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Xiqu

Chinese Opera Festival: Its Planning and the

Way Forward

Milky Cheung Man-shan

Presented by the Leisure and Cultural Services
Department (LCSD) since 2010, the Chinese
Opera Festival (COF) entered its seventh year in
2016. How did the festival consolidate its previous
achievements to strive for a broader future!? How
did it forge new paths while standing its ground,
offering Xiqu fans a breath of fresh air other than

the traditional gems being staged over the years?

In the same vein as the previous editions, COF
2016 featured a sumptuous line-up with major
genres such as Beijing and Kunqu operas, as
well as regional genres like Shao opera, which is
lesser known among the Hong Kong audience. A
wide array of extension activities, including talks,
artists’ talks and exhibitions, were also organised
to complement the stage productions, leading
attendees on a journey deep into the heart of
Xiqu. Furthermore, the Hong Kong premiere of
3D motion pictures of classic operas, namely Yue
opera Story of the West Chamber, Beijing operas
Chasing after Han Xin under the Moon and Farewell
My Concubine, and Kunqu opera The Palace Bell,
provided audiences with a brand new audio-visual

experience.

In-depth journey into Xiqu

Among the COF 2016 repertoire, other than
primary genres such as Beijing and Kunqu operas,
the Research Institute of Regional Opera Legacy
of Heze Municipal of Shandong brought to Hong
Kong a fine selection of Shandong operas, best
known for their bold, rustic charm. Among them,
Daxianzi, Zaobang, Liangjiaxian and Dapingdiao
operas graced the local stage for the first time.
Veteran Xiqu critic Wong Kin-ting notes that
many Xiqu enthusiasts look forward to the annual
extravaganza of COF. Each vear five to eight
distinct genres are paraded, complete with ancillary
activities such as pre-performance guided talks, film
screenings and talks. This is a massive effort which

deserves recognition.

Tina Cheng, Senior Manager (Theatre and Chinese
Opera), LCSD, concurs that COF has become a
much-anticipated event among Xiqu lovers. By
April every year, members of the public would
request the programme calendar from the LCSD,
as they plan to book their tickets through early-
bird booking or group booking. Over the past
years, COF has attracted a 70%-80% attendance
on average. Acrobatic plays, on the whole, are
more popular among the Hong Kong audience

than non-action ones, a likely result of language
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differences. The LCSD, on the one hand, sets out to
extend COF to citizens with no previous exposure
to Xiqu; on the other, through talks and stage
performances, it strives to bring non-mainstream
genres to a wider audience. In particular, Cheng
mentions the Monkey King Play workshops in COF
2016 co-hosted by Li Baochun (Beijing opera)
and Liu Jianyang (Shao opera). In attendance were
some local young Cantonese opera performers,
whose exchange with the visiting maestros has

greatly nourished their art.

COF: selection of repertoire

In regard to the sourcing of COF programmes,
Cheng says the LCSD duly takes into account
public opinion and market feedback in planning the
line-up. Theatre troupes, on the other hand, usually
submit programme proposals and performance
videos to the LCSD a vyear and a half in advance
for consideration. After internal discussions, the
LCSD will liaise further with the theatre troupes or

coordinating institutions.

Cheng adds that the LCSD encourages “the big
ones to mentor the small ones”, which means
putting the veterans and the young on the same
stage, where crafts and skills are passed down

to the next generation. Take the Cantonese

opera programme in COF 2017, Grand Birthday
Celebration at Mount Heung Fa, for example. A
different cast of both seasoned and new artists
were enlisted from Guangzhou, Hong Kong and
Macau for each of the three shows, so that old
legacy would continue to live. The current version
is based on an antique script from the [960s.
Traditional stagecraft such as “Flower Planting”
contained therein was revived after a long absence.
As for the significance of Cantonese opera, despite
opinions that present-day productions are not
quite up to par artistically, Wong Kin-ting asserts
that this homegrown genre must be included in
the COF programme. Cheng shares his view, as
COF is duty-bound to support local actors and
give them opportunities, unless they are unable to
come up with appropriate proposals. She reveals
that the LCSD and relevant agencies are constantly
scouting around for suitable programmes, giving
priority to those artistically outstanding troupes

who have never performed in Hong Kong before.

Take for example Legend of the Purple Hairpin, the
opening performance of COF 2016. Back in 2013,
a full length version of Story of the Jade Hairpin
performed by Ying Kam-sha and Wen Yu-hang
in Taiwan caught the attention of Kunqu opera
connoisseur Koo Siu-sun, who went on to pairthem

up again for Legend of the Purple Hairpin.The opera
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was staged under the coordination of the Hong
Kong Institute for Promotion of Chinese Culture,
with Zhejiang Kunqu Opera Troupe forming the
core of the production crew.Ying and Wen, despite
their busy schedules, travelled back and forth
between Hangzhou, Hong Kong and Taiwan, where
they gathered to polish the script, practise the duets,
rehearse the scenes, and perfect the wardrobe
with utmost effort. Legend of the Purple Hairpin
is one of the "Four Dreams of Yuming Hall", the
signature works of famed playwright Tang Xianzu.
Sadly, only the excerpt of “Breaking the Willow at
the Yang Pass" has survived to this day on stage; the
remaining ones, including “Hairpin Dropped at the
Lantern Festival”,""Union by the Poem”, and “Selling
the Hairpin” have nothing left but the text itself. All
things considered, the 2016 version, which brought
together creative and production professionals of
Kunqu opera from Mainland China, Hong Kong and
Taiwan, is an incredible feat that has been rarely

seen in recent years.

