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Review of Chinese Opera
ogramming, Strategies from the \/antage Foint of 20

Arthur S. Y. Pang

ooking back at the last decade of Hong Kong Chinese opera
tistic-administrative practices from 2020 the year of COVID-1
)ckdown, Arthur Pang draws our attention to a sudden closure of
0-year plus of stable existence of the traditional art form in this cit
hinese opera events in 2019 made Hong Kong feel jubilant for th
brant performances on stage, the Chinese Opera Festival 2019 colore
y the variety of regional Chinese operas presented, the grand openin
the long-awaited world-class Xiqu Centre.... All that predictable
plifting movements dissolved into a prolonged unstable sequence
op-motion since the first confirmed COVID-19 case in town in ear
020. Pang in this article first gives a quick overview of the recent histo
the program presentations of regional Chinese operas in Hong Kon
efore contrasting the Chinese opera programs in 2019 and 2020 wit
2spect to social stability and instability; and, viewing from the vantag
oint of 2020, mapping the strategies of programming regional Chine
operas of the Chinese Opera Festival and the Xiqu Centre.




Hong Kong has always been an active stage f
hinese opera. Not only Cantonese opera, other region
hinese operas have been staged for years in Hon
ong. Extravaganzas of regional operas are organized b
ublic as well as private presenters, where troupes
pera genres from various regions of China are invited t
erform in Hong Kong.

One notable example of such shows was th
howcase of Chinese Regional Operas presented by th
ong Kong United Arts Entertainment Company Limite
t the Sunbeam Theatre in the 1980s. At the 198
howcase event, nine regional opera troupes fro
ainland China were invited. A variety of opera genre
ere presented, including Hunan opera, Shanxi oper
ue opera from Shanghai, Huangmeixi from Anhu
eking opera from Liaoning and others.” This is one
e examples in the last couple of decades of presentin
variety of regional Chinese opera genres in one even
he Hong Kong United Arts altogether did five rounds
howcases of Chinese regional operas. After that th
gency went on to present several other Chinese opera
xtravaganzas such as the China Arts Festival (199
994, 1996), and the 200" Anniversary of Hui Oper
roupes Arriving in Beijing (1990).?

Another example is the annual Chinese Oper
estival organized by the Hong Kong Urban Council i
e 1970s. The Chinese Opera Festival was launched |
978 at the Hong Kong City Hall Concert Hall, a ten-da
ala event showcasing Peking opera, Yue opera an
antonese opera.® The festival were held for thre
onsecutive years. The 1979 festival also presente
unqu opera. A newspaper reported, “Tonight, th
hinese Opera Festival being held at the City Hall wi
tage a Kunqu opera show, a rare Chinese theatr




enre . . . .”* This indicated that Kunqu opera was n
gularly performed in Hong Kong at the time. Since th
980s, Kunqu opera has been staged in Hong Kong mor
ften. In November 1989, when the Hong Kong Cultur
entre was opened, amongst the grand programs in th
ultiple-week long celebration extravaganza was
howcase of all the six Kunqu opera troupes from Chin
t that time.® In 1997 the then Provisional Urban Coun
rganized once again a Chinese Opera Festiv
resenting various regional Chinese opera genres. Ov
0 Chinese opera troupes local and from mainland Chin
ere invited, with Peking opera, Kunqu opera an
antonese opera taking up the core of the festival
rograms.®

It was not until 2010 that the Chinese Opera Festiv
as rebooted. The Leisure and Cultural Service
epartment (LCSD) of the Hong Kong SAR Governme
nnounced, “To promote and develop traditional Chines
pera, facilitate cultural exchange, and encourag
ultural creativity, the LCSD will present the Chines
pera Festival as a regular annual event to make Hon
ong the bridge and window exhibiting the art of Chines
pera to the rest of the world.” ” The 48-day Chines
pera Festival 2010 took place from 4 June to 21 July, 1
pera troupes from Hong Kong and mainland Chin
ncompassing eight regional operas were invite
cluding Peking opera, Kunqu opera, Yue oper
Ichuan opera, Puxian opera, Zhengzi opera, Chaozho
pera and Cantonese opera. On top of the performance
ere were activities like concerts of Cantonese operati
Inging and other narrative singing genres, as well a
ks and seminars. There were altogether over 60 event
ith a total number of audience attendance of ov
0,000.2 Since then, the Chinese Opera Festival ha
een a notable event every summer and the large



hinese opera extravaganza of the decade.

