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Dance

Breaking through Stagnation:
Conversation with Mui Cheuk-yin on
Hong Kong’s Dance Scene

Wei Wei

In 2016, whether it be governmental or in the
community, there was some real effort to break
through the stale status quo in the Hong Kong

dance scene.

The big companies were discontent to be trapped
in their old ways. For example, Hong Kong
Dance Company presented Chinese Hero: A Lone
Exile and Reveries of the Red Chamber to convey
their desire to break away from the path they were on.
The former served to show — once again, after Storm
Clouds — how Chinese dance can be coalesced
with pop culture to lift itself above stagnation. The
latter worked its way up from a most classic text,
to manifest the modern vision and perspectives of
three choreographers, at the same time making use
of the opportunity to challenge the dancers to new

performance levels and physical textures.

Making headway with limited

resources

Artists were more proactive with their use of the
limited resources to look for opportunities for
development. Over a very long period of time, Hong
Kong's young choreographers were stuck on how
to fight for chances to go overseas for exchanges,
learning or performances.There was a lack of funding,

information and networks, all of which posed major

challenges. But in the past year, a number of them
have decided to boldly go forward; there is no point in
complaining about the lack of support in the greater
environment, and it is time to help ourselves.Whether
it was Blue Ka Wing going ahead to take part in the
Hong Kong x Kyoto Dance Exchange Project without
funding from the Hong Kong Arts Development
Council (HKADC), or the Body Code - Post Colonial
Blue Birds project curated by Kenny Leung, these were
all forged under the restriction of limited resources,

bringing about exchanges as well as self growth.

There has been a deepening of dance exchange, and
an active embrace of the art market. A few major
events that left deep impressions in the dance circle
in 2016 were all related to dance exchanges. The
West Kowloon Cultural District Authority (WKCDA)
launched the New Works Forum series in 2014,
where a number of international choreographers
were invited here to hold workshops and discussions,
allowing foran exchange with local dancersand bringing
together a mix of different genres and artists. In 2016,
the series began uncovering new ways of creation and
performance through themes such as “Multimedia
and Dance Dialogue” and ‘“Choreographer &
Composer Lab". The HKADC began organising trips
with local artists and art administrators in 2015 to
the Performing Arts Market in Seoul (PAMS) to test
the waters. In 2016, the HKADC led a delegation of
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more than 60 people for the first time to Germany's
internationale tanzmesse nrw (Tanzmesse), and then
also to the OzAsia Festival, propelling local artists
out into the international art market. And the Hong
Kong Arts Centre co-produced in 2016 with Les
Halles de Schaerbeek an artist pairing programme,
which further explored the modes of commission
and creation for cross-cultural dance pieces.

Government initiated  international  exchanges
charged ahead boldly, while among the community,
exchanges also became more frequent. All of this
started bringing to life the still pool that was the local

dance scene.

In 2014, dance artist Mui Cheuk-yin was elected
as a HKADC Council Member, representing the
dance sector. She uses the ancient Chinese medical
text Huangdi Neijiing as an analogy for the organic
development of the art ecology: If the flow between
the five vital organs is smooth, the yin and the yang in
harmony, then there is always a cure; water can
course through to bring new life. Over the past three
years at the HKADC, Mui has continued to prod and
push at the established government mechanisms,
and happily reports seeing a relaxing at least in the
external environment. Nonetheless, deep-rooted ills
are also surfacing — a sign of the major challenges in

the three years to come.

“Even before entering the HKADC, | felt as though
Hong Kong dance or performing arts faced one
major problem: Our productions are basically only
performed two, three times, before it is forever
stashed away at the bottom of the drawer. All that
time and effort put in, and everything is thrown away
after two showings. It is an awful waste. On top of
that, no one can achieve their ideal creation in such a
short period of production. Even back then, chatting
with Pina Bausch — her dance company took three
months to create a new work, but up to the day
before the premiere she still did not think it was
working yet. In fact, they did not even have a name
set for it. If not even the master can handle it, who
are we to think we can create a lasting piece with this

kind of schedule?”

Looking at the history of Hong Kong's performing arts
turning professional since the 1980s, Mui questions:
How many pieces could we really consider “‘classics™?
“A classic requires the polishing of time. It is when a
city is proud of the creator of the work, and preserves
its essence over time.” Yet what we lack most in this

city is exactly that — time.

On joining the HKADC, Mui seems to have a heroic
determination about her."We have to do something,
or we will all just perish together’ From taking part

in PAMS, to visiting Tanzmesse, change is slowly taking
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place, with new projects and plans coming along.”We
drove something into movement, now we just hope

it does not stop.”

