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Small-scale Troupe-operated

Performance Venues: A Case
Study of the Xiqu Arts Salon
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Written by: Choi Kai-kwong

During the pandemic, the government shut down all performance venues. The
Hong Kong Xiqu Troupe thereby established and began operating its own small
performance venue, the Xiqu Arts Salon, and started producing online live
shows. This article explores the diverse efforts of the troupe and how a troupe-
operated venue can open up new pathways for development.

The Stage of the Xiqu Arts Salon
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The Control Room of the Xiqu Arts Salon

The pandemic brought all in-person Cantonese opera performances and
promotional activities to a standstill. To continue promoting Cantonese opera and
maintaining engagement with audiences during the theatre closures, Cantonese
opera actress Dianna Tse Hue Ying and her husband, the renowned musician Ko
Yun Hung, decided to venture into the digital sphere. They renovated a flat in
a factory building, making it into a small performance venue and named it the
“Xiqu Arts Salon”. This was where they began producing live shows.

The first live show premiered on 26 February 2022. In 2023, a total of 23 live
broadcasts were presented on Wednesday evenings from 8:30 pm to around 10
pm on their YouTube channel, all hosted by Ko Yun Hung and Dianna Tse. The
programmes can be grouped into four categories:

Cantonese Opera Performers’ Conversations

Veteran Cantonese opera performers and young actors were invited to share
acting experiences and industry knowledge through informal discussions. For
example, veteran performer Liu Kwok Sum was invited to reflect on his artistic
journey and reveal his lesser-known personal aspects. In another episode,
young actors Ng Lap Hei, Christie To Wing Sum, and Janet Wong Po Suen
discussed various aspects of ritual performances for appeasing gods through
interactive games.
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Cross-disciplinary Collaborations

Artists from outside the Cantonese opera industry were invited for dialogues as
well as on-the-spot collaborative performances, generating new ideas through
synergy. One notable episode featured improvisational jamming with pop
musician Annette Chien, experimenting with traditional melodies in operatic styles.
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Music Masters Series
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Distinguished musicians, such as plucked string master Lee Chi Hung and
hugin performer Koo Sing Fai, were invited to exchange ideas and perform live
demonstrations, exploring Cantonese music and opera from a music perspective.
Wind instrument performer Chan Chi Chun also joined the performances as a
guest host.

Behind the Scenes of a Live Performance
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Interaction with Viewers on YouTube Live Streaming



“Re-storying the Play” Series

Under this series, attempts were made to reinterpret and reimagine existing
Cantonese opera stories and characters from a different perspective, offering
fresh insights to both performers and audience. Led by Dianna Tse, the scripts
were written together with young actors Ng Lap Hei, Kwok Kai Fai, and Chow
Lok Tung, with final editorial input from Dianna Tse and Ko Yun Hung. One
representative work, Where Is the Snake? The Snake Is There! reworked the
traditional narrative of The Legend of the White Snake, interrogating the question
of the snake’s presence within the story.
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The livestream performance of Where's the Snake? The Snake is Over There! under the Re-storying the
Play series was broadcast on 18 January 2023 from the Xiqu Arts Salon.

Sharings from three young performers who participated in the series:
Ng Lap Hei

As one of the three scriptwriters of the Re-storying the Play series, I collaborated
with Ko Yun Hung and Dianna Tse Hue Ying on numerous livestream
productions. The process expanded my creative space in scriptwriting, directing,
and performance, while deepening my understanding of Cantonese opera.

Online productions require a brisk rhythm and concise structure, yet traditional
Cantonese opera elements like singing and posture must also be retained.
We continuously explored diverse subject matter and fresh entry points. In
each episode, we invited different young performers to collaborate, gradually
transforming Re-storying the Play into a platform that brings together emerging
Cantonese opera practitioners.

The most memorable work for me was The White Snake, our first production in
the series. We drew inspiration from the writings of Hong Kong literary figure
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Liu Yichang and adapted elements from film and television. In a scene where Fa
Hai tests Xu Xian, we made use of the rhythmic recitation of doggerel and the
erhuang aria type, alternating between the two, then choreographed appropriate
Cantonese opera postures with eerie lighting, creating tension while retaining
the unique Cantonese cultural flavour. The production later expanded and was
successfully staged at Kwai Tsing Theatre.

