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Drama

One Hong Kong, Three Awards. Too many?

Too few?

Pianda

Introduction

2016/2017 will go down in Hong Kong theatre
history as an important year. In this year, the IATC
(HK) Critics Award was inaugurated, whereas
the oldest theatre award, the Hong Kong Drama
Awards, announced that they had changed the
criteria for competition. The two awards, together
with the approximately decade old Hong Kong
Theatre Libre, are propelling theatre criticism and
professional appreciation in Hong Kong into a new
era. This article describes the origins of these three
awards, and analyses the opinions of the founders

and experienced stakeholders of these awards.
I. A brief history of the three awards

Hong Kong Drama Awards

The Hong Kong Drama Awards was inaugurated
by the Hong Kong Federation of Drama Societies.
The first ceremony took place in 1992, with over
|0 award categories. By the 21st awards ceremony
(2012), the regular award categories of the Hong
Kong Drama Awards were mostly established,
encompassing different areas of theatre production
both front and back stage. The Hong Kong Drama
Awards is a “peer election”, concluding each year

with the industry consensus on the achievements of
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Hong Kong theatre, to celebrate outstanding theatre
workers in different areas, and to push forward the

development of Hong Kong theatre. !

Hong Kong Theatre Libre

Media personality Kuh Fei felt deeply that small
theatres were being neglected by the media and the
industry. Therefore, in 2006 he self-funded the Hong
Kong Theatre Libre.The first ceremony took place in
2009, with awards in eight categories including best
script, best director, best actress, best actor; etc. for
the purpose of “propelling the theatre movement
in Hong Kong, and supporting Hong Kong artistic

groups to put on work in local small theatres”. 2

IATC (HK) Critics Awards

The International Association of Theatre Critics
(Hong Kong), which will be referred to as IATC
(HK), announced the establishment of the IATC
(HK) Critics Awards in March 2016, with the mission
of “celebrating excellent local productions annually,
fostering exchange between critics, and, through the
eyes of the critics, create a more forward looking
definition for writing about theatre in Hong Kong”.
The initial awards ceremony took place in 2017.
The five categories include performance of the year,
script/playwright of the year, director of the year,

etc. 3




2. Eligibility criteria

Hong Kong Drama Awards

Productions with a run of three or more shows,
with a Chinese script, which are publicly performed
in Hong Kong between | January and 3| December,
are eligible.The company must be a locally registered
organisation, and the three performances must have
public ticket sales, with a venue audience capacity
of at least 200 people. Applications for eligible
productions must be submitted to the Hong Kong
Federation of Drama Societies before the opening,
and must provide a certain number of free tickets

for the adjudicators. 4

Hong Kong Theatre Libre

Both Chinese and English language plays performed
in Hong Kong's small theatres between | Apriland 3|
March of the following year are automatically eligible
for this award. There are no concrete rules, but the

award organiser welcomes the producer to provide

free tickets to the adjudicators. The Hong Kong
Theatre Libre specifies venues: all cultural activities
halls, exhibition galleries and black box theatres
operated by the Leisure and Cultural Services
Department, the Cattle Depot Artist Village's studio
theatre (On & On Cattle Depot Theatre), the Fringe
Club, the Hong Kong Art Centre's McAulay Studio,
the studio theatre in The Hong Kong Academy for
Performing Arts, HKRep Black Box, the Jockey Club
Creative Arts Centre’s Black Box Theatre, rehearsal

spaces of theatre companies, etc. °

IATC (HK) Critics Awards

Local theatre productions/programmes, works/
programmes that take place in Hong Kong between
| January and 31 December each year are eligible
as long as they possess sufficient dramatic elements.
Therefore, musicals, music theatres, multimedia
theatres, interactive theatres, museum theatres,
performances in informal theatres and outdoor

venues and community performances, irrespective

|. The Hong Kong Drama Awards Regulations: (last updated 9 January 2017): http://www.hongkongdrama.com/wp-content/up

loads/2015/05/HK-Drama-Awards-Regulation-2017.pdf

2.The Hong Kong Theatre Libre Database: http://www. |0l arts.net/viewArticleList.php?type=hktl
3. International Association of Theatre Critics (Hong Kong) hosts the “IATC(HK) Critics Awards 2016”: http://www.iatc.com.

hk/?a=group&id=news&doc_id=79 124
4. 1bid. I.
5. lbid. 2.
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of whether they are free, theatre schemes, activities
or research, are all eligible. Expenses incurred while
adjudicating shows can be claimed back from IATC
(HK).©

3. The adjudicating mechanism

Hong Kong Drama Awards

At least 60 adjudicators, all of whom are age 35 or
above, who must be members of the Hong Kong
Federation of Drama Societies, or members or
employees of member organisations, and who have
engaged in theatre related paid work for not less
than |5 vears, are selected to become members
after registration. The adjudicators must watch at
least 36 entries each year before they can nominate
productions. They will lose their eligibility if they
go two years without a nomination. There should
be three nominations for each award category,
and each participating production must have
five or more nominations to compete. After the
nominations are announced, the adjudicators vote
in each award category, the votes are counted by
chartered accountants, and the results revealed at

the awards ceremony. ’

6.lbid. 3.
7.1bid. I.

