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Drama

Cultural Governance, or Sharing City?

—An Analysis of the Phenomenon of
Increased Programme Numbers, Venues and
Professionalisation in Performing Arts

Damian Cheng

As Bernice Chan and Felix Chan point out in their
articles in Hong Kong Theatre Yearbook 2015, it is
clear that the rise in programme and venue numbers
and growing attention to professional development
have been a major trend in the local theatre scene in
recent years. 2 Unlike previous discussion addressing
the trends and phenomena of a particular yearn
this article traces the root causes of phenomena
that have existed for an extended period of time,
and examines their overall trajectory and latest
development in the context of relevant happenings
in 2016. | have, to a certain extent, followed the
premise of /587, a Year of No Significance: The Ming
Dynasty in Decline by Chinese historian Ray Huang,
in my quest to project a broader view out of 2016,

a seemingly insignificant year in history.

Short- and long-term causes of the

rise in programme numbers

According to “the number of Hong Kong drama
productions” from 2013 to 2015 compiled by
Bernice Chan, together with the 2016 statistics
detailed in Table!, the recent years have witnessed
a continuous increase in programme numbers. The
upward trend, if taken at face value, seems to denote
a boom in Hong Kong theatre. In fact, every weekend
there are as many as seven or eight programmes

for regular and occasional theatregoers to choose

Cultural Governance, or Sharing City?

from; during the fall or peak season (such as the
Hong Kong Arts Festival), clashes are not seldom.
However, does it follow that the vast and rising
programme numbers signify a steady growth as well
in the size of audience? The lack of precise figures
on hand forbids me from making further analysis
of this issue at present. But as Table | indicates, the
absolute majority of theatrical productions were,
as expected, subsidised by government or semi-
government institutions, such as the Leisure and
Cultural Services Department (LCSD) under the
Home Affairs Bureau (HAB), and the Hong Kong
Arts Development Council (HKADC). Curiously
enough, when it comes to cultural policies, is the
capitalistic Hong Kong indeed a follower of socialism,
or a flagbearer for Keynesianism which employs an
expansionist approach to boost the demand for
cultural products and the size of its cultural market?
The fundamental reason behind the steady increase
in programme numbers is, as | am about to point
out, the neoliberalist cultural policy adopted by the

HKSAR Government over the past two decades.

From assessing output to assessing
impact

Let's take a look at the Hong Kong Repertory Theatre
(HKRep), one of the HAB-funded flagship theatre
companiesinthe city.In 2015/20 1 6,HKRep presented




and co-presented a total of 26 programmes in
430 performances; among which were seven main
stage productions (in 81 performances), eight
black box productions (in 278 performances), and
Il co-presentations (in 71 performances). It also
organised community outreach and educational
activities, Venue Partnership Scheme programmes,
cultural exchange programmes and other activities,
presenting an astounding sum of 2,7 | | performances
in total.?> Showered with public funds and resources
as one of the three HAB-backed flagship theatre
companies,* HKRep has what it takes to produce an
enormous body of varied output. This has something
to do with HKRep's constant emphasis on mass

appeal and, in my opinion, even more to do with the

HKSAR Government's changing directions after the
handover in 1997, as its cultural policies have turned
to neoliberalism where auditing and quantification

are the key focus.

In retrospect, this change of direction had its origins
in the reform of district organisations and cultural
policies after the 1997 handover® Apart from the
abolition of the two municipal councils, whose role
in providing cultural and arts, sports and recreational
services were taken over by their successor LCSD,
reform also brought about the corporatisation of
the four major performing arts groups formerly
subsidised by the Urban Council.® Now corporatised

entities, the four big players are required to seek

|. The title of this article comes from a presentation | gave on “Observations of the Year: Some Phenomena at the IATC TW

2018 Forum organised by International Association of Theatre Critics (Taiwan), dated 20 January 2018.This article does not focus

on phenomena specific to 2016, but makes use of certain happenings in 2016 to deliberate on phenomena which have existed

for a number of years. In a way, the analysis also applies to 2016.

2.Bernice Chan.2017."A Survey of Developments in Hong Kong Theatre in 2015", Hong Kong Theatre Yearbook 2015, pp. | | |-

120. Hong Kong: International Association of Theatre Critics (Hong Kong): http://www.iatc.com.hk/theatre20 | 5/7a=doc&id=

100879; Felix Chan,"Time to Bring in Professionals: Contemplating the Development of Hong Kong Dance through West
Kowloon Cultural District Dance Workshops”, Ibid, pp. 19-28: http://www.iatc.com.hk/theatre20 | 5/7a=doc&id=100872

w

. See "Summary of Productions and Activities”, Hong Kong Repertory Theatre Annual Report 2015/2016, pp. 20-34:

http://www.hkrep.com/wp-content/uploads/20 1 7/07/annualreport | 5 | 6.pdf

4.The other two flagship theatre companies are Chung Ying Theatre Company and Zuni Icosahedron, respectively.

