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A CROSS-CULTURAL COMBINED ARTS PROTOTYPE ARISING FROM CANCER   
AND    REMEMBERING    CANTONESE    OPERA  

  
  

	

  A  creative  practice-­‐‑led  and  autobiographical  PhD	


Submi9ed  March  2016  
  
  





Before  coming  to  Anglia  Ruskin 
Royal Academy of Music 
Piano, singing, composition, and both performer & graduate courses 
 
International Dance Course for Professional Choreographers and Composers  
Royal Ballet – Ballet Rambert - Glen Tetley 
 
Short courses for Film & TV direction/production 
 
Electro-acoustics 
West Square/Morley College - Barry Anderson;  
CCRMA - Stanford University - John Chowning 
 
MA (Cardiff)  
Stage & operatic works by Stravinsky, Schönberg & Isang Yun;  
Using a hybrid computer system to produce the germ for new quasi-operatic work  
 



Creative/directing  practice	

Best known as a composer and creator/director 

of work/projects combining music, dance, 
drama and visual arts across different cultures 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Creative/directing  practice  &  Cantonese  opera	

Though trained according to Western principles 
and have lived in the UK since 1966, my creative 
and directing practice have been influenced by 
my childhood experience and impressions of 
Cantonese opera in Hong Kong. 
 
 
 



  

  

  

  

The  Cantonese  opera  that  I  remember	

In addition to singing, performers were involved in acting, 
stylized gesticulation and movements, dance and kung fu. 
They had knowledge of elaborate makeup and costumes, 
were charismatic, and had freedom in modifying existing 
materials, adding their creative input into live performances. 



The  Cantonese  opera  that  I  remember	

It was a mixture of high and low, refined and vulgar, loved 
by fans yet low in social status, multifaceted, cross-
cultural and multimedia – anything goes for survival. 
 
   E.g. THE MERCHANT OF VENICE as Cantonese opera  



The  Cantonese  opera  that  I  remember	

Enjoyed by the masses and reaching those shunned 
by society – the illiterate, the poor, prostitutes, beggars 
and gangsters – bringing them enjoyment and culture, 
and I lived among these people as a child. 



The  Cantonese  opera  that  I  remember	

The leader of the troupe was often the lead 
performer and would take control of drama, 
design and all aspects of performance, and 
would modify a performance for the enjoyment 
of the masses.  
 
This is probably the reason for my proclivity for 
combining other elements with music, and 
directing and designing my projects.  The 
following is an example: 



As  director/designer  of  Handel’s  Acis  &  Galatea	

Remembering the vivid on-stage action and drama 
of Cantonese opera, I decided that my production 
of Acis and Galatea was to be a dance opera. 



As  director/designer  of  Handel’s  Acis  &  Galatea	


My design for the Cyclops Polyphemus was 
inspired by fairy tale; and used Cantonese opera 
headgear, platform shoes and walking on stilts.   
 
 



As  director/designer  of  Handel’s  Acis  &  Galatea	

As a production of colourful ‘big drama’ like Cantonese opera: 
I painted the amphitheatre stage floor with a heart within heart 
design to signify the obsessive and passionate love; I created 
new characters for dancers based on the libretto, e.g., 2 birds 
(dancers) in aria HUSH, YE PRETTY WARBLING CHOIR etc….  



Cancer  &  Cantonese  opera	

The process of surviving cancer three times alerted 
me to the possible demise of Cantonese opera – in 
2009, it was ‘inscribed’ by UNESCO as an ‘Intangible 
Cultural Heritage of Humanity’ – i.e., an endangered 
species.  
  
I survived.  Even if Cantonese opera is to survive, 
many of the characteristics that I remember are 
unlikely to continue.  



What  I  hope  to  achieve	

I have no training in Cantonese opera, but 
some of the characteristics that I remember 
have lived on in my work.  
 
