtain created a 
middle ground, neither fully public nor fully private, where female spectators could see without being seen. Hidden 
but not absent, they watched, interpreted, and felt the emotions in theatrical stories. In this way, they gained a quiet 
but meaningful form of agency. Therefore, the curtain was not only a means of exclusion, but also a threshold for 
negotiating cultural presence. 

Women’s right to see depended on their ability to remain unseen. Their presence was always shaped by a kind of 
absence: they shared the same cultural space, but their bodies were kept out of sight. Chuilian guanxi therefore shows 
not only an oppressive system, but also a way of participation structured by concealment, compromise, and cultural 
strategy. Through such soft and partly open boundaries, Qing women redefined their place within the performance 
and spatial order of public life. 
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Appendix 

 
Figure 1. Women’s pavilion (kanlou) in a late Qing theater. 

Source: Pictorial Treasures by Wu Youru. First edition. Shanghai: Shanghai Guji Shudian, 1908. vol. 3, part 1, p. 5. 
 