Tang Yuen-ha, a Beijing and Kunqu opera artist from
Hong Kong, has been featured in almost every
edition of COF. Cheng explains that Tang is so far the
only native Hong Kong Xiqu artist who has garnered
the Plum Blossom Award, the highest honour in
contemporary Chinese theatre. She is also the

founder of Jingkun Theatre, one of the organisations

subsidised by the Hong Kong Arts Development
Council. Her vast achievements in Xiqu education

and promotion are widely recognised.

Having been invited to star in COF repeatedly, Tang
has much to say about the government's sourcing
mechanism and cultural polices. So far, the usual
practice is that arts organisations approach the
LCSD with programme ideas and repertoire. The
idea of the programme “Everlasting Glow of a
Flawless Jade” for COF 2017, for example, was her
brainchild. As for cultural policies, Tang notes that
arts organisations are often asked to consider the
production side of things from an administrative
perspective, whereas little attention is paid to
artistic merits. Artists go to great lengths to
persuade the government to present programmes,
in turn losing a great deal of time and energy for
their artistic practice. Many great masters are yet
to be discovered, such as Beijing opera maestro
Li Yusheng whose artistry as hongsheng (red-faced
male role) is close to perfection. He, however,
had remained unknown to the government

representatives until he was introduced by Tang.

Tang remarks that the Hong Kong government’s
culture bureaus know little about the untold riches
of Beijing and Kunqu operas; established artists are

not given adequate recognition or support under
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the prevailing cultural policies. As a metropolis,
Hong Kong should have a flagship organisation for
Chinese performing arts, besides the existing ones
for ballet and drama. Running an arts organisation
is a long-term endeavour. And yet, collaborations
with the government are mostly one-off, short-
term projects conceived from scratch by the year
Speaking of COF, there is no guarantee that one
may participate in the festival every year, so it is
difficult for arts organisations to assess and define
their scope of development."“[Subsidy] is a bread-
and-butter issue. Arts organisations have no idea

how far we may go," Tang adds.

COF: theme

Over the years, the COF programme line-ups
have been a diverse mix of gems. In its formative
stage where tests and trials are inevitable, COF
sometimes also features quyi (narrative-singing
arts) performances, such as Nanyin (“Southern
Sound”) from Fujian Province. Wong Kin-ting
does not agree with this programming strategy:
Narrative singing has long been a literary tradition
in China, but the term of quyi did not come about
until after the founding of the People’s Republic
of China in 1949; qu (singing) and ju (repertory)
are, after all, two distinct entities which should not

be considered in the same breath. The LCSD, in

his opinion, may consider presenting separately a
“Chinese Narrative-Singing Arts Festival” at smaller
venues like the Yau Ma Tei Theatre. Every year, a
theme should be given to COF to make it a small
scale festive celebration. For example, the festival
could highlight the theme of Mulian plays by staging

three productions belonging to the genre.

COF 2016 had two secondary themes — first, the
400th anniversary of William Shakespeare and
Tang Xianzu's passing, with performances staged by
Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe and Zhejiang Kunqu
Opera Troupe respectively; second, echoing the
Year of the Monkey, the Monkey King Play Series
put together by the Youth Troupe of the Peking
Opera Theatre of Beijing and Li Baochun, as well as
the Shao Opera Art Research Institute of Zhejiang.
These productions have made a major impression
on Xiqu lovers.Wong proposes a theme for a future
edition of COF — "Beat the Heat with Clowns
in National Operas”, pitting followers of Xiao
Changhua, the famed chou (clown role) actor from
Beijing opera [from North China], against those
of Wang Shiyao, another chou master from Kunqu

opera [from South China], on the same stage.
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COF: longer run time?

The run time of the COF itself is also a matter of
concern to many Xiqu enthusiasts. Tang Yuen-ha
asserts that the Festival programmes, now packed
closely together within two months, should be
stretched over a longer period of time. Wong Kin-
ting holds similar views: COF succeeds in bringing
Xiqu fans together, but staging all the shows in
the course of eight weeks makes it less affordable
for many, in terms of both energy and finance. He
suggests that the LCSD follow the example of Hong
Kong Arts Festival in curating “Part II”, so that the
year-round programmes would form an organic
whole. Another example for reference is the Hong
Kong Sinfonietta which presents morning concerts
and matinees. The audience might not be as big but
could become more diverse, since the programmes
would be brought to a wider demographic. This is

something the LCSD should devote efforts to.

