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Written by: Choi Kai-kwong (Researcher of bamboo theatre culture)

Adapting Cantonese Opera Ritual 
Performances for Appeasing Gods 
During the Pandemic

During the height of the pandemic, government anti-epidemic policies prohibited public 
gatherings, which led to the rejection of applications to build bamboo theatres for staging 
ritual Cantonese opera performances. As a result, performances could only take place 
on a smaller scale inside temples, in front of altars, or even be entirely cancelled. When 
the pandemic slightly improved, bamboo theatres were allowed to be erected in some 
locations, but with unprecedented anti-epidemic measures adopted. This article examines 
how bamboo theatre performances had to adapt during the pandemic and explores the 
preservation of ritual Cantonese opera and bamboo theatre culture.

Sharp Decline in Ritual Cantonese Opera Performances

Before the pandemic, there were on average more than 30 bamboo theatre performances 
of ritual Cantonese opera each year during festivals. During the pandemic, the number 
dropped sharply to only two performances in 2021 and three in 2022.

Performances in 2021 include the Cheung Chau Da Chiu Festival from May 16 to 19 (the 
5th to 8th day of the fourth month of the lunar calender) by Ko Shing Cantonese Opera 
Troupe; Tai O Hau Wong Festival from July 13 to 18 (4th to 9th of the sixth lunar month) 
by Lucky Cantonese Opera Troupe.

Performances in 2022 include Tai O Hau Wong Festival again, this year from July 2 to 
7 by Lucky Cantonese Opera Troupe; Tung Chung Hau Wong Festival from September 
11 to 15 (16th to 20th of the eighth lunar month)  by Lucky Cantonese Opera Troupe; and 
Remembrance of Ancestors during Ghost Festival organised by Tung Wah Group of 
Hospitals on August 15 and 17,  by Tsui Yuet Cantonese Opera Troupe. 
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2021 Cheung Chau Da Chiu Festival

The Organizing Committee adopted an open-air bamboo theatre, leaving the audience 
area uncovered to improve ventilation and reduce the risk of virus transmission. There 
was only one entrance and exit point to strictly control crowd flow.

The audience was required to have their temperature taken, and anyone with symptoms 
such as fever was denied entry. Before entering, audience had to sanitize their hands 
with disinfectant. Masks were mandatory and eating and drinking were strictly 
prohibited inside the theatre.

The audience seating area was divided into grids to reduce crowding. In each grid, a 
maximum of four people was allowed, with the total audience limit set at 96. Some 
stood to watch from outside the barrier.

Open-air bamboo theatre

The audience was required to have their temperature taken and scan the LeaveHomeSafe app QR code.
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Musicians were moved from the side of the stage to the area in front of the stage.

Audience seating area was divided into grids to reduce crowding.
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This case demonstrated the flexibility of bamboo theatre construction, which can be 
adapted to different circumstances. Theatres can be built large or small, elevated or less 
elevated; the perimeter of the audience seating area can be enclosed with zinc sheets 
or left completely open. The number of chairs can be increased or reduced at any time. 
The grid system used effectively helped to achieve social distancing and epidemic 
prevention.

2022 Tai O Hau Wong Festival

During this festival, a bamboo theatre was erected despite the pandemic. It was 
made possible not only because the venue was not a Leisure and Cultural Services 
Department sports ground and required only approval from the Lands Department, but 
also of the determination of the Organizing Committee and the opera troupe.

It was the first bamboo theatre performance after the government implemented the 
Vaccine Pass.

The Organizing Committee distributed gift packs that included masks. 

 Notices on epidemic prevention were posted.
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Before taking their seats, the audience had to scan the venue QR code using the 
LeaveHomeSafe app, then present their Vaccine Pass for verification, followed by a 
temperature check. If the temperature was normal, the person gets a “healthy sticker”. 
The sticker was a creative initiative by the organizers, featuring different lead actors. 
A different design was used for each performance and it was useful for identification.

 Checking the Vaccine Pass

 Staff taking the temperature of the audience
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 Audience receiving the “healthy sticker” after inspection

The bamboo theatre followed the epidemic prevention rules implemented by the 
government by opening only 85% of the seats. Certain seats were cordoned off with 
tape to maintain social distancing. After each performance, staff disinfected all seats 
with spraying devices.

Full set of the “healthy stickers”
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 Seats blocked off by tape

As for the opera troupe crew, they were required to present a negative PCR test result 
taken within 48 hours and take a rapid test every day before entering the venue. They 
had to report their negative results to the troupe manager. Everyone except performers 
and wind instrument musicians had to wear masks. Fans were strictly prohibited from 
visiting backstage to protect the crew from outside infection.

Staff disinfecting seats
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During the pandemic, organizing committees had to spend additional manpower 
and resources to implement anti-epidemic measures in compliance with government 
regulations when holding folk events, including ritual opera performances. They 
could be fined for anything not done properly. Such events were made possible only 
with the determination and support of everyone involved.

Onstage performance of the routine opera Eight Immortals Bestowing Longevity, with wind instrument 
musicians playing at the side of the stage.

Notice posted by the troupe: Backstage visits strictly prohibited
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Temple Performances in Front of Altars

In the event the organizing committee cancelled the construction of bamboo theatres, 
smaller-scale routine performances were staged in front of temple altars to serve as 
ritual operas.

For example, at the Tai Wong Yeh (Great Lord) Festival in Yuen Chau Tsai, Tai Po 
on June 17, 2021 (8th day of the fifth lunar month), performances of Eight Immortals 
Bestowing Longevity, Promoting to High Officialdom, and A Fairy Returns Her Son to 
the Mortal Father (short version)  were held that afternoon, in front of the temple altar 
to express gratitude and seek blessings.

Performing the routine repertoire Eight Immortals Celebrate Longevity in front of the altar inside the temple.
(Photo provided by Lucky Cantonese Opera Troupe)

Performing the routine repertoire Blessing by the God of Fortune in front of the altar inside the temple.
(Photo provided by Lucky Cantonese Opera Troupe)
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Replacing Live Opera with Puppet Theatre

In 2021, the Wang Chau Da Chiu Festival held once every eight years cancelled the 
bamboo theatre performances. Instead, Cantonese opera puppetry was staged to reduce 
crowd gatherings.

In 2022, the Lin Fa Tei Da Chiu Festival held once every five years cancelled the ritual 
opera performance entirely.

Notice announcing the cancellation of live opera performance, which was replaced by puppetry.

Stage of the Cantonese opera puppet performance
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Conclusion: The Pandemic Reveals the Nature of Cantonese 
Opera Ritual Performances for Appeasing Gods

During the pandemic, even though many organizing committes decided to cancel the 
bamboo theatre performances, they were still able to celebrate the deities’ birthdays and 
the Da Chiu festivals.

This raises several questions:

Is building a bamboo theatre and staging ritual Cantonese opera essential for the 
celebration?
Since building a bamboo theatre and hiring an opera troupe is very costly, will 
committees resume such performances after the pandemic to lower the expenses?
Will they replace large-scale bamboo theatre performances with small-scale routine 
performances in front of temple altars?
Or will they simply stop staging ritual operas altogether and use other rituals to 
celebrate the deities’ birthdays and the Da Chiu festivals?

2-11




