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This opera is dedicated to all those who have felt
desperate when facing a seemingly uncontrollable

difficulty and those who have felt lost in sadness.

Chien-kuo Liu
Script Writer / Director
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Taiwanese Opera is one of the representative
dramatic forms of Taiwan. It started and developed
among the people. The grassroots and the vitality of
Taiwanese Opera have always tightly knitted with
the entertainment and the culture of Taiwanese
folks. Opela, developed during the Japanese Colonial
Period as the Japanese government prohibited the
performance of Taiwanese operas with the policy of

“jin gu-yue (literally, “the banning of drums and
music” ).” To survive, the performers of Taiwanese
Opera changed their styles by waving Samurai
swords, beating the jazz drums, and producing new
music, so that Taiwanese Opera can stay alive. It trly

shows the tenacity of the life of Taiwanese Opera.

Kurama Tengu, one of the series of ChiChiao’ s
opeila theater, is adapted from the novel of the
same name by Osaragi Jiro, a Japanese writer. In
the original novel, a man in mask who calls himself
Kurama Tengu has been trained for martial arts
fighting by Tengu on Kurama Mountain. After
finishing his training, he went down to revenge,
and the fight between the Joishishi rebellion and
the shinsengumi thus launched. When rewriting
the script, I chose to present just a few prototype
characters. I did not specify the time and space so as
to imply the cultural invasion that has happened in

Taiwan and everywhere in human history.

Even today, Opela is still performed at temple

festivals in Taiwan, busting with noises and light,

full of imagination, and in the style of fusion. Opela
seems to be telling a story of survival with tenacity
in the history of Taiwanese Opera with its noises and

laughter, a kind of “chaos” of fusion.

Echoing with the spirit of Opela, ChiChiao’ s Kurama
Tengu chose to present a serious theme of the wound
and the helplessness of the weakness when facing the
bullying of the powerful in an entertaining and fun

way.

The story begins with the journey of Zong Fang and
Tengu the Goblin.

In our culture, when our loved one dies, we would say,

“Buddha brought him away,” and gained comfort
in our sorrow. He did not leave alone; instead, he
continues to gain enlightenment with the company of
gods. This opera is not merely about revenge and the
conflict of two forces, and Tengu is not a goblin that

merely help our protagonist to revenge.

The existence of Tengu seems to offer a shelter to
the mind of the protagonist, who is lost in sadness
and regret. So that he does not have to face the cruel
reality and can find the strength to survive with some

company.

ChiChiao’ s Opela theater Kurama Tengu is a
fictional story. I only wish that all those bloods, pain,
and tears were nothing but fictional. I only wish such

a sad story would never happen again.
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Kurama Tengu - Synopsis

Many years ago, the Kingdom of Yu-Sha fell to a group
of militants after months of bloody battles. Led by
Guei Chu-Yang, loyalists from the old regime formed an
underground resistance organization. In response to
the rebellion, the new military government established
the Shinsengumi, a special police force. Its leader,
Hizikata Saburo, is also known as “the Merciless Vice-
Commander.”

After years of fruitless struggles, one of the loyalist
warriors by the name of Munefusa discovers his ability
to communicate with the sacred monster, “Tengu”

(heavenly dog.) With the monster’ s help, he and his
comrades begin to gain ground in the battlefield. Soon
the military government regard the mysterious, masked
warrior, “the Kurama Tengu” as their number one
enemy.

During a battle at Kagetsu Tower, the loyalists are on
the verge of killing the Shinsengumi’ s commander.
However, enemy's ninja special force turns the tide
around at the last minute. The loyalists retreated with
heavy casualty.

At this crucial moment, Yukiko, the loyalists’ spy in

the military regime and an heiress to the “Seven-Star
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Swordfighters’ School,” brings an important piece of
intelligence on the ninjas’ tactics. Munefusa, armed
with the Tengu’ s magic, volunteers to sneak into the
Shinsengumi’ s headquarters and steal the blueprint of

the enemies’ trapping devices.

