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From Freedom of Expression to the Creation of a
Hong Kong Style:
Opera Works of the 1950s

Tong Dik-seng's Cantonese

& CHAN Sau Yan e YU Siu Wah
O 1 September 2004

+» Research Grants Council (Earmarked Grants)

The 1950s is an important era in the history of
Cantonese opera, and Tong Dik-seng ?[ Ik %
(1917-1959), and eminent playwright of this period
whose influence extends through decades to the
present date, is regarded as the most productive and
influential playwright. Before the 1950s, Cantonese
opera in Guangzhou and Hong Kong shared the same
repertory and style. Ever since the 1949 revolution,
strict censorship has been imposed on the genre in
mainland China. Though all Hong Kong
playwrights enjoyed tremendous freedom that was
unprecedented throughout Chinese history, Tong was
among the few who explored and practiced this
freedom.

From 1950 to 1959, Tong created over 200
Cantonese operas that were mostly premiered by the
leading stars of the era; many of such works are still
frequently staged nowadays in Hong Kong and
occasionally in mainland China. Tong’s plays are
marked by their elegant literary style, tuneful musical
layout, and variety of subject matter that includes

issues prohibited in mainland China.
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The Emperor. The music was played by a

combination of Chinese & Western musical
instruments and syntherizer. The drama was staged
from April, 2005 for ten performances in Kwai Tsing
Theatre. The drama was to celebrate Zheng He ( a
eunuch of the Ming Dynasty and might likely
discover America in 1421.)
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Rediscovering Greek Rhythms and Neumes in

Messiaen's Birdsongs

& CHEONG Wai Ling

O 1 May 2005

+ CUHK Research Committee Funding (Direct

Grants)

It is not until volume V of Messiaen’s Traité de
rythme, de couleur et d’ornthologie, in which he
refers repeatedly to the component figures of
birdsongs as neumes of plainchants, that the
importance of these archaic entities become overt.
His stylized birdsongs are thus, in this sense, medleys
of neumes, and so are plainchants, in which they
proceed at a much slower pace. Apart from the high
speed, however, the chirping birdsong rhythms are
also without their place in the plainchants.
Messiaen's birdsongs draw primarily on short notes
with longer notes used less frequently to serve as
points of repose. Given the high speed of the
birdsongs, such rhythmic subtleties as added values
and non-retrogradable rhythms become less relevant
and it is mainly through the grouping of the long and
short durations, the basics of Greek rhythms, that
different patterns come into being. > If Messiaen’s
turn to birdsongs in the 1950°s has rightly been
understood as a quiet retreat from what he then
experienced as a creative crisis, it remains little

known that birdsong writings also enabled him to
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amalgamate the age-old systems of neumes and
Greek rhythms, recasting them in a language that

stays relentlessly avant-garde in tone.

! First discussed by Messiaen in published format in
volume four of the same treatise.

* Designations of Greek rhythms also characterize
Messiaen’s analyses of birdsongs.
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A Night Abroad (For Mixed Chorus and
Piano) (AL03355)
& CHAN Wai Kwong Victor

The Interaction and Evolution of the
Music and Treatises of Olivier Messiaen
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& CHEONG Wai Ling
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Christi, Valencia from 1648-1700
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