In response to the aforementioned suggestions, Tina
Cheng says that the LCSD has to structure their
programmes from a macro view.Very often, theatre
troupes have most of their time slots occupied, so it
takes quite some effort to invite them to perform.
Generally speaking,the LCSD will go into the details
of collaboration with the troupes only after venue

arrangements are made. She adds that since Le

French May and Hong Kong Arts Festival take place
in spring, the LCSD has chosen to schedule COF
for the summer holiday (June to August). By doing
so, performing arts programmes are more evenly
distributed throughout the year, and COF may
create greater impact without clashing with other

programmes.

Despite the strong line-up the annual COF has to
offer; not everyone can appreciate them in person.
Many fans have been looking forward to watching
the great performances on video. Tina Cheng
remarks that their past initiatives, such as the Chinese
Operatic Art Series and A Showcase of Masterly
Skills in Chinese Opera, have been photographed
and videoed for archival purpose. Liaison with the
relevant performing groups, however, is necessary
as to how such footage is shared with the public.
What's more, artists may feel uncomfortable if they
know that their performance is being taped, so
multiple factors have to be taken into consideration.
Wong makes a counter-suggestion: The LCSD may
persuade actors to submit for public viewing the

performances they are most confident of.

Viewers and performers

Appreciation, performance, and critique are all

indispensable to the development of Xiqu. For a
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To celebrate the 20th anniversary of the establishment of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, the Chinese Artists Association of Hong Kong banded
together local Cantonese Opera performers to stage suspicious piece, Grand Birthday Celebration at Mount Heung Fa.

ke &.‘ a ¥ . o
In commemoration of the 400th anniversary of the death of Tang Xianzu,Ying Kam-sha and Wen Yu-hang performed The Legend of the Purple Hairpin with the
Zhejiang Kunqu Opera Troupe as the opening programme of the COF 2016.



successful performance, audience feedback is just
as important as its actual delivery on stage. In this
regard, COF provides audience questionnaires
as well as pre/post-performance artists' talks to

facilitate exchange.

Wong Kin-ting quips that during the Xiqu talks he
hosts, there are often attendees who share their
views ardently on the performances they have seen.
While COF, in his opinion, almost leaves nothing to
be desired, the only missing piece of the puzzle is
the presence of a proper channel for audiences to
express their views. He maintains that not everyone
likes putting their words on paper; and given that a
Xiqu performance usually runs longer than other
kinds of productions, it may not be effective to ask
audiences to fill in questionnaires after the show.
He therefore suggests that the LCSD organise
workshops or gatherings for audiences to voice
their opinions. Smaller venues, such as those function
rooms on Level 4 of the Administration Building of
Hong Kong Cultural Centre, may be suitable venues.
These activities may be hosted by someone who

has no conflict of interest with the performers and

so on, so that participants may feel free to speak

their minds.

In regard to pre/post-performance artists’ talks,
Wong observes that the artists do not always find
it comfortable to speak freely, whereas audience
response tends to be polarised — either being
indifferent or excessively emotional. Tang Yuen-
ha, as an opera artist, questions the effectiveness
of such one-off sharing sessions, which in her view
can be exhausting. Respect for the teacher means
a great deal in traditional Chinese culture. She
believes that masterclass is a better way for artists
to pass the torch than guided talks or artists’ talks.
Currently, she is putting together a programme on
the hongsheng (red-faced male role), inviting Beijing
opera great Li Yusheng to lead stage performances
and masterclasses for talents from Mainland China,

Hong Kong and Taiwan to study his craft.

COF: the way forward

As seasoned Xiqu professional Annie Chow points

out in an article!, COF is the third wave of Xiqu

I. Annie Chow. 2012."A Xiqu Spectacular in Hong Kong: All About Chinese Opera Festival 2010, Hong Kong Xiqu Yearbook
2010, pp.15-16. Hong Kong: International Association of Theatre Critics (Hong Kong).
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spectaculars that has been launched since the
establishment of Hong Kong as a free port. It
was preceded by the celebratory extravaganza
presented by the government for Hong Kong's
1997, and

then the successful examples of topical showcases,

reunification with Mainland China in
namely the Chinese Regional Opera Series,
Chinese Operas with an Ancient Lineage, and The
Chinese Clapper Opera Series. Bringing home to
the audience different operatic genres from all
over Mainland China, COF is poised to become a
premium cultural event that appeals to visitors to

Hong Kong.

Tang Yuen-ha hopes that theatregoers would be
able to grasp the essence of Xiqu appreciation
and develop an eye for the arts by experiencing
Xiqu and the Chinese culture at large. She further
points out that some recent COF programmes have
departed from the norm in Xiqu, which always puts
the performer front and centre. This is evident in
the programme note which carries only the plot
summary but no information about the performers.
In the days ahead, she aspires to broaden the
presence of Beijing and Kunqu operas on the global
stage, winning back the prestige and status Chinese

performing arts have long deserved.

(Translated by Elbe Lau)

Milky Cheung Man-shan
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