TEA HOUSE CANTONESE OPERA -
A-VANISHING LIFE-STYLE IN GUANGZHOU
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In the tea houses in Guangzhou every
afternoon, one can hear visitors chatting out loud,
dishes clinking against cups and chopsticks, and waitresses
shouting the dimsum names. A resounding “dic” made by a
wooden percussion instrument breaks through this clamour,
followed by a melody sung by a female singer, accompanied
by different music instruments. She stands under the spotlight
with shiny make-up and glittering costumes, acts her role
livelily catching everyone’s attention. She is a freshly graduated
new Cantonese opera star: young, beautiful and talented. But
she is not alone
in Guangzhou.
There are many
others like her.
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Despite these Cantonese opera singers, numerous
young musicians are also employed in the music ensemble.
Since Cantonese opera was inscribed in the UNESCO
intangible cultural heritage list in 2010, the Guangzhou
government adopted the cultural policy that developed
Cantonese opera intensively. Many youngsters either chose
to or were forced by parents to study music to ensure a
secure future in the music industry. However, is the job of
being a Cantonese opera musician promising in reality? While
life of Cantonese opera musicians goes on, the life-style of
tea house Cantonese opera in Guangzhou seems vanishing.

The Chahjob Culture

The chahjoh culture refers to the setting in tea houses with
Cantonese opera performances. In Cantonese, Chah stands
for tea and joh means to sit. It implies that the attendants sit
down and drink tea while enjoying the music performance. In
Hong Kong, chahjoh is also known as “one pot two pieces”
because the attendants have to pay a minimum cover charge
which includes the price of one pot of tea and two sorts of
dimsum dishes. Musically speaking, one can definitely expect
to hear traditional Cantonese opera excerpts in the setting of
chahjoh. On top of that, many contemporary pieces that reflect
the current society, slapsticks and improvisations are often
performed as well. Chahjoh is not unique in Southern China
where Cantonese opera is originated; for instance, similar
performing style can be observed in tea houses in Beijing
where higher social class appreciate Peking opera and enjoy
tea at the same time. However, in Guangzhou, the audience
members experience chahjoh differently from elsewhere.
Instead of offering the performances only to high social classes,
chahjoh in Guangzhou is inexpensive and affordable by the
wide public. The audience crowd ranges from members of the
lower class to the bourgeoisies. Chahjoh is open to everyone
disregarding the social classes. Attendants only need to pay a
minimum cover charge and can stay at the tea houses for the
whole time slot. However, social hierarchy can be expressed
through the practice of tipping at the tea houses. During the
singing performances, audiences can walk freely to the stage
giving tips to the singers they appreciate. They tip in forms of
cash, money in red pockets, or even a handful of dollar bills
in a paper fan shape. The more they give, the more prestige
they get. In average, a singer gets tipped five to twelve times
during a fifteen-minute performance.
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Cantonese opera event in a
theatre celebrating the 90
anniversary of the Communist
Party
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The Cantonese Opera Music Boulevard

Chahjoh was a very popular form of entertainment and
could be found in many parts of Guangzhou twenty years
ago. Yet, chahjoh venues closed down one after another in
the past decade. Nowadays, despite the very few tea houses
scattering around the city, most of them concentrate along
the Zhuijiang River. Locals call this area the “Cantonese Opera
Music Boulevard.” The boulevard depicts the oldest and the
most picturesque district in Guangzhou, where many famous
and traditional hotels and restaurants are located. The chahjoh
tea houses integrate into these restaurants or hotels and
provide Cantonese opera performances during the designated
time slot. Along this 300-meter-long boulevard, at least five
hotels and restaurants offer chahjoh sessions during afternoon
tea, such as the Aiqun Hotel, Venice Hotel, and the Datong
Restaurant. These tea houses provide chahjoh performances
twice a day: from approximately two to four o’clock in the
afternoon and from nine to eleven o’clock in the evening.
Singers take turn to perform solo or duet short pieces for
around fifteen minutes, whereas the music ensemble remains
the same to accompany the singers. The concentration of
chahjoh venues at the Cantonese Opera Music Boulevard
makes it practical for singers to hop around different tea houses
during tea time. For instance, after they sing at the first tea
house, they walk fifty meters to the other tea house next door
for another audience, and then travel to other chahjoh locations
in walking distance. Although the location of the Cantonese
Opera Music Boulevard creates a more convenient working
environment for singers; for the chahjoh business and music
troupes, it becomes more competitive and they have to adopt
different strategies to attract more audience members for their
performances. Cantonese Opera Music Boulevard, in recent