2019 is a particularly bountiful year for regional oper
vents in Hong Kong. In addition to the annual Chines
pera Festival, the year also marked the opening of th
est Kowloon Cultural District Xiqu Centre after over 1
ears of planning and preparation. The Xiqu Centre ha
ositioned itself “Hong Kong’s first performing arts venu
edicated to promoting the rich heritage of Chines
pera.” A series of Chinese opera performances fro
xpensive productions to small-scale experimental work
f various Chinese regional opera genres were stage
ere in its opening year.

2020 saw an abrupt downturn of social condition
itting hard the Hong Kong Chinese opera communit
nd that of the other performing arts). The sudden glob
pread of the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020 (and th
as lasted for more than two years at the time of writin
as made Chinese opera performances and relate
vents almost totally frozen, as all public gathering
rowds in Hong Kong has been heavily restricted f
ngthy periods since early 2020. Non-local Chines
pera troupes were not able to visit Hong Kong becaus
f the imposition of COVID-19 lockdown laws. As suc
020 turned out to be a convenient vantage point t
onduct an overview of the programming strategies
oth the newly launched Xiqu Centre and th
ng-standing LCSD in the past decade. 2020 virtuall
losed a chapter in the recent development history
ong Kong Chinese opera as it changed radically th
cology of this industry. Reviewing the programming
gional Chinese operas by major presenters in this cit
the relatively stable years from 2010 (debut of th
boot of the 1970s' Chinese Opera Festival) up to 202
utbreak of COVID-19) will be useful for rethinkin



Inese opera programming strategy and this traditio
form’s existential situation in the post-COVID-19 er

o Pl
- 9
| he (hinese Opera I estival
2010-2020 :

2020 was supposed to be the LCSD’s
Chinese Opera Festival stepping into its
second decade of bringing to town a
summer extravaganza of regional Chinese
operas. Yet all the planned programs had
to be cancelled because of the pandemic.
The festival administrators’ year-long effort
of programming was wiped out. We shall
give an overview of the festival's programs
of regional Chinese operas from its
inception in 2010 up to 2020 the first year
of COVID-19 hit.



2020

2 Chinese Opera Festival's Announcement: "In view of the late
ation of COVID-19, the Chinese Opera Festival (COF) scheduled t
eld from June to August 2020 originally has been cancelled. Th
sure and Cultural Services Department organises the COF annuall
ting numerous professional arts groups from the Mainland to com
'Hong Kong to offer audiences high-quality Chinese ope
)grammes in conjunction with local arts groups. Due to th
idemic and numerous uncertainties in global business travels, th
SD and participating arts groups reached a consensus on cancellin
 festival this year. See you at the ‘Chinese Opera Festival 2021°!"
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As shown in the above listing, the Chinese O
estival had staged 38 genres of regional Chinese oper
nce 2010. Among them, Peking opera, Kunqu ope
d Cantonese opera were on the program every ye
e Cantonese operas staged were mostly new work
llowed by (Shanghai) Yue opera which appeared on t
ogram for six years; the remaining genres were most
aged for one or two years. 2017 was the year which sa
e most genres staged (10 in total), while 2011 and 201
d the least (six). In terms of genre selection, other th
e popular genres such as Peking opera, Kunqu ope
d Yue opera, the festival’s programming tended

vor older genres such as Qingiang, Puxian oper
yuan opera.

The Chinese Opera Festival 2020 was taken out
OVID-19. The LCSD announced the cancellation on
oril on its official Facebook page and stating that
ould return in 2021. The LCSD’s 28 April press updat
lefly mentioned that its programming had original
ontracted numerous mainland Chinese as well

erseas performing arts groups.’ Contrasting with t



multuous 2020 “cancel year,” 2019 was liked
ll-bloom last stand of the Chinese Opera Festival befor
e COVID-19 outbreak.

The Chinese Opera Festival 2019 opened wit
eking opera. There were altogether six Peking oper
hows. The first three programs were The Boar Fores
he Great Beauty Xi Shi, and Mu Guiying Takin
ommand. The latter two are representative works
rand master Mei Lanfang, and were performed at th
stival by Yu Kuizhi and Li Shengsu. Yang Chi, disciple
nowned painted-face actor Yuan Shikai took the lead i
e first act of The Boar Forest.

