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Xiqu

Farewell My Concubine in the Small Theatre —
An Unusual Learning Experience

Keith Lai

In July 2016, the West Kowloon Cultural District
Authority  (WKCDA)

agreement with the Shanghai Center of Chinese

signed a partnership
Operas (SCCO) to step up exchange in areas such
as artistic development and venue operation. The
first step was a study tour to Shanghai in August
to look into the work of theatre troupes and
performing venues under the SCCO, as well as Xiqu
policies of the Shanghai Municipal Government. As
a follow-up to this field trip, in December 2016
the Xiqu Centre of the West Kowloon Cultural
District (WKCD) brought a new Cantonese opera
to the Shanghai Experimental Xiqu Festival, as part
of a long-term effort to foster talent exchange and

artistic creation.

This is how Farewell My Concubine, a small-theatre
Cantonese opera presented and produced by
WKCD's Xiqu Centre, came about. A small theatre,
as the name suggests, is different from the theatre
we are familiar with in many aspects; it has a
smaller and different setting, lower seating capacity,
greater proximity to the audience, and is designed
for shorter performance duration. This small-
theatre Cantonese opera version of Farewell My
Concubine was commissioned for the 2nd Shanghai
Experimental Xiqu Festival. It is a collective effort
by Janet Wong and |, co-writer-directors and actors,

as well as a crew of young musicians, producer,

and stage professionals such as sound, lighting and

costume designers.

What is “small-theatre Xiqu"? How should we
choose our repertoire? How to foreground the
unique flavour of Cantonese opera! And how to
go about the limitations of the small theatre? This
project posed many questions for me and the
entire crew. | have always had a penchant for the
story of Farewell My Concubine. Warlord Xiang Yu,
the formidable Hegemon King of Western Chuy,
leads the rebel forces against the Qin armies to
70 consecutive victories, until he finds himself
ambushed on all fronts in Jiuli Mountain. Unable
to turn fate around, Consort Yu, Xiang's beloved
concubine, slays herself in front of him. The
disheartened overlord flees to Wu River and, too
ashamed to see his clansmen again, takes his own
life and puts an end to the Chu-Han Contention.
One of the best-loved Xiqu stories, especially in
Beijing opera, Farewell My Concubine can be justly

called as “the epitome of national opera”.

Restaging the classics is no easy task; restaging the
classic of classics is even a perilous task. However, |
did not think too much about that when | started
planning the production. | figured that most
theatregoers in Shanghai have a keen interest

in Cantonese opera. The prime reason | picked

Farewell My Concubine in the Small Theatre — An Unusual Learning Experience
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Photo courtesy: Keith Lai

Farewell My Concubine (2016)
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Farewell My Concubine is that a well known classic
makes an effective showcase of the unique charm

of our art.

As far as | know, other than the Beijing opera
version, Farewell My Concubine is also found
in Minstrel Naamyam (“Southern Sound”) of
Cantonese operatic music. There are many
interpretations, such as a sung version by Mak Bing-
wing and Fung Wong-nui; a version written by Yip
Siu-tak; a Cantonese opera tune titled Farewell My
Concubine: New Rendition written in recent years; a
coloured Cantonese opera film titled The Chu-Han
Contention which | saw on TV; and other versions
that only exist in text. Despite the varying versions
and origins, the plot on the whole is very much the
same. | believe that the Mainland audience knows
this story inside out, thus making it the best option

to present the riches of Cantonese opera.

| have divided the story into four segments:
Returning to the Barracks, Old Tunes of the Chu
State, The Warrior Horse, and Suicide by Wu River

respectively.

First segment: Returning to the Barracks
This segment is rendered entirely in the authentic
Classic Dialect, or in other words, the “Official

Language”. A hundred years ago, all Cantonese

operas were sung in the Classic Dialect spoken in
central China, until the days of maestro Sit Kok-sin,
who first performed them in everyday colloquial
Cantonese to bring Xiqu closer to modern day
audiences. That said, the Classic Dialect is integral
nonetheless to the singing and speech in today's

Cantonese opera.

As for acting, the action routine performed by
Xiang Yu when he makes his stage entrance is
called“Jumping the Great Act”, which is followed by
“Running through the Four Gates”. Upon Consort
Yu's entrance, her vocal passage in zhongban
(moderate beat) and the use of large gongs and
drums capture the characteristics of traditional

Cantonese opera.

