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The Power of Collecting Unforgettable Memories

In the midsummer of 2005, outdoor Taiwanesei opera companies initiated
an expedition to Hwalien and Taitung.

Heated summer is always the best time for outdoor activities, whether by the mountain
or by the sea, whether during daytime or in the evening. The common memory of our
generation might be that people in the neighborhood carry fans and stools to the city plaza
, square in front of the temple, or the parking lot in from of the railway station to see the
touching performance of Taiwanese opera. The audience is often carried away by the
performance. They laugh and cry with the characters in the story, and are reluctant to

leave after the show is over. Such passion is what makes outdoor Taiwanese opera so
attractive to the local people.

Taiwanese opera is a form of precious theatrical art originated in Taiwan, of which the
essence is accumulated by bits and pieces of daily life. It is a kind of cultural legacy that
belongs to the public and the open space. Outdoor performance is one of the main re-
asons for Taiwanese opera to become one of the most popular traditional performing arts
in Taiwan in the change of times for it is deeply rooted in people's daily lives. Whether
for temple fair, wedding banquet or any other place that could set up a stage, you'll be
able to spot the performance of Taiwanese opera. The art form actually has become more
and more abundant and sophisticated with the change of time and lifestyle.

In view of this, in 2005 event of "Taiwanese Opera Go East-2005 Outdoor Taiwanese
Opera Carnival" has been moved to Hualien and Taitung, which are often referred as the"
backyard of Taiwan". The major art carnival would include not only the outdoor Taiwanese
opera performance, but also the exhibition of local agricultural products and specialties
, folk activities, and aboriginal culture. It is expected that through this event of outdoor
Taiwanese opera performance, we could not only enhance the quality of performance
and encourage creativity, but also attract more performers and audience to further develop
the environment for outdoor Taiwanese opera performance on the island.

For many local people, Taiwanese opera marks an unforgettable memory that often
touches the soft spot in their hearts. Through organizing the joint performance of various
outstanding Taiwanese opera companies, the Council for Cultural Affairs of the Executive
Yuan is intended to help more people understand the abundant and diversified essence
of outdoor Taiwanese opera. The traditional performing art of outdoor Taiwanese opera
is able to be preserved and pass along to future generations through recording of the live
performance. The intangible asset of traditional performing art would become a power
of collecting unforgettable memories and pass on the torch to future generations to come.
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00 The Performance Style of
Outdoor Taiwanese Opera

I Lin Mao Hsian

The performance of traditional opera in TaiWan is often associated with religious activities,
such as birthday of god, temple fair, redeeming a vow, carnivals and festivals---In others words,
aside from functioning as a form of art, entertainment and education, traditional opera plays a more
important role in religion. Performing traditional opera to show appreciation to god is regarded as
part of the religious ritual. Religion followers believe that delaying the performance is equal to
delaying the religious ceremony, which is regarded as a serious mistake. This belief has dem-
onstrated the relations between traditional opera performance and religious ceremonies.

The plaza in front of the temple is usually the art performing venue in local communities in
Taiwan. It's not only a place for religion, but also the venue for business, communication and e-
ntertainment. The outdoor stage in front of temple is the most important place for traditional opera
company as well. The afore-mentioned performances to show appreciation to god are usually
performed on the stage set up in the plaza. There are around 270 Taiwanese opera companies
registered so far, and almost all of them focus on outdoor performances. Taiwanese opera co-
mpanies who do indoor theater performance, such as Ho Lo, Tang Mei Yun and Shin Chuan
Taiwanese Opera Company also do outdoor performance. Taiwanese opera company focused
on radio and movie performance has totally disappeared. For television Taiwanese opera com-
panies led by star actresses such as Yang Li Hwa, Yeh Chin and Huang Shian have mostly gone
out of business, among them only Yang Li Hwa Taiwanese opera company would put on a show

once in a while. In other words, only outdoor performance has been in existence for Taiwanese
opera at present.

In order to distinguish from the so-called "cultural performance”, which refers to the art
festival or theatrical performance hosted by the government, art community and academic insti-
tutions,the outdoor performance in religious events are often referred as " outdoor performance
" or " civilian performance ". Compared with the " cultural performances " which are often with
higher quality, " outdoor performance " or " civilian performances " are often more simple and
crude in terms of performance quality. The cultural performances are not necessarily performed
in indoor theaters such as local cultural center or the National Theater. Many of the cultural pe-
rformances are also conducted outdoors, yet the Taiwanese opera companies would not categ-
orize them as outdoor performance. The distinction between cultural performance and outdoor
performance is mostly decided by the event sponsor ( public or private ) , and the nature of per-
formance (art festival or religious events). This essay is focused on the performance style of
outdoor stage in temple fair, which is often defined as " outdoor performance. When it comes to
the performance styles of outdoor Taiwanese opera, we can discuss this topic from five different
aspects:the performing process of outdoor Taiwanese opera, the stage design of outdoor Taiwanese
opera, the operation of outdoor Taiwanese opera companies, the characteristics of outdoor Tai-
wanese opera, and the current status of outdoor Taiwanese opera.
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B | 1.The Performing Process of
Outdoor Taiwanese Opera

P Outdoor Taiwanese opera performance has a certain routine ranging from the invitation of
companies, the set-up of the performance stage, to the actual performance. The essay would
explain the process of outdoor Taiwanese opera performance in detail along the following para-
graphs:

1. The Decision of Company Invitation
Before the birthday of the god enshrined and worshiped in the temple, the decision - maker of
the temple, usually the chairman of the temple's executive board, key sponsor, secretary general
or the chief monk/priest, would decide what type of performance and what companies would they
invite. Generally speaking, for major events such as temple fair or the birthday of the major god
worshiped in the temple, theatrical forms performed by "real people", such as Luan Tan Opera,
Taiwanese Opera and Hakkanese Opera would be used. On the other hand, for the birthday of
minor god, hand-over ceremony of annual sponsors, the performance sponsor by followers to
show appreciation to god at the end of the year would choose to have puppet shows(especially
hand puppet performance) or simply outdoor movies or variety show performance. During the
preparation of temple fair, the theatrical performance would be regarded as part of the religious
rituals. It is during this time that the key person in the temple would decide who to hire, and the
company leaders or company agents would visit the temples for the opportunity to perform. After
the decision is made, the temple or sponsor would contact the company and reserve the perfo-
rmance schedule and number of sessions. This is referred as " Inviting the performance " in trade
talks. There's a saying in the industry goes that "Don't invite the one you don't like, and don't

criticize the one you invite," referring to the attitude the sponsors should have when inviting the
theatrical companies.

Once the temple or sponsor confirm with the company on schedule, both parties would then
signa contract, specifying the date of performance, total compensation and down payment, as
well as the commission for the agent. The articles for daily use that should be provided by the
client during the time of performance should also be specified in the contract, such as rice, pork
,» peanut oil, gas, toilet paper and tea leaves. The responsibility of each party when the perfor-
mance is forced to be interrupted by natural disasters ( typhoon , earthquake ), or emergencies
(collapse of stage , or electricity blackout) should also be specified in the contract. Last but not
least, the contract should also specify who should be responsible for the transportation cost. Each
party would hold a copy of the contract in order to avoid disputes in the future.

2. Set Up of Performing Stage
The stage is usually set up the day before performance, or in the morning of the day performed.
The stage set-up is similar to the architecture in southern Fukien Province. There are two kinds
of roof. One is "unidirectional slope"(high eaves in the front, and low in the back), and the other
is "mountain style"(high in the ridge, and low in the eaves).

The structure of the stage was made by bamboo in the early years, but now replaced by steel
scaffold. Once the structure has been completed, wooden board would be placed on top as the
stage platform. Canvas will be covered on the rooftop and the sides to form a frame for the stage.
After the stage being set up, the staff would then hang a curtain in the middle to divide front stage
and backstage. They would then unfold the carpet, install the lighting and sound equipment, and
then bring the costumes and props to the back stage. When the actors and actresses arrived ,
a stage manager would be responsible to keep the costumes and props in place.
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The cost for the stage construction is usually covered by the client of outdoor performance.
If a bigger stage is needed for major performance, the company would set up the stage by itself.
To win over more performing opportunities, some companies or companies would absorb the c-
onstruction cost to make its offer more attractive. As for who should be responsible for the set-
up cost, it is usually specified in the contract signed by both parties. The average cost for stage
set-up is around 6,000 to 8,000 NT dollars.

3. Preparation before Performance
Outdoor performance usually has two sessions everyday, one at around 2:30 in the afternoon,
and the other is around 7:30 in the evening. The performer and the musicians have to arrive at
the venue before noon to prepare for the afternoon session.

Due to the fact of insufficient full-time actors and actresses, therefore theatrical companies
usually have to hire temporary members to support the performance, and there is usually no written
script among local theatrical companies, it is necessary to have the director explain the story and
plot to the cast, and conduct rehearsal. The key points during the rehearsal are usually the acts
that involve numerous characters. The director needs to arrange the sequence and routes of
appearance to avoid confusion. In addition, acrobatic combats should also be rehearsed to
minimize risk during the actual performance.

In the early days, the client would "order the program" from the theatrical company. Those
who made special orders would give reward money in red envelopes to the company in advance
or right during the performance to show their support. However such traditions no longer exist
today. Now the company would propose the program to the client in advance, and the program
is confirmed once the client has approved it.

4. Traditions before the Main Show

According to the tradition, performance in temple fair has to start with "God Impersonation” drama
before the formal plays. The purpose of "God Impersonation" drama is for good fortune. For the
traditional Chinese theatrical performance, a few short dramas of this kind would be performed
to pray for blessings of the followers. In Shao-shin Opera of Tze-jiang Province, this is called "
Good Omen " drama, literally meaning that's it's for the purpose of getting a good omen. In C-
antonese Opera and Chaojou Opera, it is called "Customary" drama, meaning it is something
customary. In Pushian Opera in Fukien Province, it is referred also as "God Impersonation” drama.
In god impersonation drama, actors and actresses would play the role of various gods and go-
ddesses to bless for favorable weather and the peace and happiness of the followers. The story
selection for god impersonation drama is based on the level of rewards or the rank of the god.
When the reward is higher, the number of cast would be bigger. Or if the major god worshiped in
the temple is of higher rank, such as the Heavenly Lord(Yuhuangdadi), Matsu or Buddha, stories
that include more characters such as "Drunken Eight Fairies", "Peach of Immortality”, and "Ble-
ssings from the God". On the other hand, if the reward is moderate, or the god worshiped is of
lower ranking, such as the God of Earth, Third Prince, and Master Da-jong, stories with less ch-
aracters or featuring characters of lower ranks would be performed. Among all the god impers-
onation plays, "The Meeting of Three Gods" is the story most frequently performed, for it is one
of the plays that require fewest actors and the shortest playing time. The formal play would be
performed right after the god impersonation drama.

Aside from the god impersonation drama, outdoor Taiwanese opera performance would warm
up the performance by "making a racket." It is also used as a means to inform the audience of
the performance. "Making the racket" refers to the fact that the orchestra would play drum and
gong loudly to gather the crowd. After making a racket, the director of the troupe or senior actor
would announce the program features backstage.
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