The other three shows were staged by the Shangh
ingju Theatre Company. The first show include
ermilion Birthmark featuring Wang Peiyu, renowne
male artist of the Yu (Shuyan) school of the old mal
le-type performance; followed by Water Nymph
izhou City, a woman warrior play; and Red Mulber.
own, a demanding work for the painted-face and ol
male role-type actors. The second show consisted
u San Escorted to Trial and Trial by Three Magistrate
om Yu Tang Chun, starring Shi Yihong of the M
anfang) school of female role-type performance, an
u Song Fighting in the Tavern, a signature work of G
laotian. The last show was a full-length play Seve
eroes and Five Gallants, a crowd pleaser with seve
ctors sharing a series of extensive vocal passages a
e selling point.

As for Kunqu opera, the Jiangsu Kunqu Oper
heatre presented one show of a full-length play Th
IStakes Caused by a Kite and two shows of selecte
lassic excerpts. The cast included renowned vetera
ctresses Shi Xiaomei, Hu Jinfang and Zhang Jidie,

epresentative Bearers of Kunqu Opera as a Nation




tangible Cultural Heritage and winners of the Plu
lossom Award. They performed excerpts from Th
eony Pavilion, The Legend of the Embroidered Coa
nd The Iron Headgear. The full-length Mistakes Cause
y a Kite was performed by National Class One act
lan Zhenrong with Plum Blossom Award winner
ongliang.

The Shanghai Yue Opera Group staged popular Yu
peras with a star-studded cast including the vic
resident of the group Qian Huili [of the Xu (Yula

hool], director of Troupe One of the Group Fang Yafe
f the Yuan (Xuefen) school], Zhang Ruihong of the Fa
uijuan) school, Shan Yangping and Wang Zhiping bot
f the Wang (Wenjuan) school. Yue opera classi

omance of the West Chamber, Meng Lijun, Tale of th
est Garden and Southeast the Peacocks Fly wer
aged.

Other than the above three major Chinese oper
enres, the 2019 Festival also presented Liyuan oper
nd Ouju opera from Zhejiang. The Liyuan opera sho
as performed by the Experimental Theatre of Liyua
pera of Fujian, which marked the second time that th
oupe performed at the Chinese Opera Festival. LCSD’
ublicity highlighted the more than 800 years history
lyuan opera, one of the oldest existing regional Chines
peras, as well as its repertoire of restored versions of ol
lays. Take for example the dialogues and lyrics in Zh
aichen (version based on incomplete parts from ancie
ripts), the old Fujian dialect and slangs were retaine
r this production.

Ouju opera was presented for the first time at th
hinese Opera Festival 2019. The promotion emphasize
e delicate and subtle singing in the civil acts and th
any special and unique techniques in the fightin




cenes."" Performed by the Wenzhou Opera Researc
stitute, the program consisted of both civil and marti
lays including The Legend of the White Snake, Killing
og to Admonish Her Husband and Gao Ji and
anchun. The promotion video on the festival websit
howed that the selling points of the first two plays wer
e fighting skills and body movements, while Gao Ji an
u Sanchun was romance drama. All three plays starre
e popular Ouju opera actors Fang Rujiang and C
laoqiu. The Legend of the White Snake is a signatur
lay of Fang Rujiang’s.

It is notable that the 2019 Chinese Opera Festiv
o-organized with the newly opened Xiqu Centre sever
roductions that were staged at the Grand Theatre of th
Iqu Centre. There was also a performer-audience “clos
roximity” small-scale production entitled The Fragranc
f Chrysanthemums and Orchids — A Close Encounter
eking Opera and Kunqu Opera at the Xiqu Centre Te
ouse Theatre. All three shows presented excerpts fro
eking and Kunqu operas: The Daughter of the Hors
rader, The Crossroads, The Pulley and others. The ca
cluded Tang Yuen-ha, Plum Blossom Award winn
om Hong Kong, renowned Kunqu veteran Cai Zhengre
om Shanghai, and Kunqu old male role-type actor L
ongchang. The Tea House Theatre is a small-size
eatre that provides around 100 seats with clos
roximity between the audience and the performers. Th
how’'s publicity spotlighted, “Staged in the intimat
etting of the Xiqu Centre Tea House Theatre, the thre
erformances in this mixed and diverse program off
udiences an up-close and unique experience of two
e most prominent xiqu genres: Peking opera commonl
presented by chrysanthemum, and Kunqu, represente
y orchids.”?