Second segment: Old Tunes of the Chu State

This segment begins at the moment Xiang Yu and
Consort Yu sit down. We set out to present in
this segment the characteristics of contemporary
Cantonese opera, so we used vernacular
Cantonese instead of the Classic Dialect. In
regard to qupai (song pattern), in addition to the
traditional Banghuang Tune, we also had ditties
such as Consort Yu's Falling Petals in the Sky, as well
as Minstrel Naamyam sung by the generals. All this
reflects the diversity and flexibility in Cantonese

operatic music.
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Third segment: The Warrior Horse

As the plot unfolds, the Chu generals, after hearing
the tunes of their home country, are demoralised
amid growing fear of defeat. While keeping
intact the traditional “Running Water" percussion
sequence to heighten the drama, we also followed
the convention of using the gong and drum in

Beijing opera for Cantonese opera.

What's more, we made a conscious effort to take
contemporary Cantonese opera another step
forward. The all-new The Song of Gaixia and the
new tunes for Consort Yu are a breakthrough
in terms of melody; the removal of Consort Yu's
sword dance and revisions to her suicide scene
are also bold moves that depart from traditional
fare. We hope these alterations would depict the
characters’ inner landscape from more varied

perspectives.

Fourth segment: Suicide by Wu River

This final segment embodies some of our hopes for
the development of Cantonese opera. Percussion
Ensemble Leader ChanTing-pong devised a passage
for in between scenes to conjure up a fierce battle
fought by thousands. The “Gong Flowers” upon
Xiang Yu's stage entrance, for example, depicts
in an abstract, unprecedented way the hegemon

king's futile attempt to break the siege. Ng Lap-hei

in the role of the commander and | engaged in a
“combat” that transcends time and space, in the
hope of magnifying the number of fighters and, in
turn, drawing the viewers to the battle happening

before their eyes.

Some new tunes have formed the spine of this
segment, playing up the psychological struggles of
Xiang Yu as he is forced to retreat to Wu River.
Both Consort Yu and the commander point to
the devil inside the once dominant hegemon king.
The action-packed performing style illuminates the
build-up to Xiang Yu's eventual suicide. The set,
lighting and sound effects all serve as atmospherics

to add a touch of innovation to traditional Xiqu.

Farewell My Concubine is an endeavour to both
inherit and perpetuate the legacy of Cantonese
opera from the past to the future, in terms
of performing style, theatre setting, wardrobe,
percussion, language, music, and lighting — basically
everything the audience sees and hears.We hoped
that this collective effort would give the audience
in Shanghai a fuller taste of our operatic art. At
last, at 7:30 pm on December 8, 2016, Farewell My
Concubine (small-theatre version) opened at the

Shanghai Dramatic Arts Center.
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That evening, | was indeed a bit nervous. It was,
after all, my debut at a Mainland Xiqu festival, my
maiden small-theatre Xiqu production, and my first
attempt to bring my Cantonese opera to Shanghai
for evaluation by veterans and connoisseurs. As a
Cantonese opera performer from Hong Kong, |
earnestly hoped that the Mainland audience would
recognise the riches of our art, so that the nine-
month efforts that had gone into this one-hour

programme would not be wasted.

After the curtain came down, many Xiqu veterans
from Shanghai showered us with valuable comments.
What has left the deepest impression is the advice
from Master Luo Huaizhen, Vice-chairman of the
Shanghai Dramatists Association, who said we are
safeguarding the proper way and heading the right
direction.The “way", which can be either old or new,
has to be proper Master Luo’s positive feedback
matters not only to Farewell My Concubine, but to
our artistic practice in the long run.
During the fortnight at the 2nd Shanghai
Experimental Xiqu Festival in 2017, we, together
with Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe, Experimental
Theatre of Liyuan Opera of Fujian and Hebei
Bangzi Opera Troupe of Beijing, took turns staging
works to foster

experimental  small-theatre

exchange between different regions. We took this

opportunity to watch other dramatic genres, from
which we realised that “small-theatre Xiqu' has been
booming in the Mainland. Old and new, past and
present go side by side in an inclusive environment
of myriad genres and themes. A question flashed
across my mind: Could small-theatre production be

a way forward for Cantonese opera in Hong Kong?

