Doctor of Letters,
honoris causa

Dr CHOO Heng-cheong

Mr Pro-Chancellor,

There are as many performing arts elites as there are stars in the sky, but the one who has been
able to gain a reputation in the field of performing arts for nearly a century, and who commands
respect and reputation, must be a rare and legendary figure. They must start their career at a very
young age and live a long and healthy life. Beyond natural talent and intelligence, they must
be very dedicated to their field, working tirelessly day and night to achieve mastery. Even after
reaching the peak of their abilities, they must continue to strive for improvement. Moreover,
in the highly competitive entertainment industry, they must possess exceptional interpersonal
skills, being tactful, empathetic, and able to navigate complex social situations to maintain their
success. Master Choo Heng-cheong, a luminary in the realm of traditional Cantonese opera, is a
legend in his own right. His extraordinary talent is matched only by his noble character. Whether
he is performing onstage, directing offstage, or mentoring young artists, his artistry and wisdom

command universal respect and admiration.

Dr Choo Heng-cheong, usually known as Master Choo, a legendary figure in the world of
Cantonese opera, was born in Ipoh, Malaysia in 1927 and has just celebrated his 97th birthday.
Born into a family of opera performers, and under the influence of his father and elder brothers,
he started learning musical instruments and Cantonese operatic percussion while he was a
small child. At the tender age of nine, he made his stage debut and at thirteen, he took on the
role of music leader, quickly gaining recognition and becoming a sought-after music director
for numerous renowned Cantonese opera troupes, including Sin Fung Ming, Chor Fung Ming,
Tai Lung Fung, Hing Sun Sing, Chung Sun Sing, Hing Fung Ming, and Sun Ma., etc. He had
collaborated with almost every renowned Cantonese opera performer and has taken part in all
the famous operas. In addition to his role as a music leader, he served as a vocal coach for many
famous performers, including Lung Kim-sang and Mui Suet-si. He has also directed the recording

of more than one hundred Cantonese opera albums and songs as well as participated in the



movie soundtrack work. Master Choo is well-versed in the history of Cantonese Opera over the
past hundred years, its ups and downs, laughter and tears, and the history of the industry. It is no

exaggeration to call him a living dictionary of Cantonese opera.

Master Choo's musical talent is undeniable, but his dedication and vision are equally impressive.
Having learned Chinese music from his father and elder brother, he is proficient in a wide range
of traditional Chinese instruments, including the gong, drum, gaohu (Yuehu), Guangdong
erxian, bamboo zither, yehu, erhu, sanxian, qingin, zheng, yangqin, and dizi, playing them with
remarkable ease and fluidity. However, he believes that mastering Western instruments is equally
important and that one should not be confined by tradition. To elevate the standard of Chinese
opera, he has actively pursued Western instruments, mastering the guitar, violin, trumpet, and
saxophone, among others. He is particularly good at violin and has developed a unique playing
style. When composing music, he often blends Chinese and Western elements, using a flexible

and innovative approach to bring fresh perspectives to both singers and audiences.

Master Choo moved to Hong Kong in 1959 and has considered it his home ever since. His
arrival coincided with the golden age of Cantonese opera in the 1950s and 1960s, allowing him
to showcase his talents and achieve remarkable success. When Cantonese opera experienced
a downturn from the late 1960s to the 1980s, Master Choo, while nostalgic for the glorious
days of the past, chose to move forward and actively worked to preserve this unique cultural
and artistic form. His efforts included rigorous training of the next generation of Cantonese
opera performers to elevate their standards, as well as tailoring music and singing styles to suit
individual performers, offering a fresh experience to the audience. With an open and generous
spirit, he has shared his insights on music accompaniment and Cantonese opera singing with
countless peers and younger generations. He has also been actively involved in promoting and
educating the public about Cantonese opera through giving lectures and staging performances.
In 2021, with the support of the Cantonese Opera Advisory Committee and the Cantonese Opera
Development Fund, Master Choo produced a series of short films titled (Master Choo Heng-cheong
Cantonese Opera Art Heritage and Demonstration Project) (4Bt T E A& LRz E]) to share

his insights with professional young artists and global audiences.

If you ask the 97-year-old Master Choo to share some unforgettable memories, you will know that
he is a man of deep affection and loyalty. What he always remembers is not his personal brilliant
achievements, but the two brothers who introduced him to the world of Cantonese opera and

provided him with valuable advice; his wife who has shared both the joys and sorrows of life with



him for over 50 years; the kindness of Sit Gok-sin, the patriarch of Cantonese Opera who offered
him with opportunities to showcase his talent; and the heart-warming gesture of the renowned

opera actress Law Yim-hing who gifted him a quilt during a cold winter.

What we should admire is not only Master Choo's unparalleled artistic achievements but also
his attitude towards life and relationships. He believes that in a theater troupe or any team, it
is essential to be tolerant, understanding, and strive for harmony so as to achieve greatness.
Personally, he often emphasises the importance of being modest and humble, gratitude,
respecting one's teachers, and the pursuit of continuous improvement. As someone who has made
Hong Kong his home, Master Choo also hopes that Hong Kong people, especially the younger

generation, can possess these qualities to ensure Hong Kong's continued prosperity.

Master Choo's association with Hong Kong Metropolitan University (formerly known as The
Open University of Hong Kong) began in 2016 when he was invited to give a Cantonese opera
lecture, which was enthusiastically received by the audience. In 2019, during the 30t anniversary
celebration of The Open University of Hong Kong, Master Choo served as the artistic advisor for
the Cantonese opera concert "Dream of the Red Chamber" which was highly acclaimed. In 2023,
Hong Kong Metropolitan University held the opening ceremony of the "Ina Ho Cantonese Opera
Research Centre" at the Xiqu Centre in the West Kowloon Cultural District. The School of Arts
and Social Sciences was responsible for coordinating the performance, with Master Choo serving

as the Guest Chief Musician.

In 2020, Master Choo was honoured with an Honorary Fellowship by The Open University of
Hong Kong, and in 2021, he was further recognised with an Honorary Doctorate by the Hong
Kong Academy for Performing Arts in 2021. In 2022, Dr Choo was among the awardees included
in the "Secretary for Culture, Sports and Tourism's Commendation Scheme" in recognition of his

outstanding contribution to the development of the arts, cultural and creative industries.

Mr Pro-Chancellor, in recognition of Dr Choo Heng-cheong’s unparalleled artistic achievements
as a grandmaster of Cantonese opera, and in gratitude for his efforts in promoting Cantonese
opera, which is now recognised as a world heritage, may I invite our President to present Dr Choo

Heng-cheong for the conferment of the degree of Doctor of Letters, honoris causa.

Citation to be delivered by Professor Charles KWONG Che-leung
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