he Xiqu (_entre, ﬁ"
est Kowloon Cultural District:

ew [ romotor of (_hinese Opcr
acing COVID-19

The Xiqu Centre, the first performance venu
mpleted amongst those planned by the West Kowloo
ultural District,’® was officially opened in 201¢
eaning that in addition to the LCSD’s performing art
esentations throughout the year, there would be in th
ars to come more platforms and opportunities fc
gional Chinese operas to meet Hong Kong audiences
he Chairman of the WKCDA Board Henry Tang said o
e opening day of the Xiqu Centre, “| hope that th
Iqu Centre will be an important ‘centre’ where differe
gional Chinese operas will converge.” In its openin
ar, the Xiqu Centre already presented many heavyweig
gional opera performances in collaboration with th
1ese Opera Festival to create a sumptuous feast
ese opera shows.
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Date

. 30 Dec 2018 — 6 Jan 2019

Performing Organization/Performer '
The Chinese Artists Association of Hong Kong
~ Regional Opera

- Cantonese opera
Program Title
Stage Dedication and Open Day Cantonese

Opera Performances

v

Date

21-30 Jan (no show on 24 Jan)

Performing Organization/Performer

Cast: Chan Po Chu, Mui Suet Sze
Yau Sing Po, Liu Kwok Sum, Tam Wi
Lun, Wong Hai Wing, Leung Fei Tung

Regional Opera
Cantonese opera
Program Title

. -\\7176 Reincarnation of the Red Plum

Date

9 Feb — 1 Mar
Performing Organization/Performer

Hong Kong Cantonese Opera Chamber of Commerce
Regional Opera
antonese opera
rogram Title
pring Festival Showcase by the Hong Kong Cantonese Oper
Chamber of Commerce



- Performing Organization/Performer

China Theatre Association Plum Blossom Award Art Troupe
Regional Opera

- Peking opera, Kun opera, Cantonese opera, Yue opera, Ganna
ea-picking opera, Ping opera, Ou opera, Yuju opera
Program Title

A Master Selection of Peking Opera, Kunqu Opera, Cantones
Opera and other Regional Operas

Date
2-5 May
Performing Organization/Performer
Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe
Regional Opera
Kunqu opera
Program Title
Four Dreams in the Camellia Hall (A Pair of Purple
Hairpins, The Peony Pavilion, A Dream Under the
Southern Bough, The Tale of Handan)

Date
30-31 Aug 30-31
Performing Organization/Performer
GuoGuang Opera Company
Regional Opera
Peking opera
Program Title
Dowager Xiao-Zhuang and Dorgon

Date
6-7 Sept [Cancelled]
Performing Organization/Performer
Hong Kong and Macau Intangible Cultural Heritage Researc
Centre, Bak Yuk Ging Cantonese Opera Troupe of Macau,
- Guangdong Cantonese Opera Theatre, Nanning Cantonese
Opera Troupe
Regional Opera
- Cantonese opera
Program Title

Showcase of Classical Cantonese Opera Excerpts



a |

v
’ W Date
15 Sept
‘ ) J Performing Organization/Performer
: Cast: Li Qiuyuan, Wang Kit Ching, Yuen Tak Cheon
Jim Ho Fung, Tsai Chi Wei
Regional Opera
Cantonese opera
Program Title
Passing Down the Legacy: Cantonese
Opera Showcase

>

*

Date
6 Oct — 24 Nov
Performing Organization/Performer
Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe
Shanghai Yue Opera Group
Xiqu Centre (producing Experimental
Cantonese Opera Farewell My Concubine)
Regional Opera
Kunqu opera, Yue opera, Cantonese op
Program Title
Experimental Chinese Opera Series 201

Date
15-17 Nov [Cancelled]
Performing Organization/Performer
Chongqing Chuanju Theatre
Regional Opera
Sichuan opera
- Program Title
 Li Yaxian
A Master Selection of Sichuan Opera Excerpts

.,
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Date
11-12 Dec 11 — 12 [Cancelled]
Performing Organization/Performer
Shanxi Jin Opera Theatre, Datong Beilu Bangzi
Opera Learning Centre, Jincheng Shangdang
Bangzi Opera Theatre, Linfen Small Plum
- Blossoms Pu Opera Training Centre
Regional Opera ;
Jin opera, Beilu bangzi, Shangdang bangzi, Pu
opera
Program Title
Rare Classics: Shanxi Opera Excerpts

