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Kang Di

(Notes from the editor: In recent years, the
appreciation and development of Chinese opera
(Xigqu) have been vigorously promoted in Hong
Kong. While Cantonese opera has been a focus of
promotion, other regional opera styles, especially
Beijing opera and Kun opera, also deserve attention.
Promotion of other Chinese opera styles not
only enhances the local audience’s knowledge
of traditional arts, but also contributes to the
development of Cantonese opera. This article in
the Hong Kong Theatre Yearbook 2015 is the first
attempt to study the development and promotion

of Beijing opera in local communities.)

“Is there such a thing as Beijing opera in Hong Kong?"
That was the question raised by the councillors
when Mr Liang Hanyong, Chairman of The Hong
KongYouth of Chinese Opera College (the College),
applied for a grant from the District Councils. This
brief inquiry underlines the challenges Beijing opera

promotion faces in Hong Kong.

Bringing Beijing Opera to the
community

Since 2004, the College has been a performing
arts organisation under the Community Cultural
Ambassador Scheme of the Leisure and Cultural

Services Department (LCSD). For more than a

decade,exceptfor2005,the College hasbeen devising
annual themes for its performances, workshops,
exhibitions and seminars. It is the only organisation
giving Beijing opera performances in the community
in Hong Kong. The College invites mainland Chinese
performers and musicians to Hong Kong for artistic
exchange with local performers and musicians,
experienced and emerging. It has presented Beijing
opera shows in the four dan (female role) schools,
the “Mei”, “Xun”, “Cheng”, "Shang” schools, as well
as the “Li (Duokui)” school of laodan (senior female
role) acting. In staging more than 20 performances
in the 18 administrative districts annually, the College
has built an extensive Chinese opera repertoire.
Liang hopes that “community performances will
become so diversified that audiences will have
access to operas that are not even performed in
large theatres!” Liang is grateful to the LCSD for its
Community Cultural Ambassador Scheme, which
serves as a platform for local performers to practise
and grow, and for Beijing opera to reach a broad

spectrum of audiences.

At the beginning, the community audience base of
Beijing opera was rather small. Coupled with dialect
barrier; it took some effort to encourage people to
attend the performances at the community halls.
Fortunately, the Hong Kong audience is appreciative

of Beijing opera. Many felt that they could relate



to this art form and support its promotion, and
even operas spotlighting the laodan were popular
beyond expectations. One can attribute this to the
age similarity between the principal character and
the community audience. After over a decade’s
endeavour in the |8 administrative districts, the
College has come to an understanding of district-
specific preference. Wong Chuk Hang homes the
largest number of Beijing opera lovers who crowd
all performances and respond enthusiastically. New
immigrants in Tin Shui Wai are yet to develop the
habit of Chinese opera-going. The community halls in
Lai Chi Kok and Tsing Yi are far from public housing
estates, drawing less audience and complicating
publicity drive. Attendance has never been a problem
inYau MaTei.

The Community Cultural Ambassador Scheme

requires 300 audience members at every
performance. The College is therefore looking for
ways to raise audience count in communities that
fall short of the requirement. One of the problems is
the lack of effective publicity channels, which makes it
impossible for performance information to reach the
audience in a timely manner. Leaflets are only allowed
in community halls on the day of the concert, which
limits their reach to potential audience. Meanwhile,
some ticket holders show up late, lowering the

attendance rate. Should 300 tickets be given out, it

is considered an achievement if one-third of ticket
holders attends the performance. Yet, if the total
number of tickets given out exceeds venue capacity,
the risk of over-occupancy shadows the possibility of
reaching audience target. The College is looking up
to LCSD to line up community-based co-organisers

when it comes to audience development.

Nurturing local Beijing opera talent

The College conducts training of local talent in three
areas: professional performers’ training, amateur
performers’ training, and Beijing opera courses

offered in primary and secondary schools.

For Beijing opera to develop in Hong Kong at a
steady pace, it is essential to have locally trained
performers and musicians. Only when their skills
are consistently recognised over a succession of
performances can Beijing opera find its footing
in this city. While there is the necessity to invite
mainland Chinese professionals to Hong Kong,
relying on overseas performers is not a sustainable
strategy. Therefore, Liang is determined to nurture

local performers and musicians.

