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Keeping alive a tradition of appeasing hungry ghosts
The seventh moon of the lunar year has just come to an end. It is often called the ghost month because, of course, its highlight is the hungry ghosts festival.
That night is marked in many Chinese and other Buddhist cultures in Asia, and even in this modern age Hong Kong people burn incense outside their apartment blocks to appease the lost souls who wander the world during the month - the spirits who have no one else in this world to pay tribute to them in the next.
The month is especially important to my own community, the Chiu Chow. Traditionally, the Chiu Chow put special effort into ceremonies to ease the suffering of these lost souls. It was considered a public-spirited and charitable duty to look after them.
As far back as the 1850s, the annual rituals played an important role in helping the new immigrant community establish itself in neighborhoods such as Shau Kei Wan after leaving their homeland in southeast Guangdong.

To this day, many Hong Kong people of Chiu Chow heritage go back to those original districts to celebrate. One important part of the Yulan ceremonies, as they are known, is entertainment, notably Chiu Chow-style opera (with the front row of seats left empty for invisible guests).
The Hong Kong Chiu Chow Yulan ghost festival is now listed by China under the Unesco convention for the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage.