Using my cancer story to look back in 
humour, I attempt to retain some Cantonese 
opera characteristics in a new format that 
can be understood by Westerners and 
enjoyed by the general public.  
 



Internet  Fieldwork	

I  watched  online  Cantonese  opera  performances  past  and  present,  and  
created  Internet  forums  for  articles,  discussions  and  reference  materials.  	

                                        My  Space                                          &                          Plum-­‐‑Flower-­‐‑Boat




What  I  have  found	

Traditionally the basis of ‘big drama’ (what 
Cantonese opera is called in Cantonese) is the 
Quben 曲本 – a quasi libretto cum script that 
performers had freedom to modify their performance. 
  



The  Autobiographical	

I use my cancer survival story and my cross-
cultural combined-arts practice to create a 
people-friendly prototype that is a 
compromise of contradicting approaches:  
 
Western practice (an original work is created 
by an individual and cannot be altered) and 
the Cantonese opera that I remember (work is 
collaborative and allows recycling and 
modification by others). 
 



The  creative  part  of  my  thesis  is  the    

12-­‐‑act  Quben  (libreQo  cum  script)	
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I  also  provide  original  music  for  each  of  the  12  acts
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The  Quben  is  for  enjoyable  reading  and  can  
be  developed  into  multi-­‐‑venue  performance  	




A  sample  of  the  text:  end  of  Act  1	

(In my fevered imagination, I saw the surgeon as Dracula) 

 
What fun!  But wait!   

Who’s this? – approaching?  
Oooooo - Noted killjoy, 

Dressed to kill, and thrill, in white  
Oooooo – chill! 

Hold on to your crucifixes! 
Dr Whooooooo? 
It’s Mr Dracula, 

Even worse than Dr Dracula –  
 



Electro-­‐‑acoustic  music  
inspired  by  high-­‐‑pitched  Cantonese  singing	

	

The  music  I  provide  for  Act  2  Mr  Dracula:  	

Like  bats  –  high  frequency  sound  waves  that  bounce  
back,  but  of  course  not  ultrasonic  like  real  bats.    	

	

	

	






Notated  music  inspired  by  Western  Classical  &  Cantonese  opera	


Step 1: I jotted down the melody of this performance 
as pitches only to use as thematic raw material. 



Notated  music  inspired  by  Western  Classical  &  Cantonese  opera	


Step 2: I read the lyrics of Act 11 so as To get some 
sense of shape and rhythm. 
 
No infection – 
you need no protection. 
Yet where are you, my friend? 
Have you flown?  
And am I left to moan, 
alone, all alone… 



Notated  music  inspired  by  Western  Classical  &  Cantonese  opera	


Step 3: I wrote a melody – modifying raw material 
(Step 1) according to the lyrics (step 2). 
 



Notated  music  inspired  by  Western  Classical  &  Cantonese  opera	


Step 4: Harmonic inspiration was from listening to Dvořák 
Song to the Moon from Rusalka (+ building work noise!).  



Production  ideas  for  the  Quben	

As music video: Act 1 A Kaleidoscopic Prelude  



Production  ideas  for  the  Quben	

Text as animation: Act 11 You Are Not Alone 
 



Complementary  materials	

E.g., suggested visual images for Act 10 Radio Fun 
& Chemo Comedy – Golden Means and other 
graphics by Marcus West 
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  Context	




      Evolution	
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The  Result	
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A  twelve-­‐‑act  Quben  called	


Song & Dance of a 3-Time Cancer Survivor 

A  prototype  of  text,  music,  

production  ideas  and  complementary  

materials,  which  serves  as  a  basis  for  

new  versions  and  supports  multi-­‐‑

venue  performances,  both  for  my  use  

and  the  use  of  others.	
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Video:  Lion  Chamber	

Cantonese  opera  –  all-­‐‑round  performers  –  creative  input  –  humble  origin  




That’s  All  
Do  get  in  touch  if  you  are  interested  via:	


www.howaion.co.uk 
 
             