| think that would be a challenging mission! Here in
Hong Kong, Cantonese opera is largely a business
endeavour; as most performances are profit-driven.
Mainland theatre troupes have a totally different
setup from ours.They are in a much better position
to develop small-theatre Xiqu. Take a small theatre
with 200 seats as an example; charging HK$200 per
head may not be enough to cover expenses for
one evening performance. Moreover, small-theatre
Xiqu has yet to become a trend here in Hong Kong,
where audiences usually expect a performance of
no less than three hours in length. Could small-
theatre programmes, which have a shorter running
time, possibly win the favour of Cantonese opera
fans? It has been some time since small-theatre Xiqu
came into existence in the Mainland. In addition to
theatres specially designated for such productions,
there have been small-theatre Xiqu festivals and
related programmes, accompanied by substantial
training for talents who specialise in this distinct

operatic art. We in Hong Kong have much to learn
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from their experience. In terms of art, the pared-
down approach of small-theatre productions offers
a different creative environment; be it physical
setting, performance scale, subject matter and
interactivity, there are unparalleled merits which
cannot be found in the large theatre. Despite the
small size, it nonetheless provides young actors with

endless possibilities.

The small-theatre version of Farewell My Concubine,
with the backing of WKCD’s Xiqu Centre, offered
the production crew tremendous room for creative
experiment. | had discussed repeatedly with
Percussion Ensemble Leader Chan Ting-bong and
Ensemble Leader Lau Kwok-ying and other musicians
the arrangements for the gong and drum. In our
quest to showcase the unique beauty of Cantonese
opera, we also had to overcome limitations of
the small theatre, such as the sound level of gong
and drum. We conducted final rehearsals with the
musicians over and over again to examine with Janet
Wong and Ng Lap-hei how to perfect our work,
and invited experts over for advice. That was made
possible not just by the resources we had, but more
importantly, the professionalism and devotion of all

the crew members. The passion we shared is the

greatest gift | got from this project.

| was told that some people think we have overrated
our abilities in bringing Farewell My Concubine to
Shanghai. Such opinions are not entirely ungrounded,
and it was exactly my intention to test our abilities. It
is perfectly understandable that theatregoers focus
their attention on actors’ performance on stage. As
professional actors, however, we have to open our
eyes to the world. Every single encounter on and
off stage can be a learning experience — if you feel
things deeply, you may deepen your understanding;
if you do not, you while your days away easily. | am
one of those unabashedly bold greenhorns who
do not shy away from all the ups and downs, wins
and losses. | want all my teammates, including the
cast, musicians, set and lighting designers, stage
manager, pre-production publicists and planners, to
understand that the success or failure of Farewell
My Concubine hinges on each and every one of
them, not just the protagonists on stage. | hope they
would carry this belief with them through all the
other Cantonese operas they work on. By igniting
your beacon and then many others, let us hope
that in the years to come, Cantonese opera would
become more professionalised and all practitioners

more passionate.
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In September and November 2017, Farewell My
Concubine was rerun in Hong Kong and Beijing
respectively to put our "*hegemon king belief” to the
test once again.In the days ahead, we look forward to
bringing this Hong Kong-made small-theatre version
of Farewell My Concubine to a broader audience and
newer heights, both geographically and artistically.
My special thanks go to our predecessors, whose
guidance cemented our determination to tread
the “proper path”. Every time | touch my bald
head — the result of my turn as the hegemon king,
a “painted-face” character which calls for a shaved

head — this belief springs to mind.

(Translated by Elbe Lau)
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Keith Lai

A trusted disciple of Cantonese opera maestro Man
Chin-sui and famed musician Poon Sai-lun, Keith
Lai also apprenticed under Man Lai-fung and Hon
Yan-ming. He actively broadens his experience by
performing multiple types of roles with different
theatre troupes. His dedication to Cantonese opera
has brought him to stages in Singapore, Malaysia,

Canada, and more.

In 2010, Lai garnered the Most Promising Cantonese
Young Actor Award (sheng role) jointly presented by
the Chinese Artists Association of Hong Kong and
Radio Television Hong Kong Radio 5.1n 201 I, he won
the Award for Young Artist (Xiqu) from the Hong
Kong Arts Development Council, and founded his own
troupe to promote Cantonese opera in a new way. His
recent scripts include Green Snake, Son of Heaven, Too
Late for Regret, 8,000 Li of Cloud and Moon, Busybodies
Celebrating the New Year,among other titles. He has also
adapted Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream
and Hamlet into Cantonese operas, namely A Dream
in Fantasia and The Arrant Revenge. In 2016, he debuted
at the 2nd Shanghai Experimental Xiqu Festival with
a new Cantonese opera, Farewell My Concubine. In
2017, he co-scripted Emperor Wu of Han and Hlis Jester
Strategist for the 45th Hong Kong Arts Festival.
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