years, is obviously having a hard time in development.
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Afternoon session of chahjoh with
a full audience
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The “Generation Gap”

| first attended a chahjoh performance in 2010.
What grabbed my attention was not how glamorous the
performers were, but how the audience crammed with
grey-haired seniors in their seventies. The giant age gap
between the freshly-graduated performers and the senior
audience members reflected the hardship that tea house
Cantonese opera faced. The biggest challenge that the
chahjoh community had to overcome was the struggle with
the changing market demand. After the peak time of tea
house Cantonese opera in the 1990s, chahjoh became less
prevalent. Now, it is only popular among grey and white
haired elderlies. A saxophone musician, Sam, felt saddened
by this change, “Some of the audience members are really
old. Coming here to listen to our music has become the only
meaning of their lives.” He gave the example of an old woman
who used to attend chahjoh as part of her daily routine and
who said that if she would not show up at the tea house, she
probably would have died. One day, this woman did not come
to the tea house and Sam knew that she had passed away.
“These elderly among the audience, a lot of them leave and
never come back again.” The young musicians reckon the
worsened situation of the aging audience population. Selina,
a musician in her twenties, almost burst into tears during an
interview when asked about her plans for the coming five years,
because she was insecure about the remaining audience by then
and felt anxious about her future. “Playing music is the only thing
| can do. | have never received other kinds of education.” She felt
trapped in making Cantonese opera music and could not find
a way out. Fred, a young musician
who started his music career at the
age of sixteen, recalled that when
he first started eight years ago, he
could earn more than 100 RMB per
day easily, but now, he could only
earn 40 RMB in average. He told
me honestly, “If one just relies on
the money earned from playing at
the tea houses, one cannot survive!”
Many musicians seek other ways
to earn their livelihood, especially
the young ones, they started to look
for part-time jobs or find their own
business in secret.

EHNEBBNBERRBIER  LERENBBIBIE -
A renovated national theatre for standardized Cantonese opera performances
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Cantonese Operaas UNESCO
Intangible Cultural Heritage

According to the Convention for Safeguarding of
the Intangible Cultural Heritage authorized by UNESCO
(The United Nation Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization) in 2003, intangible cultural heritage is defined
as “the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge,
skills - as well as the instruments, objects, artefacts and
cultural spaces associated therewith - that communities,
groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as
part of their cultural heritage.” It includes all aspects of
tradition, such as languages, music, festivals, food ways,
and so on. Since then, China has participated actively in
the nomination of intangible cultural heritage each year.
The Guangzhou city government started to promote
Cantonese opera as a heritage form to highlight its artistic,
cultural and historical value. In 2006, Cantonese opera was
listed as national heritage. Large amount of funding was
poured into its development. The government established
Cantonese opera schools so as to sustain the art form. Also,
universities and music conservatories recognized graduate
students who majored in Cantonese opera. In 2010, jointly
declared by Guangdong province, Hong Kong and Macau,
Cantonese opera was listed as a UNESCO intangible
cultural heritage representation. An intensified cultural policy
for Cantonese opera development was adopted to celebrate
the successful inscription. Cantonese opera transformed
from a local life-style to a national representation that
stands for the whole China. All Cantonese opera theatres in
Guangzhou were renovated to showcase the performances
to tourists. Cantonese opera troupes are sent all over the
world to perform. In an interview with a troupe director,
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A famous and traditional
Cantonese opera association -
the Chinese Artists Association
of Guangzhou
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Cantonese opera event in a park during Dragon Boat Festival
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he expressed that he was proud that Cantonese opera can
represent China and his biggest wish is to see the unification
of all local Chinese operas. Indeed, Cantonese opera has
been nationalized in many ways since 2010 in order to shine
on the international stage. However, what about Cantonese
opera on the ground, such as the typical local performing
style like chahjoh?

Conclusion: Becoming a Vanishing
Life-style

Occasionally, there are youngsters accompanying their
grandparents to chahjoh. But they usually occupy themselves
with cell phones and plugged with their own choice of music.
Due to market changes and the advanced technology
development, local teenagers no longer appreciate traditional
art form like chahjoh. The aging audience proved that the
declaration of Cantonese opera as intangible cultural heritage
did not benefit the chahjoh business, except for the influx of
a group of desperate graduate students from the Cantonese
opera schools who try to find a job in the music industry.
Cantonese opera take place in other forms instead, such as
the standardized pieces performed during big events and the
beautified repertoire played in theatres. The nationalization
of Cantonese opera led to the fading of local traditions. How
can these vanishing traditions be sustained? "é’
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A Cantonese opera school in Guangzhou