Munefusa enters the ninjas' headquarters with the
tengu's help, but does not take into account the heavenly
dog's capricious temper. Neither a god nor a monster, it
often teleports Munefusa to the wilderness in moments
of tantrum. Before Munefusa has a chance to secure
the important blueprint, the tengu teleports him to the
woods. He runs into the monk again, his only confidante
who knows the secret about the tengu.

Facing the ninjas’ intense offensive, the loyalists begin
to disagree amongst themselves. Guei Chu-Yang, the
leader, announces the unthinkable: the group should
disband. He foresees that the remaining force cannot
rival the military regime. As the warriors are still
debating about their future, Munefusa suddenly finds out
the exact location of the ninjas’ secret headquarters.
They convince Guei Chu-Yang to continue the resistance.
Determined to fight their last battle, the warriors embark
on a journey of no return...
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HO_Yi Lin Artistic Advisor

Taiwanese Opera in Chien-Kuo Liu’ s Style

Tengu, or “heavenly dog,” is a sacred monster in
ancient Japanese legends. Among the many tales
it has inspired, the story of the Kurama Tengu is
the most widely known in Taiwan. It is the source
of a Noh play, a historical novel, and several film
adaptations in Japan. ChiChiao Musical Theatre’ s
new production has little connection with those
earlier works, except that the setting is in Japan’ s
Mount Kurama and that the Tengu plays a pivotal role
in the plot. Beyond that, it is an original concoction
all of Chien-Kuo Liu" s own.

The original legend of Kurama Tengu centers on the
Japanese samurai Minamoto no Yoshitsune (1159
- 1189), also known as Ushiwakamaru. Under the
guidance of a “master tengu” in Mount Kurama,
he advanced his martial arts skills and took revenge
against the Taira Clan that killed his father. During
Japan’ s colonization of Taiwan between 1895 and
1945, the story of Kurama Tengu was adapted into a
Taiwanese play as part of the colonizers' Japanization
efforts, also known as the Kominka Movement.
Yi Sin Taiwanese Opera Company’ s production
The Masked Dragon Warrior in 1999 was said to be
adapted from Kurama Tengu. (However, the plot had
little to do with the original except for the masked
hero and the theme of revenge. Any other troupes,
such as Min Kuan and Mei-Yun Chen, could have
produced it.) Taiwan’ s preeminent Puppet theater
company, Hsiao Hsi Yuan, also put on a production
based on the legend in 2000.

The Kominka Movement, literally meaning "to make
people become subjects of the emperor," is now a
distant memory. When National Kaohsiung Center for
the Arts decided to produce a Taiwanese opera based
on the story of Kurama Tengu, the consultants’ first
question was whether the production should avoid

the tale’ s association with the Kominka Movement,
from its title, the Japanese setting, down to Japan’ s
attempt to impose its culture on Taiwan during the
colonial era. We decided not to eschew the historical
context, since we can’ t hide what took place in the
past.

Our next question: how can the opera stay faithful
to its historical context and acknowledge all the
implications without sacrificing its playful tone?
(Chien-Kuo’ s work always has an element of fun,
and we didn’ t even consider a purely serious or
tragic approach to the story.) Chien-Kuo submitted
her script a few months later. It was more than
what we had expected and proved our concerns
unnecessary. It s humorous - I laughed nonstop
while reading it - and yet tugs at the audience’ s
heartstrings. At the same time, it's also sophisticated
and thought-provoking. As a consultant, I had little
to contribute except to affirm that it is a remarkable
piece of work.

Chien-Kuo’ s interpretation of Kurama Tengu gives
the tale entirely new meanings. In the future, when
the Taiwanese public talk about the tale, they will
invoke new memories that have less to do with
Japanese colonization but more with Taiwanese
opera in the o-pei-la style, fetching matinee idols,
and hilarious, raunchy skits. Most importantly, they
will be able to claim Kurama Tengu as part of the
Taiwanese tradition.