5.1n June 1998, the Constitutional Affairs Bureau published the Consultation Document on Review of District Organisations to start
reviewing district organisations, including the two municipal councils. This was followed by the Consultant’s Report on Culture, the
Arts, Recreation and Sports Services released by HAB in March 1999, as well as preliminary response from the government.

6.They are namely HKRep, Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra, Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra, and Hong Kong Dance Company.

Hong Kong Theatre Yearbook 2016 (Dance, Xiqu, Drama)




other public resources on their own, while receiving
a large chunk of the subsidy HAB has for its grantees.
According to the Committee on Performing Arts
Consultation Paper released by the newly formed
Committee on Performing Arts in November 2005,
the four HAB-backed arts organisations and other
HKADC three-year grantees should be financed
by a “single funding body”, in order to “facilitate
the formulation of one set of assessment criteria
to measure their performance and provide a level-
playing field for them to compete for public funding
resources in a fair and open environment”. 7 Under
the new assessment mechanism and criteria, not only
were the applicants’ overall artistic achievements to
be considered, but also their “tangible and intangible
results, such as audience building and sponsorship,
the effects on other sectors of the community
and the international image of Hong Kong”. 8 With
conditions like that, it is little wonder that HKRep
has been so keen to expand in recent years. Amid
the rise of audit culture and quantification in the
neoliberal era, hitting sales quotas is the order of

the day.?

LCSD also busy meeting quotas

The growth in programme numbers, needless
to say, should also be attributed to the ongoing
development of LCSD. At present, the units under
LCSD which offer dramatic performances include
the Cultural Presentations Section (CP), Festivals
Office, and Audience Building Office. With vast
resources at their command, over the years they have
presented and sponsored countless productions by

professional theatre companies.

It is worth noting that CP has been making
systematic efforts to invest in reruns, alongside the
premieres they present and sponsor. Starting from
2011, they have organised the Re-run Run Shows
series for restaging quality productions and bringing
them to a wider audience; and starting from 2013,
they have introduced another series titled New
Energy to allow up-and-coming theatre groups to
create works with an experimental edge. Despite

the suspension of New Energy in 2016, both series

7.See Committee on Performing Arts Consultation Paper, pp. | 5: http://www.hab.gov.hk/file_manager/en/documents/policy_

responsibilities/arts_culture_recreation_and_sport/asb/asb45_CPA_full_e.pdf

8. Ibid, pp. I3.

9. For a more thorough analysis of the aforementioned reform, see my other article: Damian Cheng. 2016."From Big Four to Big Nine:

On the Changing and Unchanging Cultural Funding Policies in Hong Kong", Graduate Journal of Cultural and Creative Industries,
Vol 2, pp. 60-64. http://gjcci.weebly.com/uploads/5/4/0/ | /540 17633/07 _F3 P4 K B LK Z B pdf
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New Vision Conversations: The Arts Salon Series, New Vision Arts Festival 2016
Photo courtesy: International Association of Theatre Critics (Hong Kong)

Workshop of International Workshop Festival of Theatre
Photo courtesy: International Association of Theatre Critics (Hong Kong)
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survive to this day and keep boosting CP's output in

terms of programme number and genre.

The Festivals Office, on the other hand, has continued
with its annual International Arts Carnival, as well as
two topical events — the New Vision Arts Festival
and the World Cultures Festival — every other year.
Ever since presenting the Legends of China Festival
in 2001 (succeeded by another instalment in 2003,
and replaced by the World Cultures Festival since
2005), the Festivals Office has adopted a three-
pronged approach: The biennial New Vision Arts
Festival from 2002 onwards brings in experimental,
avant-garde productions from all over the world; the
World Cultures Festival inaugurated in 2005 treads
in the footsteps of the Legends of China Festival to
showcase ethnic cultures worldwide; and the annual
International Arts Carnival since 2000 offers family

delights with popular appeal.

All this goes to show that the LCSD, as the premier
government institution that provides cultural events
for Hong Kong citizens, leaves little room for criticism,
given the fact that they are obligated to fill the seats
for the varied programmes they present. That said,
are these changes and development the LCSD has
gone through in recent years the inevitable results
of the reform of cultural policies in post-1997 Hong

Kong, which became more quantity and audit driven?