What is essential for both professional and amateur
performers is foundation training. Basic Chinese

opera curriculum includes core and kicks training,



pao yuan chang (running the circle), and diao sang
zi (vocal training). Training is an everyday routine.
Students in mainland opera academies start their
foundation training first thing in the morning, and they
train until evening. Without solid foundation training,
amateur performers cannot even stand properly on
the stage, while professional performers will not have
the skills or physical stamina to act in a hours-long
performance, let alone playing leading roles.

Liang says some vyoung Cantonese opera
performers sing well but are shaky in foundation
training. Back in the 1980s, such performers could
rise to fame with the support from their patrons.
Nowadays, with more mainland Chinese opera
academy trained actors on the scene, the audience
has more to choose from. As a Cantonese opera
performance may last up to four or five hours, it
is understandable that some performers focus on
singing. However, professional actors decide on
the proportion of singing to physical movement
in a performance according to their own strength
and weakness. Some of them sing 60% and move
40% of the performance duration; some sing 30%
and move 70%. Regardless of the proportion,
foundation training is essential. An actor cannot

compete without developing a unique strength.

Liang demands the same of his student learners.
Lo Shing-lung, a |é-year-old specialising in wusheng
(male military role), does four rounds of foundation
training daily under Liang's supervision. Leung Ling-
wan, aged |4, specialises in huadan (lead female
role). Despite her heavy school work, she persists
in foundation training of at least 30 minutes every
day. In early August 2016, the two performed
in Showcase Performance of Peking Opera Classic
Repertories | sponsored by the Hong Kong Arts
Development Council (HKADC). It was a ticketed
performance at Yau Ma Tei Theatre. Liang found the

audience’s response highly encouraging.

Liang adopts a different approach when it comes
to secondary and primary school students. The
objective of school courses is to arouse interest in
Beijing opera. After gaining a better understanding
of the traditional art form through training, students
perform in full gear at the end of the course.Yet most
of the students are occupied with make-up classes
and extra-curricular activities, and it is impossible to

demand their dedication to foundation training.

The College was a grantee of the HKADC's
“2013/2014 Xiqu Internship Scheme (4)”. It was
the first time that a regional opera that originated
outside of Guangdong Province had been given a

grant under the Scheme.The grant was to support a
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local Chinese opera performers’ training programme
that featured a combination of classroom learning
and performance practice. Learners received
instructions from teachers in the classroom, and
went on to perform in 20 to 30 outdoor concerts of
the Community Cultural Ambassador Scheme. The
training lasted around 18 months and concluded in

August 201 6.

Five locals were admitted to this vocational training
programme designed to further the skills of young
performers. As most of them also train and perform
in Cantonese opera, the programme curriculum
covered techniques required for both Beijing and
Cantonese operas, such as xiao kuai giang (small fast
spear). Liang hopes the training has enhanced the
learners’ skills in Cantonese opera as well; as Liang
points out, one cannot make a living by being a
Beijing opera performer only. Dialect barrier makes
it particularly difficult for Hong Kong people to
excel in Beijing opera.What was reassuring was that
the learners were serious and hardworking. Upon
completion of the training programme, Lo Shing-lung
and Leung Ling-wan were capable of playing leading
roles in Burning Pei Yuan Qing, Farewell My Concubine,
and Thinking about the Secular World. The other three

learners also played main roles in a performance.

A good performer must excel in singing, possess

martial art skills and a decent appearance, and be
of the right height. Therefore, it is difficult to find the
right talent. The few performers and musicians in the
College’s troupe are in their elderly years. Identifying

successors has been a serious challenge.

Government subsidies and the

development of Beijing opera

Being a national art form, the aesthetics of Beijing
opera influences to a greater or lesser extent the
development of regional operas, including Cantonese
opera.Yet for Beijing opera to stand on its own feet in
Hong Kong, cooperation from many different parties
is required. According to the findings of a community
survey conducted by the College, most respondents
answered in the negative when asked if they would
pay out of their own pocket for a Beijing opera show
ticket, the reason being “lack of funds”, which really
denotes an unwillingness to pay to see a performance.
This shows that a mature artistic environment is yet
to be cultivated for the independent development of
Beijing opera in Hong Kong. To thrive and develop in
the city, Beijing opera is still in need of subsides from

different sources.

