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Born in a family of Cantonese Opera, Law Ka-ying received
formal training in basic stylised movements and routines from
his father Law Ka-kuen and uncles, Law Ka-shu and Law Ka-wui.
Later, he became an apprentice of Fan Kok-fa, Lui Kwok-chuan,
Li Wan-chun and Lau Shun. Starting in mid-1960s, he officially
performed on the stage as a wenwu sheng (civil and military
male). Between the 1970s and the 1980s, he established several
Cantonese opera troupes such as Ying Wah Lin, Tai Kwan Ying,
Reckoners and Boom A Bliss. In the 1990s, he performed for
various troupes such as Kam Mun Tong, Kam Ying Wah, Sam
Mei and Tai Kwan Ying. He has cooperated with renowned actors
such as Lee Po-ying, Leung Sing-bor and Lan Chi-pat to perform
in numerous traditional and newly composed plays, including
Arrow Romance, Dragon Flag Command, Martial Heroes, Cao
Cao and Yang Xiu and Mu Guiying Routing Hongzhou. Law also

participated in overseas performances throughout the years.

As an excellent actor, Law also ventured to produce new
Cantonese opera plays, including the Battle at Wancheng,
Rebellious Hero, King Lee Kwong, Spring Comes to the Palace
and Deling and Empress Dowager Ci Xi. Besides Cantonese
opera performances, Law also took part in different art forms,
including drama and Cantonese opera singing with Chinese
music accompaniment. Starting in the 1990s, he participated
in television and film performances. In 1996, he won the Best
Supporting Actor in the Golden Horse Awards and the Hong

Kong Film Awards for Summer Snow.

As the Artistic Curator for the “Rising Stars of Cantonese Opera”
of the West Kowloon Xiqu Centre, Law is also the Director of
Recreation of the Board of Directors of the Chinese Artists
Association of Hong Kong and the Artistic Director of the
“Cantonese Opera Young Talent Showcase” of the Yau Ma Tei
Theatre Venue Partnership. Law is devoted to the inheritance of
Chinese opera and the nurturing of new talents. In 2012, he was
awarded the Medal of Honour by the HKSAR Government. In
2013, he was a recipient of the 13" World Outstanding Chinese
Award. Law was also awarded the Honorary Doctorate from the

Ohio Northern University, US.
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“Cantonese operais in my blood.”
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FRELSHI) Guan Yu, Cao Cao and Diaochan
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Growing up in a Cantonese opera family, Law Ka-ying learnt
Cantonese opera from his father and uncles since childhood.
Influenced deeply by the art form, he debuted in ritual
performances during primary school. Later, he formally took up
the role of wenwu sheng (civil and military male) and organised
many Cantonese opera troupes, performing in many classic
plays for local and overseas audiences. In recent years, he has
devoted much effort in fostering new generations of Cantonese
opera actors to promote the passing on of the art. Six decades
has passed as Law develops his Cantonese opera career under
the spotlight and amid applauses. “My father and family belong
to Cantonese opera. Even my mother was a fan of Cantonese
opera when she was pregnant with me. Cantonese opera is
in my blood,” Law told us his story of destined bonding with

Cantonese opera.

Learning under a distinguished family tradition and

excellent teachers

The father of Law Ka-ying, Law Ka-kuen, is a renowned
Cantonese opera actor. In 1949, Law Ka-kuen settled in Hong
Kong with his family and appointed his eldest son, Law Ka-ying,
to inherit his performing career. Since primary one, Law began
to receive official training in Cantonese opera. Law remembers:
“Practising Cantonese opera was a harsh task. When my uncle
taught me the basic movements, I always shouted for help
because of the difficulties. But I was an obedient child then, I
never act against my father’s words. I am interested in Cantonese
opera too, so I never consider changing my career. I have never

stopped performing in the past 60 years.”

Despite his distinguished family tradition and early talent, Law
was also coached by good Cantonese opera teachers. Under
his father’s arrangement, Law became an apprentice of Fan
Kok-fa at the age of 14, and it was the first time he learnt Peking
opera. After a year, he travelled to Guangzhou to take up an
apprenticeship under his uncle, Law Ka-shu, who was an expert
in Cantonese opera percussion. Law believes that this was a
crucial stage of learning in his Cantonese opera career, as he
focused on practising a wide variety of traditional Cantonese
opera singing styles and tunes. From teenage to the age of
20, he acquired a good voice before returning to Hong Kong.
Afterwards, he joined the Shaw Brothers’ Nam Kwok actor
training course and encountered another teacher, Lui Kwok-
chuan who deeply influenced him and taught him gestures and

sword movements of Peking opera.

In 1967, at the age of 21, Law performed as a wenwu sheng (civil
and military male) in Dragon and Tiger Troupe together with
his father. From the late 60s to the late 80s, Law continuously
received invitations from different Cantonese opera troupes and
his performances were well received. Besides performing on the
local stage, he also toured in places such as Singapore, Malaysia,
the US, Canada and Taiwan, becoming one of the beloved actors
in the Chinese communities. Meanwhile, he also organised
troupes with different acting partners, establishing his foothold
in the world of Cantonese opera, for example, The Society of
Cantonese Opera Studies, Ying Wah Lin, Tai Kwan Ying and