Cultural Governance, or Sharing City?

Shock waves from West Kowloon
Beyond dispute, the overall upward trend in
programme numbers cannot be separated from
the proactive approach taken by West Kowloon
Cultural District Authority (WKCDA). In 2016, for
example, WKCDA actively developed its corporate
branding in two dimensions, “audience building
and development” and “professional development”

respectively.

Prior to the opening of multiple performance
venues at West Kowloon Cultural District (WKCD),
WKCDA's  Performing Arts Department has
embarked on a wide range of efforts to nurture
audiences for the forthcoming cultural hub. On top
of public engagement activities such as Freespace
Happening, they took further their 2015 International
Workshop Festival of Theatre, pairing up British artist
Ant Hampton and local theatre company Cinematic
Theatre in an Autoteatro production titled Someone
Else (Hong KongVersion).What's more, they imitated
National Theatre Live in streaming live in November
2016 the Greek tragedy Antigone, a collaboration
between Tang Shu-wing Theatre Studio and Baiguang

Theatre Studio, Beijing.

Through its diverse efforts in creative exploration,

WKCDA's Performing Arts Department has indeed




fostered exchange among theatre practitioners, in
turn sparking off new ideas and endeavours. The
highly interactive and engaging Freespace Happening
has also ushered in a brand new understanding of
the performing arts for both theatre professionals
and the general public. In 2017, WKCDA teamed
up with Swire Properties in presenting Freespace
at Talkoo Place, putting up |3 programmes in 29
performances spanning theatre, dance, music, exhibits
and multimedia artwork at different locations under
Taikoo Place, such as the ArtisTree, restaurants, office
lobbies, and lawn areas. In response, the LCSD too
has set in motion a series of projects. Alongside
Hong Kong Museum of Art's three-year closure for
renovation and the facelift scheduled for Hong Kong
Cultural Centre, the East Kowloon Cultural Centre,
due to open its doors in 2020, is set to broaden the
local performing arts scene while all eyes are on
WKCD.

Surge in performance venues and
latent problems

As | pinpoint in another article, the growing number
of theatre performances in recent years is also related

to the emergence of smaller sized performance

venues citywide.'® Today the majority of Hong Kong's
performance venues are still run by LCSD, so there
is no major change on the surface. However, the
LCSD has revamped many of its venues into black
box theatres in recent years, such as the ones at
Kwai Tsing Theatre (opened in 2008) and Tai Po Civic
Centre (opened in 2017), and the Cultural Activities
Hall at Ngau ChiWan Civic Centre which may double
as an experimental theatre. Also on the list are the
Ko Shan Theatre New Wing Auditorium (opened in
2014), and HKRep's rehearsal room in Sheung Wan
Civic Centre which the company has used as a black
box theatre in recent years. The growing number of
smaller sized performance venues is a notable trend.
Considering the post-1997 developments of LCSD
and the flagship arts groups under its patronage, the
relationship between programme number and venue
number is in fact a chicken and egg situation, a natural
outcome amid the rise of neoliberalism, as well as
the culture of auditing and quantification associated

with it.

Meanwhile, a number of small to medium sized
professional theatre groups housed inside industrial
buildings have at some point converted their
rehearsal rooms

into  provisional performance

10. Damian Cheng. 2013."Small Theatres Sprouting Up across the City", Hong Kong Drama Yearbook 201 I, pp. 15—17. Hong Kong:

International Association of Theatre Critics (Hong Kong).
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venues titled as theatres in recent years.We Draman
Group's black box theatre, Theatre Horizon's Water
Margin Theatre, Drama Gallery's black box theatre,
Alice Theatre Laboratory's rehearsal room are cases
in point, contributing to the rise in programme
numbers as a whole. As we all know, theatre groups’
occupancy of industrial buildings began as a by-
product of the 1998 financial crisis and the SARS
outbreak in 2003. Economic downturn caused a
slump in property prices, which made industrial
units more affordable for theatre companies and
artists in need of sizeable and flexible workspace.
However, under the prevailing fire and building
safety ordinances, office space and rehearsal rooms
within industrial buildings are not entirely lawful, not
to mention theatres. The community has strived to
advocate the legalisation of art studios in industrial
buildings. The result has been, ironically, ceaseless
inspections by the Fire Services Department and
Buildings Department, and the 2009 revitalisation
of industrial buildings policy put forward by Carrie
Lam, then Secretary for Development, which failed

to serve the needs of art workers.