2020

Date
26-29 Aug [Cancelled]
Performing Organization/Performer
Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe
Regional Opera
Kunqu opera
Program Title
Ringing the Palace Bell, The Story of the Ja
\ Hairpin, The Outburst of a Shrew
N

Date
10 Oct - 15 Nov [Cancelled mostly]
Performing Organization/Performer
Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe
Shanghai Yue Opera Group
] 7 Jin Liansheng Gaojia Opera Troupe
| Contemporary Legend Theatre
Xiqu Centre (producing Experimental Cantone
opera Farewell My Concubine and Wenguang
Explores the Valley)
Regional Opera
Kunqu opera, Yue opera, Gaojia opera, Peking opera,
Cantonese opera
Program Title
)erimental Chinese Opera Festival 2020
ormances by the Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe, Shanghai
ra Group Troupe, Jin Liansheng Gaojia Opera Troupe and Hsi
end Youth Theatre cancelled]



In 2019, among the 11 performance events organize
y the Xiqu Centre, six of them were Chinese oper
hows, with 13 regional operas (Cantonese oper
cluded). Similar to the Chinese Opera Festiv
rganized by the LCSD, the Xiqu Centre has also bee
resenting significantly more Peking, Kunqu and Yu
peras than the other regional genres, and featurin
ese three genres at an important position too.

The first regional opera performance staged at th
Iqu Centre was the Master Selection of Peking oper
unqu, Cantonese Opera and Mixed Xiqu Excerpt
erformed by the star-studded China Theatre Associatio
lum Blossom Award Art Troupe. Taking part in th
xtravaganza were 27 Plum Blossom Award winners an
any of them were two or three-time winners. Among th
erformances were Fleeing by Night, a signature play

el Yanling performed by Pei herself; Red Mulberry Tow:
erformed by painted face actor Meng Guanglu, Qi
long Inspects the Army performed by male warrior act
ang Ping, and The Fourth Son Visits His Mothe
emembering His Mother at the Palace performed b
hang Fenglian and Zhang Xingyue. Kunqu oper
erformances included the “Calling Upon the Pictur
cene from The Peony Pavilion, a signature play of th
nowned master Cai Zhengren; the demanding militar
lay Lu Bu Breaking in the Horse performed by Lin Weili
he Birth of a Son” from Reunited by a White Ha
erformed by Wang Fang; and “The Gift of a Sword” fro
rincess Baihua and “The Battle on the Water” from Th
egend of the White Snake performed by renowne
oman warrior performers Yang Fengyi and Gu Haoha
xhibiting their brilliant acrobatic skills together wit
ang Zhenyi and Wu Shuang in supporting roles. Th
ast of this event encompassed the most outstandin
hinese opera actors from three generations from th



te 1970s (when China’s open policy began) to th
010s. In its opening year, the Xiqu Centre alread
atured an array of regional Chinese operas performe
y a stellar cast from multiple generations.

Among the various regional operas staged, Gangna
ea-Picking opera was the most rarely presented genr
Hong Kong; Tang Er Tests His Wife performed by Lon
ong and Du Huan was a comedy accompanied in son
nd dance; Yue opera classic He Wenxiu: Fortune-tellin
as performed by Xiao Ya of the Yin (Ruijuan) schoo
Ing opera Zhao Jintang: Reunited at the RIic
Istribution was performed by two-time Plum Blosso
ward winner Zeng Zhaojuan; Ouju opera The Legend

e White Snake: The Broken Bridge performed by Fan
ujiang was also the signature play of Fang, who agai
erformed the full-length version at the Chinese Oper
estival of the same year. Yuju opera The Breez
avilion: The Lost Son was performed by Li Shujian. All'|
ll, the China Theatre Association Plum Blossom Awar
rt Troupe presented all-encompassing programs wit
oth martial and civil plays, the selected excerpt classic
atured solo performances of various role-type actor
ooming in on the artistry of the performing artists.