Based on ChiChiao Musical Theatre’ s recent
achievements, from earlier productions such as
The Roseman Warrior down to Kurama Tengu, I
suspect that the heavenly dog himself has made an
appearance in Kaohsiung and imparted its magic to
Chien-Kuo.
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Ya_HSiang Hsu Artistic Advisor

Dancing on the Fine Line

between High and Low Arts

Admittedly, traditional Chinese and Taiwanese
operas have retreated from mainstream theaters, but
within this niche community of artists, a wide array
of exciting activities is still taking place. The classic
repertoire, new works, and experimental opera are
all staking their claims. The experimental opera,
in particular, has been effective in attracting new
audience and exploring new artistic possibilities for
these thousand-year-old forms.

In recent years, companies such as 1/2Q Theater,
GuoGuang Opera Company, Po Yo Set, ChiChiao
Musical Theatre, and “Physics Sentiment Company
Theatre of Leeqgingzhao the Private” have all made
names for themselves through consistent output.
Working with traditions in Kun opera, Beijing opera,
Henan opera, and contemporary theater, these new
voices have no qualms about crossing the boundaries
between media, genres, and cultures and are re-
defining traditional theatre in Taiwan. However,
this exciting development is often overshadowed
by a public perception of the artists’ elitism and
the community’ s insular nature. While the new
productions are innovative in their content and form,
they rarely reach the general public.

An exception is ChiChiao Musical Theatre, which is
most famous for its experimental opeila, a subgenre
of Taiwanese opera that incorporates Taiwanese,
Japanese, and Western traditions. Taking inspiration
from popular culture, its productions cross media
and genres effortlessly. Under Chien-Kuo Liu’ s
direction, the company has transcended the issue
of balancing between the high and the low arts.
In ChiChiao’ s productions, these seemingly
incompatible elements are fused together so
seamlessly that they are like a well-choreographed
pas de deux.

ChiChiao’ s most popular opeila, Roseman Warrior,
is based on a Taiwanese opera classic, The Rose

Bandit, and exemplifies the company’ s cross-genre,
cross-cultural approach. Musically, ChiChiao’ s
interpretation incorporates Henan opera, Taiwanese
opera, Huangmei opera from China’ s Anhui
Province, and pop music. Formally, it’ s a hybrid
of contemporary and traditional theatre, film, and
Japanese musical revue. Yet these elements not only
work well together but also shed new light on each
other. Unabashedly embracing entertainment and
pop culture aesthetics, this modern opeila “with a
facelift” has forged a new landscape in Taiwan’ s
traditional theatre scene.

Kurama Tengu, adapted from a novel by Osaragi Jird,
embodies the true spirit of Taiwanese opeila and goes
beyond it. It is artistically challenging and thought-
provoking. The production is vague on the historical
period and setting and blurs the line between fantasy
and reality. ChiChiao continues to excel in its
signature hybrid style with the multi-lingual, multi-
genre, and multi-media format. I am confident that
Chien-Guo’ s direction will bring out the megawatt
charm of the two leading actors, Chien-Hua Liu
and Pei-Ying Li*. The melodramatic elements - war,
revenge, romance, spy, and cross-dressing - will be a
big draw for the younger audience, who in term will
see traditional Chinese and Taiwanese opera from a
new perspective. In that respect, ChiChiao remains
true to Osaragi’ s novel, an example of popular
historical fiction from Japan’ s Showa period. Both
the play and its literary predecessor use an accessible
format to discuss deeper, more abstract issues.
Through entertainment, they slip in a dose of high
art as well. Should we call this dance a waltz or street
hip-hop? Once thing we know is that ChiChiao is
equally at ease doing either.

*In Chinese and Taiwanese opera, the leading male
roles are often played by actresses
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HSiaO—Mei HSieh Artistic Advisor

A Rare Breed in Contemporary Taiwanese Opera

Opeila, a style of Taiwanese opera frequently seen
in outdoor events, is characterized by its inclusion
of diverse genres and musical and visual styles. The
plots are usually a hybrid of melodrama, martial
arts adventure, and supernatural tales. The scores
combine Western and Eastern influences, and
visually, it blends traditional Taiwanese, Japanese,
and Western aesthetics.