Every beginning is difficult. I treasure this creative journey and hope we will
continue exploring new possibilities for Cantonese opera.

Kwok Kai Fai

As one of the scriptwriters of Xiqu Hong Kong's Re-storying the Play series, 1
experienced the immense potential of integrating cross-genre adaptation with
operatic tradition in the livestream studio.

Two productions left a strong impression on me: Mr. Vampire: Encounter with a
Ghost and Tang Bohu: The Bitter Tang Bohu.

In adapting Mr. Vampire, we confronted structural differences between film and
Cantonese opera. While in films we can make use of editing and scene transitions,
opera can't. We had to compress and combine different scenes for coherence. We
retained the humour of the original while incorporating Southern-style singing,
gestures, and action sequences. A romantic subplot between the female ghost
and the character Qiu Sheng was added to heighten dramatic tension.

In Tang Bohu: The Bitter Tang Bohu, we reimagined Tang Bohu as a figure
detached from fame and fortune, seeking only lifelong companionship with his
beloved Shen Jiu-niang. One highlight was adapting his poem Eleven Linked
Pearl Verses on Flowers and Moon and setting it to the fixed tune Evening Song
of the Fisherman, which became the “theme song” of the production. Through
livestream experimentation, we learnt ways to present classical material in
a contemporary manner, hoping to introduce more young audiences to the
distinctive characteristics of Cantonese opera.

For me, Re-storying the Play is not merely revisiting the classics, but refining
emotional expression and seeking breakthroughs for operatic inheritance within
the constraints of the livestream format.

Chow Lok Tung

Xiqu Hong Kong's Re-storying the Play was born during theatre closures amid
the pandemic. It was a new path that we forged in adversity. After society
gradually resumed normal operations, the arts sector began advocating for
Cantonese opera productions with tighter pacing and shorter durations.
Building on this momentum, we further developed our livestream works into
stage productions, transforming them into innovative mid-length operas — an
outcome we had not initially envisioned.

Our first production, The White Snake, staged at Kwai Tsing Theatre, was novel
and engaging though somewhat youthful in execution. By the second production,
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The Jade Lament * Revisited, staged at Ko Shan Theatre, significant progress
was evident. The production received funding from the Cantonese Opera
Development Fund and garnered encouraging audience response. We now look
forward to our third work, We Are Not Wu Da and Pan Jinlian, returning to
Kwai Tsing Theatre, in hopes of once again generating surprise and inspiration
within the field.
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Throughout the writing process, we constantly questioned ourselves: How deeply
do we understand Cantonese opera? From fixed tunes and sentence structures to
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orchestration and dramatic architecture, we learned while writing, integrating

scriptwriting and performance practice. Xiqu Arts Salon brought Lap Hei, Kai
Fai, and me together, giving us the courage to act on our ideas, step beyond our
comfort zones, and explore new possibilities for Cantonese opera.
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Re-storying the Play Series: The Legend of the White Snake was expanded into a new mid-length
production and was publicly staged at the Kwai Tsing Theatre on 28 and 29 December 2023.
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Closing Remarks

Before each live broadcast held in the evening, preparations and rehearsals
started in the afternoon. This was supported by several backstage staff in
addition to the performers. As Hong Kong audiences were not yet accustomed
to paying to watch online livestream content, production costs were covered by
Sponsors.

During the pandemic, livestream programmes helped the troupe maintain a
connection with its existing audience, attract new viewers including those
overseas, and broaden its audience base. The Re-storying the Play series
provided young actors with opportunities to develop creative and performance
skills, while the Xiqu Arts Salon became an incubation platform for new full-
length productions.

After the pandemic, the Xiqu Arts Salon, continued to be operated as a venue by
the Troupe on its own accord, and can be used not only to produce livestream
programmes but also for outreach training, including workshops and courses.

During this time, although the Troupe resumed full-scale performances at
external theatres, it continued to produce livestream programmes. The dual
model of theatre performance and digital broadcasting works in complement,
responding to the demands of the internet era of today.
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Read more:

The website of the Hong Kong Xiqu Troupe
https://www.hkxiqu.com

The YouTube channel of the Hong Kong Xiqu Troupe
https://youtube.com/@xiquhk
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