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The Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) Newton Project: Creative
i i@ Economy in China: Popular Performances by New Urban
Audiences, Reconnecting the M50 Creative Industry with
Shanghai All-Female Yue Opera (2018-2021), is currently
testing a mixed reality performance Ghost in M50 Host. The
project is co-chaired by Professor HUANG Changyong of the
‘ Shanghai Theatre Academy and Dr. MA Haili of the University
of Leeds, UK with industry partners including; Shanghai Yue Opera Theatre and
Shanghai M50. It aims to reconnect the history of the Chinese textile factory female
workers, and their art form Shanghai all-female Yue opera, with today’s M50 and its
visitors, whilst exploring development of creative economy in China.

Post-industrial economic development has seen the reuse of abandoned industrial
sites to create contemporary art clusters which revitalize cities and develop the local
creative economy. These creative clusters, however, rarely mention the displaced
industry workers’ cultural activities, and their working-class art forms’ continued
evolution in the context of creative economy. One such example is a former Shanghai
textile factory now internationally known as the M50 contemporary arts cluster.

The Shanghai textile industry was the symbol of China’s modernity. With it, grew
China’s first female working class. Their new capital consumption power allowed tt
young females to patron their own art form: sponsoring their | ‘.
village sisters to sing hometown folk songs in Shanghai’s
modern theatres; and to fund new productions with innovative
music and scripted stories of the females’ dreams of love and
equality. By the eve of Mao Zedong’s liberation of China in
1949, Shanghai All-female Yue Opera had developed as the
symbol of Shanghai’s working-class women.

Whilst generous state subsidies from the communist regime consolidated the female
worklng class as recognized masters of the State Owned Enterprises (SOEs),

y providing unprecedented welfare packages and funding for
Shanghai Yue Opera expansion, this was accompanied by
increasingly bureaucratic systems for SOEs and Yue Opera.
From 1978, China commenced a programme of unwavering
market reforms which were furthered by Deng Xiaoping’'s
economic reforms. Nationwide redundancies and factory
closures were initiated in 1992 and accelerated in 1997, restructuring SOEs towards
technological and managerial competence for international competitiveness; manually
transforming industry from ‘made in China’ to ‘created in China’.

The Xinhe Cotton factory at 50 Mo Gan Shan Road was such an example. It was
closed in 1999 and in 2000 reopened as the first creative cluster in China; and has
since grown to become M50, an internationally renowned contemporary arts cluster.



Today’s visitors to M50 enjoy a new creative economy - the old factory buildings

housing contemporary art workshops, galleries, coffee bars, restaurants and boutique
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shops. However, one finds little reference of China’s first female
working class — apart from the one wall painting of textile female
workers deep inside M50 - and no reference to their once
cultural identity, Shanghai Yue Opera. The disconnection and
alienation questions the nature of the creative cluster and the
value of working-class arts in creative economy development in
China and globally.

This mixed reality performance Ghost in M50 Host is produced jointly by The National
Digital Performing Arts Lab, Shanghai Theatre Academy and the School of
Performance and Cultural Industries, University of Leeds; it is scheduled to take place
at Shanghai M50 in April 2020 and at Leeds in August 2020.