Opeila can trace its origin to Japan’s colonization of
Taiwan between 1895 and 1945. The colonial policies
prohibited local music, but the performers evaded
censorship by dressing up in Japanese kimonos while
still performing Taiwanese opera. Subsequently,
the tactic also inspired them to experiment with
different performance styles. After the Japanese left
Taiwan, the performers continued to infuse Japanese
elements into their works and developed the unique
style now known as opeila.

While ChiChiao Musical Theatre’s production,
Kurama Tengu, pays homage to opeila and
Taiwan’ s unique history, its ambition and artistic
sensibility go beyond it. (An opeila based on the
story is still often seen in outdoors theatre, but the
writer/director Chien-Kuo Liu has reinvented it.)
ChiChiao’s production does not limit itself to one
genre. Traditional opeila are sung and spoken in
Taiwanese, but Chien-Kuo’s writing is mainly in
Mandarin Chinese, with Taiwanese and Henan
dialects interspersed throughout. The music also
incorporates Taiwanese opera, Henan opera, and pop
music. The mishmash of genres and language reflects
Taiwan’s multi-lingual, multi-cultural society, but
even more remarkable is the way these distinct
elements complement each other and strengthen the
narrative.

ChiChiao has always taken a cross-genre approach
even in its early days. 2008’ s Kaohsiung Happy Go
centers on a Taiwanese-Chinese couple in a military
dependents’ village in Kaohsiung. Ripe with jokes
based on differences in accents and languages,
the comedy presents an authentic picture of the
community. The dialogues are in both Taiwanese
and Mandarin Chinese, and the music is again a
collection of Taiwanese opera, Henan opera, and
Huangmei opera from China’ s Anhui Province.

Who's the Boss from 2011 depicts the conflicts
between two gangs, and each is distinguished by its
language: Mandarin Chinese and Taiwanese. The
bilingual script, with a larger portion in Mandarin,

is not only consistent with the plot but also reflects
the contemporary Taiwanese society. The music,
with influences from pop music, Henan opera, and
Taiwanese opera, is in a category of its own, allowing
the actors to take center stage and display their
artistry without limitation.

ChiChiao’ s 2013 production, The Police Chalk Circle,
showcased the company’s ability to navigate among
languages and genres with ease. Moreover, these bold
musical experiments were incorporated into the plot
seamlessly. The transition from one genre to the next
was deft, allowing each to illuminate the others.

In cross-genre productions, the musical selection
remains the biggest obstacle. ChiChiao’s ability to
incorporate vastly different genres into the narrative
reflects the artists’ unique upbringing. The company
director, Chien-Hua Liu, and the creative director,
Chien-Kuo Liu, are daughters of Hai-Ling Wang,
one of the most illustrious Henan opera actresses in
Taiwan. Having grown up in the rehearsal studios,
where they lived and breathed traditional opera, their
works often blended genres and languages, especially
Taiwanese opera and Henan opera.

Chien-Hua is now a principal actor in Taiwan Bangzi
Opera Company, the island’ s premiere Henan opera
company. With her clear, sonorous voice and her
dashing appearance, she is known as “the Prince
of Henan opera.” (In Henan opera, young male
characters are often played by female performers.)

Chien-Kuo, as a writer and director, recently received
Taishin Arts Award for The Painting of Eighteen
Lohans, a script she co-wrote with An-Chi Wang
for GuoGuang Opera Company. She has injected a
contemporary and humanistic spirit into Taiwan’s
traditional opera scene. Her works are comedic but
also thought-provoking.

While the two sisters are not classically trained, they
have cut their teeth in some of the most prominent
companies in Taiwan. Having made the successful
transition from amateur theater lovers to true
professional, they are now carving out their own
paths with their unique perspectives. As Taiwan’s
traditional theater modernizes and seeks to remain
relevant in the contemporary society, Chien-Hua and
Chien-Kuo have shown the audience a multitude
of possibilities. Their latest effort, Kurama Tengu,
proves again that they are indeed in a class of their
own.
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