In early May 2019, Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troup
as invited to perform Four Dreams in the Camellia Ha
t the Xigu Centre. A renowned opera troupe of Chin

e Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe has been performin
Hong Kong since the 1980s, including thre
ppearances at the Chinese Opera Festival. In late 201

e troupe collaborated with the Chinese Artist
ssociation of Hong Kong to perform the full-lengt
ersion of The Legend of the White Snake at the Chin
hanghai International Arts Festival. In March when G
aohao, director of the troupe, performed in Hong Kon



ith the Plum Blossom Arts Troupe, she said that th
oupe would have visited Hong Kong three times in th
ame year and performed at the Xiqu Centre.'® As part
e agreement signed between the Xiqu Centre and th
hanghai Center of Chinese Operas in 2016," it is onl
atural that the Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe becam
e first Chinese opera troupe to perform at the Xiq
entre."®

Ming Dynasty playwright Tang Xianzu’s four works
air of Purple Hairpins, The Peony Pavilion, A Drea
nder the Southern Bough and The Tale of Handa
ollectively known as Four Dreams in the Camellia Ha
he Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe made a new, gran
roduction of the four masterpieces for the commemoratio
f the 400th anniversary of the death of the playwrigh
hich has been performed in China as well as abroa
ultiple times since 2016. At the Chinese Opera Festiv
016, the troupe presented a vocal concert of the Fo
reams, and the first time for the troupe to stage this fu
ersion in Hong Kong was at the Xiqu Centre in 2019. Th
ast included the three core actors of the troupe: Li A
hen Yili and Wu Shuang. This also indicated that th
rogramming direction of the Xiqu Centre has leane
ward big productions. Meanwhile, the Centre ha
nother facet of programming toward the modern “littl
eatre” concept of productions.

After the Kunqu performances followed the Pekin
pera Dowager Xiao-Zhuang and Dorgon performed b
e Guoguang Opera Company of Taiwan, starring W
ai-min and Tang Wen-hwa, the two principal actors

e company, together with Wen Yu-hang. The play wa
n original new work premiered in 2016. Unlike th
oupes from mainland China which perform mosil
aditional classics, Guoguang’s recent creative directio




as produced mostly new works of large scale as we
s studio style. For example, in 2016, Guoguan
ollaborated with Hong Kong’s experimental theatre Zu
osahedron to stage the new Peking opera “little theatr
ork Lord Guan Yu on Stage, and in the same ye
erformed The Ghost Seller in collaboration with Xiqg
entre. In 2018, Guoguang staged Sunlight After Snowfa
heavyweight new Peking opera work, with musi
ccompaniment in western orchestral music performe
y the Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra. Also notabl
that Guoguang had not appeared at the Chinese Oper
estival prior to its shows in the opening year of the Xiq
entre, and it was the first Chinese opera troupe th
resented a full-length Peking opera at the Xiqu Centre.

In 2019, the Hong Kong SAR Government propose
e extradition bill to amend the Fugitive Offender
rdinance. It sparked massive social protests, and man
erforming groups planning to perform in Hong Kong lat
the year were affected. The Xiqu Centre had originall
rranged the Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe, th
hanghai Yue Opera Group, the Chongqging Chuanj
heatre, and the four troupes from the Shanxi province t
erform three programs in Hong Kong. It was forced t
ancel all. The Xiqu Centre’s original programming
ringing six regional operas to Hong Kong was reduced t
nly three.

Both the Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe and th
hanghai Yue Opera Group under the Shanghai Cent
f Chinese Operas were to take part in the Experiment
hinese Opera Series™ to perform the plays recommende
y their parent institute: experimental Kunqu opera Th
hairs and experimental Yue opera Destiny of Rebirt
he former is an adaptation of French theatre of th
bsurd playwright Eugéne lonesco’s famous play of th



ame name, starring Wu Shuang and Shen Yili. Destin
f Rebirth’s cast included Xi Yaqin, Wang Qin and Wan
ousang. The play used an “avant-garde productio
hat) blurs the boundary between stage and auditoriu
viting the audience to move among the performers an
xperience the plot from the perspective of thos
volved, in a fully immersive encounter” as sellin
Bint.*°

As for the Chongqging Chuanju Theatre, the origin
rogram plan was to stage L/ Yaxian with Shen Tiem
Iso director of the theatre) in the title role, and Su
ongbo co-starring, as well as a selection of Sichua
pera excerpts in the vocal style of gaogiang an
unqgiang. Shen Tiemei is a (if not the) leading performin
rtist in Sichuan opera, three-time winner of the Plu
lossom Award. L/ Yaxian is one of her signature play
he work has been staged by the Chongqing Chuanj
heatre at Hong Kong’s Chinese Opera Festival 2017.