A lack of agents and producers

In September 2016, the HKADC led a delegation
to Tanzmesse for the first time, allowing artists
and art groups to gain exposure in the world's
most important dance art market and find future
collaboration opportunities. The tightly packed
schedule excited participating artists, who said they
had fun and their horizons broadened. But it also
exposed the dance circle’s inadequacies in terms of

promotion, persuasion and negotiation.

“On promotion, there is a lot more to be done, but
for the time being this might be a little difficult,” Mui
says. ‘For example, | see a lack of curatorship roles
in Hong Kong's performing arts. Over the years,
have we had any groups that specialise in being art
agencies! And producers! We have had some over
time, but it has never come close to gaining enough
momentum for creating the right atmosphere. In
this industry, the most successful ones are probably
Cheung Fai and Kwong Wai-lap, but both of them
have specific backgrounds that prop them up. Apart
from managing Hong Kong artists, Cheung Fai also

managed Mainland ones, and because Chinese

theatre began to catch the eye of the West in the
1990s, he was able to establish a network very quickly.
As for Kwong Wai-lap, he worked for Hong Kong Arts
Festival and City Contemporary Dance Company.
That kind of experience, background and network
cannot just be whipped up out of thin air Do we have
anyone who is really based in Hong Kong, focusing
on doing this kind of work here? It is regrettable that
there may be a lot of people who wanted to join the

industry, who just could not find a way.”’

Mui says there are many types of producers and the
most common roles in Hong Kong are those that just
help with odds and ends. It is rare to see a producer
who specialises in negotiating, or brokering deals at
arts festivals. This kind of professional middleman who
travels through art markets and promotes artworks
and artists is an influential role that the global art
market cannot do without; vet it is one the Hong
Kong art industry has long been missing. “These
people know enough about the artists and the arts,
but more importantly, they have enough connections,
they know which kind of theatre to approach for
what production, what artist to nail down for which
work.We need a lot of people in between to make
things happen, but in dance, all you can currently see
is probably Anna CY Chan of the WKCDA (Head of
Dance, Performing Arts, WKCDA). But the WKCDA

cannot do everything, and it has its own missions. So
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we need a large number of independent producers,
and this will be a hefty task in the future: How do we

turn it into a career?”

Building networks: “Give me enough

time for coffee”

It takes ample professional training to nurture art
agents and producers,but it is crucial that one does not
simply stay in an ivory tower. Mui says the so-called
art administration courses on offer generally include
this part,“But the key thing is that it is not just about
your skill; you need connections, a network!” And we
all know that making connections is not something
that happens overnight."How do connections come?
Perhaps you have been in the industry for a long time,
or you were involved in some art festivals. Or you
worked in a well known art group, and set up your

own agency afterwards.”

Neither of these situations are particularly realistic in
Hong Kong today. Those with plenty of experience are
mostly tied to the big art organisations; newcomers
often enter these institutions only to exit shortly
thereafter; before garnering enough experience and
connections. As for the latter situation, it seems Hong
Kong does not have too many art groups that reach

this scale and standard.

“In the 1990s, when | flew solo through all sorts of
arts festivals, | tried to apply for government funding:
Could | have some money to bring someone with me
just to make connections? At the time they told me
that was not a necessary move. But | was not bringing
someone along to help me on my productions.
| was hoping this person would be able to do this
kind of work in the future, and build up long term
connections. Back then, no one felt this was needed.
Later; when | stopped touring, my connections ended.
Now when | want to try and reconnect, it is not
the same thing anymore. Connections do not come

overnight; they come over time.”

Today, we must not be so short-sighted. To Mui, it is
imperative to look ahead and begin paving the way
for future art agents and producers. She remembers
asking Cheung Fai for his secret to success.'He told
me, You must allow for enough time to have coffee

with people.

Reviewing funding policies

How should the HKADC set relevant policies in
future? Mui believes first on the agenda should be
a review of current funding policies. She points out
that art funding has all along largely focused on
productions, which means everyone who creates

a production gets a little bit of money, leading to a
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whole swathe of average productions.This is a dead
end road! The pie is only so big, and there are more
and more people entering the industry; with this
model it looks on the surface as though everyone
is getting paid, but in reality, while you will not starve
on this money, you can barely eat a full meal either.
At the end of the day, we must reconsider what the
funding is really for. Funding can bring about a lot of
things, and can play a crucial role in shaping a city's
facade. That includes creating an environment for

artists to inspire things they cannot even see yet.”

Mui quips that it is similar to the Huangdi Neijing: First
you create a good environment for your innards so
they can regain their own functions, and then the
body will work itself out. Right now, we are doing it
in the opposite fashion. it may be that some of our
organs are clogged or rotting, but no one is dealing
with it. And then we use what little resources we
have to try and save them. Is that not just a recipe for
death? In joining the HKADC, our council members
have to work with the industry to figure out our
ecology, and find the parts that have long stopped
working, or parts that are not able to shine within
this ecological system. It is a massively difficult job,
but hopefully in the next three years we will try our

hardest to do it.”

