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Vulgar or Humorous?

Studies on the Composition of Banter Songs in

Yuequ

Jing LI

Professor, School of Literature / Research Center of Lingnan Culture,

South China Normal University

In Yuequ writing of the 1920s to the 1930s, a spirit of innovation emerged in
topics and musical styles, especially in the explorations that we can find in banter song
compilations. On the one hand, banter songs teasingly portrayed various aspects of the
society, with sympathy and understanding underneath the sarcasm about ordinary lives.
On the other hand, it broke away from traditional themes of “Bang Huang” music by
absorbing southern folklore and adding more indigenous dialects. The newly evolved,
distinctive vocal styles attracted audiences beyond visual contact in the era of radio and
phonographs, giving enjoyment only audible through familiar music and distinctive
rhythm. Beyond limits of time and distance, the new media platform connected the
audiences with Banter Song artists, who masterfully led the trends with respect and
appreciation of their emerging social popularity. Inevitably, some degree of improper
obscenity found its way into the reformed banter songs, which were sometimes slightly
vulgar or tawdry. Nevertheless, the exploratory efforts and practice brought fresh blood
into the aesthetic values of Yuequ and set an example for enriching and exploring
modern day theatrical performing arts.

Keywords: Yuequ Banter songs folklife humor daring exploration
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