While the legal status of these rehearsal rooms and
theatres remain undefined, theatre groups quartered
in industrial buildings are in constant fear of surprise
crackdowns by the Fire Services Department and

Buildings Department. That fear has escalated further,

Cultural Governance, or Sharing City?

as inspections have been more frequent than ever
after the deadly fire at the Amoycan Industrial
Centre's mini-storage facilities in June 2016.The toll
was soon felt, as Hong Kong People’s Fringe Festival,
a huge part of which taking place within industrial

complexes, came to a halt after its four-year run.

Professional development a citywide

phenomenon

On the heels of the rise in programme and
venue numbers is the budding phenomenon of
professionalisation in performing arts. A leading
proponent is no doubt WKCDA's Performing Arts
Department. In 2016, for instance, they presented
and co-presented a wide array of related activities,
such as New Works Forum, Theatre Atelier Project,
T-Talk, Producers’ Network Meeting & Forum. These
endeavours have undoubtedly brought the theatre
community new inspirations and resources, but also
the cultural software necessary for the surge in

programme numbers.

Other than WKCDA's Performing Arts Department,
also of particular note is the Hong Kong Arts
(HKAAA),

non-government body dedicated to promoting

Administrators  Association another
professional development in the industry.In 2016, the

year in question, they hosted the Arts Management




Seminar Series, Arts Administrator [0l Series,
Cultural Leadership Summit, Arts Administration and
Management Public Forum, HKAAA Recruitment
Day and more, to cater to the needs of local arts
administrators and those who aspire to join the

profession.

Cultural governance or sharing city?

It is fair to say that in the past decade or so, we
have witnessed a continuous rise in the number of
theatre programmes and venues, as well as greater
emphasis on professionalisation in performing arts.
The expediency of culture, in this day and age, has
become a general norm. As cultural governance-
related lingoes such as creative industries and city
branding are mentioned so often, many are led
to believe that a culture boom is well underway.
However, as such lingoes are now fading into oblivion
in Europe and America, could the Keynesian-esque
moves in present-day Hong Kong be, after all, nothing
but bubbles that mirror an excess supply in the

cultural market?

Furthermore, as mentioned earlier on, Hong Kong's
cultural resources have long been homogeneous,
firmly in the hands of government or semi-
government institutions such as HAB, HKADC,
and WKCDA. Would cultural governance lingoes

(creative industries and city branding), essentially
slanted towards economic growth, give rise to the
paradox of Hong Kong theatre becoming even more
homogeneous? Would the allocation of massive
resources, which steers recipients towards a desired
target, end up snuffing out the rebellious vigour of

young artists before it blossoms?

Thankfully, over recent years many groups and
individuals in the theatre community have been
building their own mechanisms and networks outside
the mammoth establishment to share resources and
support each other. Theatre Horizon, for one, put
together the Hong Kong People’s Fringe Festival for
four consecutive years from 2012;another example is
the 2017 Outer West Kowloon Theatrefest. Beyond
cultural governance imposed by the authorities, these
attempts served to create a more organic “sharing
city” that would better fulfill people’s needs. Culture
has always been one of the “urban commons” in
the convoluted web of maze-like cityscapes. David
Harvey, a renowned American geographer, remarks:
“The common is not to be construed, therefore, as a
particular kind of thing, asset or even social process,
but as an unstable and malleable social relation
between a particular self-defined social group and
those aspects of its actually existing or yet-to-be-
created social and/or physical environment deemed

crucial to its life and livelihood.” ' As to whether a
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new world would emerge beyond the confines of
cultural governance, it all hinges on the imagination

and determination of our fellow comrades in theatre.

(Translated by Elbe Lau)

| 1. David Harvey. 2012. Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution, pp. 73. UK:Verso.
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Number of drama productions in Hong Kong 2016

Number of productions by theatre companies supported 71 12%
by the Hong Kong Arts Development Council

Number of productions by theatre companies supported 38 7%
by the Home Affairs Bureau

Number of productions by independent theatre companies I35 23%
(including those presented by the Leisure and Cultural Services

Department and productions by theatre companies sponsored

by the Leisure and Cultural Services Department’s Venue Partnership Scheme)

Number of productions by amateur theatre companies 277 47%
(including those sponsored by the Hong Kong Arts Development Council
and productions by The Hong Kong Academy of Performing Arts)

Number of productions by non-local theatre companies 66 |19

Total 587 100%
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