Specifically on art agents, Mui believes since there

are already a lot of scholarships to support local art
administrators to intern at overseas art festivals, why
not consider putting them inside their own art circle
for experience! "'For example, let some interns follow
the Hong Kong Arts Festival Programme Director
Grace Lang, or WKCDA's Anna CY Chan, under
a mentorship model, for a year. Listening to how
someone sells a programme, how they negotiate, it
is a form of training. | proposed this last time, but
we could not do it. Hopefully we can do it this time

round.’

Improving the creative environment

The concept of the “art market” has come to Hong
Kong very late. Yet to an artist, it is an important
entry point to “see the world's current status, to
understand one’s own positioning, and to find
opportunities for collaboration and development.”
To stand out at all in the market, the roles of art
agent and producer are of course pivotal, but going
back to the roots, it all comes down to the work

itself.

“In an art market, if your piece is interesting enough,
someone will come find you,” says Mui. “When |
joined the HKADC, | clearly stated that there are
two things | most want to deal with: our internal

environment and our external environment. We are
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now starting to see movement on the outside; as for
the inside, how can we build a good environment for
creating art? How do we make our organs healthy
and how do we feed our artists the right nutrients to
make a move! When you have a healthy environment,

one will just get up and move.”

The creative environment, she bluntly puts, is really
“uninteresting”, and how to improve this is a “tricky

situation”. "“Creativity is not like now where you
just sell this product for that amount of money. You
are not creating just for the money; it is for a lot of
things. For example, there are a lot of shows these
days with interesting topics, but you can see the way
they do it is totally hollow.You can tell there was no
time at all for research beforehand. We really need a
dramaturge, and let the artist focus on creating. Right
now, you see artists doing a lot peripheral things, and
then when they finally take it into the studio, it is like
a chef with no time to cook up the dish.You end up
with a plate of cold rice. What is the point of having

lots of ingredients and a great restaurant location? |

still would not want to eat there!”

Mui stresses that the environment can be nurtured
with effort, but artists have to make a decision
themselves.”l am not saying everyone has to sacrifice,
but you do have to make a choice. Are you entering

this industry just to survive, or do you want to do

something else?’ She says, art requires time for
settling, for ruminating. She likens it to a slow-cooked
casserole — it is through this gradual process that

artists can grow and develop.

In recent years, the industry has sensed a creative risk.
To make sure the dance circle does not fail to pass
the torch, it has begun working very hard to put in
place creative platforms for young choreographers,
pumping in new blood at full strength. For example,
Hong Kong Ballet's annual Choreographers' Showcase
and City Contemporary Dance Company's Dancers'
Homework: Both are putting on original productions
by up and coming choreographers in small venues.
Hong Kong Dance Company has run for a decade
its experimental theatre 8/F Platform; last year it
curated a special two-week programme that brought
together artists from Hong Kong, Japan, Taiwan
and Korea to learn from each other, exchanging,
observing, innovating. Hong Kong Dance Alliance
also launched a dance scholarship last year, offering
awardees financial and art administration support
and performance platforms, allowing them to focus
on nothing else but creating. As for the LCSD’s New
Force in Motion series and the Hong Kong Arts
Festival's Hong Kong Jockey Club Contemporary
Dance Series, they gave quite a number of young
choreographers chances to flex their muscles and

pump fresh blood through the dance circle.
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These different platforms have gradually built up a
performance stairway for small to medium scale
pieces. Apart from providing newcomers with creative
opportunities, it also makes the mobilising of works
more organic. As Mui says, “After forging a channel,
the water can flow right through!” But there is still a
serious lack of platforms for the development of small
and medium sized performances.The catch is that only
works that have been through careful polishing can
become the foundation for an artist to make a stand
in the world. “But for larger scale, full length pieces,
who will commission those? In this case, there is little
we can do for now.Works headed for the art market
are mostly short, segmented, easily shown. But you can
really only show your potential when you can develop
some larger scale, full length works. In the coming

three years, this is what we will be focusing on.”

On the modes of commission and production for
dance, there have been some new ideas these couple
of years too. For example, after the WKCDA's New
Works Forum brought together Unlock Dancing
Plaza and Emmanuelle Vo-Dinh, the dancers were
sent to France to learn from the choreographer
altogether spending a year and a half to create Simon
Says. There was also the Hong Kong Arts Centre and
Les Halles de Schaerbeek collaboration in their artist
pairing programme, which provided new sources of

inspiration for future dance creation and production.

There is a long road ahead. We are delighted to feel
the wind rising; we only hope the ripples will keep

spreading.

(Translated by DT)
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