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    The Hungry Ghost was first performed on 1 October 2026 at the Bush Theatre, London. The cast was as follows:
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    Characters


    This play is to be performed with two actors:


    GIRL, female, British Chinese, twenty-two, also called 女 (leoi5) meaning girl or daughter


    GHOST, female, Chinese, immortal or eighteen


    The actor playing GIRL will also voice the following characters:


    MUM, female, Chinese, forties to fifties, also called 媽 (ma1), 阿媽 (aa3 ma1) or 媽咪 (ma1 mi4)


    NAOMI, female, white British, twenty-three


    POLICE OFFICER, male, white British, fifties


    阿俊 (aa3 zeon3), male, British Chinese, sixteen 


    SECRETARY, female, white British, forties


    NAOMI’S MUM, female, white British, fifties


    The actor playing GHOST will also voice the following character:


    芸妮 (wan4 lei4), female, Chinese, immortal or eighteen


    In the original production, the stage manager appeared onstage as the following character:


    SAINSBURY’S STORE MANAGER, any gender, any age


    Accents


    GIRL has a British accent. She speaks minimal Cantonese.


    GHOST can have either a British accent because she inhabits GIRL’s body or a Chinese accent because she originally grew up in Guangdong province, China.


    MUM has a Chinese accent, which could be from China, Malaysia or any East Asian country with a significant Cantonese population. She speaks Cantonese with a lazy tone, meaning 女 is pronounced with an ‘l’ instead of an ‘n’.


    NAOMI has a British accent of the actor’s choice. It is not from London.


    Language


    Cantonese is a tonal language and uses particles to communicate sentiment. The following particles are used by characters in this play:


    哦 (oh) – a sound of realisation or understanding


  呀 (aa1/aa3/aa4) – softens a statement or turns it into a question


   啦 (la1) – softens a statement so it sounds warm rather than blunt


   哎呀 (aai1 aa1) – indicates surprise, annoyance or frustration


  嘩 (waa1) – indicates shock or amazement


    吓 (ha2) – indicates confusion


   喂 (wai3) – to grab attention and stop someone from doing something


  嗯 (mm4) – indicates agreement or approval


 喎 (wo3) – indicates surprise or realisation


    Staging


    As per Chinese custom, the front row or the best seats in the front row should be reserved for any ghosts in the building who might like to watch the show. Failure to do so may result in haunting and misfortune.


    Chinese ghosts lurk near walls and in dark corners. Therefore, while GIRL can move freely on the stage, GHOST favours the walls or sides.


    Time Period


    This play is set in the present day and the story takes place from the beginning to the end of the seventh lunar month.


    GHOST lived five hundred years before the play’s present.


    Structure


    This play follows a structure called 起承轉合 (hei2 sing4 zyun3 hap6) which is said to have originated from Classical Chinese poetry and is the foundation of many East Asian narrative works today. It is a four-act structure where 起 = introduction, 承 = development, 轉 = twist and 合 = reconciliation. Unlike Western three-or five-act structures, which are typically driven by conflict, 起承轉合 is driven by discovery.


    Chinese Cultural References


    HUNGRY GHOSTS or 餓鬼 (ngo6 gwai2) – When someone has a violent or unhappy death, or if they have not been given proper burial rites, their soul is unable to rest. They then become a hungry ghost, driven by passion, malice or greed, and no amount of food can ever satisfy them. They are often depicted in literature and art with enormous stomachs and long thin necks. If the person died by suicide, they will typically have a long, lolling tongue.


    THE FESTIVAL OF HUNGRY GHOSTS – Every year, on the first day of the seventh lunar month, the Gates of Hell open and hungry ghosts are able to return to our world, where they roam in search of food, entertainment or to deal with unfinished business. On the fifteenth lunar day, the ghosts are particularly active and it is common for the living to burn joss paper for the spirits as an offering. On the last day of the lunar month, the ghosts return to hell and the Gates are closed for another year. The whole month is considered to be very unlucky.


    FOX SPIRITS – These shapeshifting spirits can take the form of beautiful women. They are often depicted as dangerous creatures who have sex with men in order to steal their yang energy. With their yin and yang out of balance, the men are weakened. Eventually, when their yang energy is fully depleted, they die.


    THE MOON – The moon holds significant meaning in Chinese culture. For example, the Chinese calendar follows the lunisolar system and festivals are still marked according to this calendar. Aesthetically, the moon’s round shape is a symbol of reunion, completeness and prosperity. The moon has also been used as a symbol of longing and separation in many famous Tang dynasty poems.


    REUNION DINNER – This dinner is held on Chinese New Year’s Eve and represents family unity, prosperity and togetherness. It is the most important event in the Chinese calendar and is the cause of the world’s largest annual migration as people travel back to their hometowns to reunite with their families.


    Further Reading


    Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio, Pu Songling (Penguin Classics, 2006)


    Stories about Not Being Afraid of Ghosts, compiled and translated by Yang Hsien-Yi and Gladys Yang (Wildside Press, 2024)


    This ebook was created before the end of rehearsals and so may differ slightly from the play as performed.

  

  
    
      
    


    


    MEI LENG YEW


    Mei Leng is a British writer of Malaysian-Chinese heritage. Her debut play The Hungry Ghost is produced by New Earth Theatre and premiered at the Bush Theatre in October 2026. Mei Leng was shortlisted for the Women’s Play for Playwriting in 2025 for her play Down Side Up. She is an alumna of the Soho Theatre Writers’ Lab, the Royal Court Intro to Playwriting Group and New Earth Theatre’s Writers Plus Academy. She is also a trustee of MAMA Youth Project, a charity that empowers diverse young people to work in film and TV. Mei Leng is passionate about stories that are set in unique, highly personal worlds with characters who find joy in unusual places.

  

  
    
      
    


    A Nick Hern Book


    The Hungry Ghost first published in Great Britain as a paperback original in 2026 by Nick Hern Books Limited, The Glasshouse, 49a Goldhawk Road, London W12 8QP, in association with New Earth Theatre and the Bush Theatre, London


    This ebook first published in 2026


    The Hungry Ghost copyright © 2026 Mei Leng Yew


    Mei Leng Yew has asserted her right to be identified as the author of this work


    Cover image by Emilie Chen; photography by Sebastian Nevols


    Designed and typeset by Nick Hern Books, London


    A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


    ISBN   978 1 83904 645 2 (print edition)

    ISBN   978 1 80640 050 8 (ebook edition)


    CAUTION   This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorised distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights, and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly. This book may not be used, in whole or in part, for the development or training of artificial intelligence technologies or systems.


    Amateur Performing Rights   Applications for performance, including readings and excerpts, by amateurs in the English language should be addressed to the Performing Rights Department, Nick Hern Books, The Glasshouse, 49a Goldhawk Road, London W12 8QP, tel +44 (0)20 8749 4953, email rights@nickhernbooks.co.uk, except as follows:


    Australia: ORiGiN Theatrical, email enquiries@originmusic.com.au, web www.origintheatrical.com.au


    New Zealand: Play Bureau, 20 Rua Street, Mangapapa, Gisborne 4010, tel +64 21 258 3998, email info@playbureau.com


    Professional Performing Rights   Applications for performance by professionals in any medium and in any language throughout the world (and by amateurs in the United States of America and Canada) should be addressed to The Haworth Agency, Studio 103, Babel Studios, 158b Kentish Town Road, London, NW5 2AG, tel +44 (0)20 4551 2607, email permissions@ haworthagency.co.uk
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