Boom A Bliss.
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“I had laid a firm foundation under the teaching of my early
teachers. Later in the 80s, the teaching of Lau Shun was a strong
influence on me.” In 1981, Law established Reckoners Cantonese
Opera Troupe with renowned actors such as Lee Po-ying, Yau
Sing-po and Li Chi-kei, Danny, hoping to combine traditional
and modern elements to promote a new mode of performance
for Cantonese opera. They invited Lau Shun to be one of the
Artistic Directors. “Lau Shun has learnt from many teachers.
After he settled in Hong Kong, I began learning from him.” Upon
the recommendation of Lau, Law together with Yau Sing-po
and Li Chi-kei, Danny became apprentices of the Peking opera
master Li Wan-chun and the experience inspired Law to create
a complex version of Guan Yu. His version of the character has a
powerful voice, sharp and sonorous, showing a heroic and calm
demeanour without losing his cultured manner. It is absolutely
not a simple warrior character. As for the most impressive
performance of Law as Guan Yu, the acting in Guan Yu, Cao
Cao and Diaochan of the Hong Kong Arts Festival in 2001 was a

representative - his exceptional acting of a vivid Guan Yu with his

glances and gestures received high acclaim among the audience.

Revolutionising Cantonese opera scripts with new ideas

Guan Yu is a favourite character of Law; as for his favourite play,
he named Cao Cao and Yang Xiu. Law staged the play for the first
time in 1998, and he believes that the play has profound meaning:
“Cao Cao and Yang Xiu is not a common play of young scholars
and beauties. Its story has insights in life and political wisdom
which can enrich conventional Cantonese opera scripts.” When
adapting Cantonese opera scripts, Law and the scriptwriter, Qin
Zhong-ying, studied many dramatic scripts, adding elements
of Peking opera to produce Cao Cao and Yang Xiu, making it a
play with an attractive plot and rounded characters. The jealous
and suspicious Cao Cao and the sharply intelligent Yang Xiu
vie for superiority in the history play, witnessing the untimely
death of the clever scholar, while the ruler continues to recruit
other talents. “I have strived to produce this kind of drama. I
think those plays about karma, young scholars and beauties
and the marriage of princes and princesses are too uneventful.

Eventually, I also produced Rebellious Hero and King Lee Kwong.”

Excelling in acting, Law understands that the quality of scripts is
a key factor for the development of Cantonese opera. Therefore,
he particularly focused on revolutionising traditional Cantonese
opera scripts by carefully selecting the materials and endowing

profound meanings to the plays. After reading widely of old and



contemporary literary works, Law was inspired by Shakespeare’s

Macbeth and King Lear and wrote Rebellious Hero and King Lee
Kwong. “Iread translations of Shakespeare since I was small. The
writing style and dialogues reflect human nature and psychology,
which influenced my scripts a lot.” After watching The Kingdom
of Desire, an adaptation of Macbeth by Taiwanese Peking master,
Wu Hsing-kuo, Law was deeply touched and could no longer
hold his impulse of adapting the Shakespearean play. “Macbeth
is a tragedy that concerns power, showing how personality
influences life, depicting the greed, desire for power and distrust
of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. They are negative characters, and
it is unusual for wenwu sheng (civil and military male) or hua dan
(female) to play negative characters, so Rebellious Hero is a very

new and bold attempt.”

Law made flexible use of his Cantonese opera knowledge and
experience in producing the adaptation of the masterpiece. In
the adapted play, he put in many elements of Cantonese opera
with smooth arrangements, character entrances and exits,
percussion music and stage directions, merging Chinese and
Western cultures without losing the essence. As he says, “I used
the formula, method and attitude of Cantonese opera to express

things that Shakespeare expressed in his play. This was my goal.”
Directing in-person to pass on the art

In recent years, Law has been focusing on nurturing new talents.
Since 2012, with the support of the Chinese Artists Association
of Hong Kong, Law and several renowned Cantonese opera
actors took up the role of the Artistic Directors in organising the
“Cantonese Opera Young Talent Showcase” of the Yau Ma Tei
Theatre Venue Partnership. He carefully chose suitable plays
for potential young Cantonese actors to perform, helping them
to accumulate performance experience and practise acting.
Currently, the third round of the Showcase is in progress. Within
six years, the project has nurtured numerous excellent new
actors. “The actors under 45 we now have in Hong Kong all came

from the project,” Law is proud of the outcome of the project.

The new training method of guiding new actors through the
role of Artistic Director was an innovation of the Chinese Artists
Association of Hong Kong. Later, he also cooperates with West
Kowloon Cultural District and assumes the role of Artistic Curator
for the “Rising Stars of Cantonese Opera”, witnessing the growth
of new actors. “In the past, we needed to explore ways for our own
acting learning, but I think it was too slow in this way. Now, we stage
100 performances per year in the Yau Ma Tei project and we have
six directors, each teaches a few performances. The training is much
more effective. We can have rehearsals with the actors and correct
them when needed. They can learn the skills quickly. It is not like
the situation in the past, when we could only learn through watching

performances or the teaching from senior actors.”

In the past, Cantonese opera was a difficult career to pursue. Actors
usually began with nothing but hard work and fundamental training
in order to earn opportunities for success. Talking about the future
of Cantonese opera, Law believes that the new generations have
more opportunities now, compared to the times when he was young.
They also have less burden: “Cantonese opera was not a respectable
career then. But I can now proudly introduce myself to people that
I earn a living with Cantonese opera, that I am a Cantonese opera
actor. I hesitated to say that in the past, but I can freely admit it now.
I hope the young people can do well in inheriting the art without
treating it as a pastime or simply a job. It is a serious art form and I

hope they strive for excellence in it.”
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