Lastly is the program Rare Classics: Shanxi Ope
xcerpts featuring four troupes from the Shanxi provinc
perform an array of Shanxi operas: Jin opera, Bell
angzi, Shangdang bangzi and Pu opera, at the Xiq
entre Tea House Theatre. The program can be take
s an indicator of Xiqu Centre’s pluralistic vision |
rogramming. In retrospective, the last Shanxi oper
how in Hong Kong dated back to 2009 at the LCSD’
hinese Clapper Opera Series. Using the regional genre
f bangzi operas as the theme, different bangzi opera
om various parts of China were presented. Among the
as a show dedicated to the four major families of Shan
angzi opera.?' Since then no bangzi opera performance
ad been staged at subsequent Chinese Opera Festival

Stepping into 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic cause
Ig challenges to the Xiqu Centre that aimed at promotin




rious regional Chinese operas. The Centre in this ye
ad only few announced programs (see the listing abov
nd almost all those few had to be cancelled at the end

e day because of the pandemic lockdown. The planne
lthough unrealized) programs did show that the Xiq
entre and the Shanghai Kunqu Opera Troupe had

lose collaboration, as the Troupe had been invited to d
Ig productions back-to-back in 2019 and 2020.

The last staged 2020 program by and at the Xiq
entre was the F‘little theatre” event "Experiment
hinese Opera Festival 2020.” The festival’'s originall
heduled series of performance events that include
oupes from mainland China and Taiwan were compelle
be scaled down to the local productions of Xiq
entre’s own Farewell My Concubine (New Version) an
enguang Explores the Valley (Hong Kong premiere
lthough the 2020 “little theatre” Festival was only held |
very limited way, it pointed to some significant aspec
the Xiqu Centre’s programming visions and strategie
lternative mode of performance to convention
pera-house style productions, representing a variety
hinese regional operas, serving as a translocal hub f
e presentations of Chinese operas.

Summarg and Out]ook

2019 and 2020 were two years in sharp contrast t
e business operations of Hong Kong’s Chinese oper
dustry. In 2019, the Chinese Opera Festival and th
Iqu Centre formed the major promotors of Chines
peras. The troupes invited by both presenters were th
hoicest of the time with many renowned veteran maste




d actors in their prime, showcasing a brilliant array
hinese regional opera genres and young and seni
tors from multiple generations.

Similar to its programming in the last nine years, t
hinese Opera Festival 2019 featured Peking, Kun
d Yue operas as the main body,?® complement wi
me rarely performed genres like Ouju opera, or genr
ith a very long history like Liuyuan opera. Likewise, t
iqu Centre also took Peking, Kunqu and Yue operas
e staple genres, supplemented certain areas which t
hinese Opera Festival seldom touched; for example, t
w “Peking opera in future tense” works of t
uoguang Opera Company from Taiwan, the little theat
lented Experimental Chinese Opera Series 2019, a
e Shanxi bangzi opera in Rare Classics: Shanxi ope
cerpts.

As the chair of the WKCD Board Henry Tang said
S address at the opening ceremony of the Xiqu Cent
30 December 2018, “There are 367 regional ope
genres in China. The Xiqu Centre as t
= ultimate performance venue f
foe ) ~ Chinese operas in Hong Kong, it
my aspiration that all region
N = opera genres of the nation will
/{:\/ staged at the Xiqu Centre.
N i {/& Whether Tang’s claimed ambiti
will be realized is yet to be see
We shall see how the Xi
Centre’s programming strategi
will unfold in the near future
response to the changing ecolo
for traditional performing arts.

2020 was a year of continuo
global pandemic hitting severe



performing arts communities, putting Hong Ko
Inese opera in an almost frozen state. The unexpecte
anges and sudden impact to the local Chinese op
ustry have compelled and propelled the practitione
d presenters to rethink their programming, productic
d performance strategies and to response promp
th new ideas and actions. The Xiqu Centre
nducting online little theatre symposiums hosted w
monstrations by mainland China and Taiwan troup
s an example. Such “walking on two legs” strateg
shows cum virtual performances that has also bee
opted by some local Cantonese opera troupes — m:
Il be a tenable negotiated means to cope with t
ntinuously mutating COVID-19 virus.

English Translation: Grace S. Y.

Additional Translation: Siu Leung
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