Liang is grateful for the opportunities offered by the
LCSD, HKADC and the District Councils, which he

believes reflect the government’s artistic vision and



its commitment to Beijing opera. He contends that
in the current social environment, it is unlikely for
Beijing opera troupes to operate as enterprises. The
theatre reform in mainland China required theatre
companies to support themselves, which led to
the closing down of many theatre troupes. Only
with government subsidies in Hong Kong could the

audience gain access to Beijing opera performances.

Liang has participated in government projects of
various scales throughout the years. He shares his

feelings about working with different organisations.

Liang finds LCSD managers serious and dedicated
to the development Beijing opera in Hong Kong. The
Community Cultural Ambassador Scheme has been
running for a decade, planting the seeds of Beijing
opera in the communities. Without governmental
support, it is not possible for individuals to fund the
production of more than 20 concerts annually. The
College is planning to introduce to Hong Kong the
“Chen Yong Ling” school, one of the four new dan
schools, for which a grant application has been made,
results pending. Preparation work could only begin
upon grant approval. Some government officials have
asked Liang,"“What will you do should we stop working
on this?"' Liang replied,"Then it is not going to happen.”

The HKADC has a peerassessment system in

place. Among the peers are representatives from

organisations promoting regional opera styles
other than Beijing opera and who may potentially
be competing for resources. However, the system
is transparent and the comments are made public,
regardless of whether they are complimentary
or critical. Liang sees it as a decent mechanism of
peer-monitoring and mutual encouragement that
contributes to the long-term development of
Chinese opera in Hong Kong. The late performing
artist Leung Hon-wai once said to Liang, “You guys
have my support. What you ask for is peanuts, yet
you have done so much in the community.” Liang has

always remembered those words.

Not every District Councillor understands Beijing
opera. A lot of explanations about finer details are
required throughout the funding application process.
Such effort can be considered part of the necessary

ground work for Beijing opera promaotion.

There are areas for the grant policy to be improved.
For example, the current policy does not require
the government to pay the opera troupe in full
for performances that are cancelled due to poor
weather conditions or force majeure. However, those
participating in the production have reserved their
time for the performance and turned down other

offers. They do not make any income from cancelled



performances. Some elderly performers travel all
the way to Hong Kong from Shenzhen, only to find
the whole team running about for nothing. As the
leader of the College's troupe, Liang feels he is letting
everybody down when cancellation happens, and
hence he finds it particularly stressful before outdoor

performances.

Beijing opera to gain traction through
Cantonese opera

Liang moved to Hong Kong when he was 21. He
started out working as a martial artist under Wong
Shiu-san, a producer; and Cantonese opera maestros
such as Lam Ka-sing, Law Karying, and Nam Fung.
He also performed as a stuntman in a number of
films. Seeing that many senior actors had fallen on
hard times as they lived recklessly in their youth,
Liang started saving and investing at a young age.
He purchased his own costumes, props and training
studio, which provided him with alternate sources
of income other than performing Beijing opera.
Nowadays Liang promotes it solely out of passion
and his faith in the art. He feels an obligation towards
Beijing opera, as he did rely on it for his livelihood

for a time.

Liang wishes that Beijing opera would find its footing

in Hong Kong without government subsidies. One

of his ideas is to arouse interest in Beijing opera
through Cantonese opera. For example, a Beijing
opera excerpt may be included in the rundown
of an evening Cantonese opera performance, as a
step-by-step approach to introduce Beijing opera
to the audience. It takes thought and practice to
combine Beijing opera and Cantonese opera in an
artistic unison.Working towards that objective, Liang
is taking gong and drum lessons at The Cantonese
Opera Academy of Hong Kong. Liang also hopes
that his apprentice Lo Shing-lung could continue to
develop his career in Cantonese opera while assisting

him in the promotion of Beijing opera.

Liang is confident that most people will fall in love with
Beijing opera one day: "It is truly exquisite. For now,
let's not be concerned whether there is audience or
not. We should make ourselves prepared and train

every day.’

(Translated by Joanna Lee)
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Kang Di

Kang Di is a lover of Chinese opera, writer;, MA
candidate in Xiqu Studies at the Chinese National
Academy of Arts, and former Chinese editor of the
Hong Kong Arts Festival.
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