
Popular Culture 
in the PRC 
(1949-1976) 



Mao Zedong (1893-1976) 

•  Leader of Communist 
movement after 1935 

•  After Communist 
victory in 1949, 
variously takes on posts 
as head of state, leader 
of the Communist 
Party, until his death 

 



Chinese Communist Party 
Timeline, 1927-1949 

•  1927 underground Communist movement is routed out of 
Shanghai and most urban areas by ruling Nationalists 

•  1934-1935 Remnants of Communist movement conducts 
the “Long March”, finding safety in Yan’an 

•  Mao assumes leadership of the Communist Party 
•  The Communists and Nationalists fight a Civil War 

1945-1949 
•  The Communists establish the People’s Republic of 

China 1949-present 



Long March, 1934-1935 

Yan’an 



Return to the land 

The Communist 
movement, once rooted 
in the city among 
working-class workers, 
find a new base in the 
countryside among the 
peasantry 



•  During the Yan’an period (1937-1945), the regrouped 
Communist movement try to envision what a new, future 
socialist society and culture would look like 



•  From urban to rural 
•  Reclaiming and repurposing peasant/folk culture 
•  Trying to appeal to broad mass of populace that remains 

non-urbanized 
•  Folk culture should be repurposed to promote national 

unity and socialist ideals 



The creation of a new 
“mass culture” 

•  The CCP decided to create a new “mass culture” that 
would integrate folk traditions and modern technologies, 
and which would promote national unity and socialist 
values. 





•  This new culture would mix traditional Chinese folk 
techniques with Western styles and technologies 



Mao’s Cult of Personality 

•  After the Communist revolution Chairman Mao becomes 
elevated into a nearly superhuman, symbolic figure of the 
Chinese revolution, especially after 1966 (but beginning 
well before). His image, writings, and speeches are 
spread everywhere in China. 



“Warmly love Chairman 
Mao” (1955) 



“Chairman Mao is 
the red sun in the 
hearts of the 
world’s 
revolutionary 
peoples.” 



“Under the great Stalin’s leadership – ahead 
to Communism!” 



Lei Feng (1940-1962), the 
ideal Communist 



Lei Feng’s Diary (Oct.1959) 

•  “…last night I dreamt that I saw Chairman Mao. He 
stroked my head like a gentle father, and with a light 
smile told me, ‘Study hard, always be loyal to the Party, 
and loyal to the People!’ I was so happy I couldn’t speak, 
I just let out streams of hot tears in gratitude…” 

•  昨天晚上作梦就梦见了毛主席。他老人家象慈父般的
抚摸着我的头，微笑地对我说：好好学习，永远忠于
党，忠于人民！我高兴得说不出话来了，只是流着感
激的热泪。 



The Cultural Revolution 
(1966-1976) 

•  An attempt led by Mao and his wife to bring China back 
to its revolutionary roots and revolutionary purity 

•  The youth, who grew up under socialist ideals, were 
encouraged to wage war against all vestiges of the “old 
order,” including Communists accused of becoming 
corrupt 



Jiang Qing (1914-1991) 

•  Formerly a screen and 
stage actress 

•  Mao’s third wife 
•  Patron of arts under the 

Cultural Revolution 
•  After Mao’s death, arrested 

and tried for treason, 
imprisoned for life 



“Learn from the 
valiant standard-
bearer of the 
Great Cultural 
Revolution, 
comrade Jiang 
Qing, and pay her 
respect!” 



“Little Red Book” 

•  “Using Mao Zedong 
Thought as a weapon, 
criticize the old world, and 
create a new world” 



Quotation Songs 

•  “Revolution is Not a Dinner Party” 
•  “A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or 

painting a picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so 
refined, so leisurely and gentle, so temperate, kind, 
courteous, restrained and magnanimous. A revolution is an 
insurrection, an act of violence by which one class 
overthrows another.” 



“Hope Belongs to You” 

•  (recited) “Our great teacher, our great leader, our great 
general, our great helmsman, Chairman Mao has 
bequeathed limitless hope to the revolutionary youth. He 
says, 

 (sung) ‘The world is yours, as well as ours, but in 
the last analysis, it is yours. You young people, full of 
vigor and vitality, are in the bloom of life, like the sun at 
eight or nine in the morning. Our hope is placed on you.’” 



Propaganda Posters 



Poster for 
upcoming 
“struggle 
session” 



“Win honor for our 
great leader 
Chairman Mao, 
bring credit to our 
socialist 
motherland” 



“Eight Model Theatrical 
Works” 



•  Eight theatrical productions, encompassing drama, 
ballets, and symphony, which were promoted and 
promulgated throughout the Cultural Revolution 
•  Red Detachment of Women is a revolutionary ballet. 

President Nixon viewed it during his visit to China in 1972. 



Glorification of violence/
militarization of everyday life 





Opening titles of Red 
Detachment of Women 

•  “If there is no People’s Army, then there is no people at 
all. Revolutionary war is a war of the masses; only by 
mobilizing the masses can one conduct war. Only by 
relying on the masses can one conduct war. Every 
Communist should understand this truth: ‘Power comes 
from the barrel of a gun.’” 





Dramatic film original 
(1961) 



Performance in NYC 
Lincoln Center 2015 



•  Red Detachment of Women on YouTube 
•  (Opening Titles and 22:00) 



Artistic influences on Red 
Detachment of Women 

•  Soviet ballet 
•  American musical theater 
•  Western symphonic music 
•  Chinese martial arts 
•  Chinese folk dance 
•  Chinese folk music 



The Chinese Pacific 



Hainan island 



South Pacific 