8. Chartered accountants announce “The 9th Hong KongTheatre Libre’s shortlist” http://www. |10 | arts.net/viewArticle.php?type=artsnews&id=2348
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Hong Kong Theatre Libre

The adjudicators are appointed by the award
founder. Taking 2016/2017 as an example, the
adjudicators (including the founder) totalled I3,
most of whom are senior theatre critics. There is
no requirement as to the number of shows that
are to be viewed. Those who have not made a
nomination in two years are no longer retained. To
be nominated, a production needs two votes. After
the nomination is announced, the adjudicators will
vote on all the awards, which will be announced by
chartered accountants after the votes have been

counted. 8

IATC (HK) Critics Awards

There are 12 adjudicators, most of whom are
IATC (HK) members. The adjudicating mechanism
does not prescribe the number of productions
to be evaluated. In the summer, the adjudicators
hold internal first round discussions about the
productions that have been on during the first half
of the year: At the beginning of the following year,
the second round of discussions take place which

encompass the entire output of the previous year




Three interviewees: Dominic Cheung, Kuh Fei and Cheung Ping-kuen (from left to right)
Photo courtesy: Pianda

IATC(HK) Critics Awards 2016 awards ceremony and discussion
Photo: Hong Yi-pok (Eric)
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They then vote on the winners. The discussions are

recorded, transcribed and made public. ?

4. Strengths and limitations

Hong Kong Drama Awards

It is an election by the industry, reflecting industry
standards. Currently, among the three awards, it is
the only one which sets a minimum target for the
number of productions viewed, and it is also the one
with the highest number of adjudicators. However,
after the restructuring in 2016, producers must apply
to be considered for the award, drastically reducing

the number of potential candidates.

Hong Kong Theatre Libre

Due to the private nature of the award, credibility can
only be established through time. The use of venue
to determine eligibility inevitably means that those
productions which take place in non-eligible venues,
even if performed by small theatre companies, are
not considered, which means that many fish slip the
net. The advantage is that this targets small scale
productions, and provides a platform for exchange

and promotion.

IATC (HK) Critics Awards
It emphasises that the starting point is the critic's view

and not industry standards. This provides another
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lens through which to judge theatre, smashing the
old and widely held stereotypes of the two awards
as "big theatre awards” and “small theatre awards”
respectively. This award also serves as a reminder
to the wider public that theatre is not limited by
venue or genre. In terms of venue and repertory,
the Critics Awards ranges far wider than the other
two. However, although coverage is broad, they have

fewer adjudicators (12) than the other two awards.

5. Stakeholder comments

Dominic Cheung: Immediate efficacy? Still too
early to say

Dominic Cheung, Vice President of the Hong Kong
Federation of Drama Societies, took part in the initial
planning of the Hong Kong Drama Awards in the mid-
1990s. Cheung says, The flourishing of different types
of theatre awards is a good thing, since this attracts
more attention to Hong Kong theatre. Moreover, the
awards also play a role in spurring on one another.”
Turning to the reasons for the overhaul in 2016, he
explains that the Federation has always sought to
tweak the regulations in response to developments
in the theatre industry.“This most recent overhaul is
due to the fact that a considerable number of new
theatre companies have sprung up in recent years,
resulting in more performances, and secondly, there

are theatre companies whose productions are rarely




reviewed.” The objective results of the overhaul are
that the adjudicators need to watch more of the
shows under consideration, whereas the number of
applicants has been drastically reduced.As a result, the
proportion of shows evaluated has risen dramatically
compared with the past. Take the first year after the
overhaul: more than 70 productions were in the
running for the award. Since each adjudicator must
watch at least 36 shows, this means that all of them

would have watched at least half of the productions.

Dominic Cheung admits that “this restructuring
caused much debate within the Federation. Theatres
have high and low seasons. Autumn and winter are
high seasons, everyone is preoccupied with their own
productions, and do not have time to watch shows.
Moreover, during high seasons, five or six shows
could be playing on the same weekend, which makes
it difficult to watch all of them. This could result in
the phenomenon of active theatre workers not
having enough time to watch 36 productions per
year, whereas those who have fulfilled their quota
may not be as active in the theatre, giving rise to
the skewed situation of the less active judging the
more active.” As an award which is a forum for the
industry to mutually challenge and learn from each
other, the Federation must respond to the concerns
of members, “There is no perfect award. We will

discuss later how to strike a balance. This is the first

year after the overhaul. There is still much room for

improvement.”

Kuh Fei: Travelling together for a quarter century
Hong Kong Theatre Libre founder and convener
Kuh Fei also believes that “letting a hundred flowers
bloom is a good thing” in the context of adding
another theatre award. He reiterates, “Although
objectively there is a division of labour between the
Hong Kong Drama Awards and Hong Kong Theatre
Libre, that was not my intention. | wish to promote
creative works that reflect ‘the spirit of small theatres’

in Hong Kong"

Since Hong Kong Theatre Libre is private, Kuh
Fei has considerable freedom in both fiscal and
administrative terms. “It takes between 20 and 25
years to promote a culture. Hong Kong Theatre Libre
is just over a decade old. We are still in the early
stages. The purpose of holding this award is to make

people aware of good productions.”

Cheung Ping-kuen: Furthering the development
of theatre and theatre criticism

The IATC (HK) Critics Awards is the new award
established under the aegis of IATC (HK). People
were hopeful as well as curious about this award. The
Hong Kong Drama Awards emphasises the element

of being judged by one’s industry peers. Co-founder
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Cheung Ping-kuen states, “We hope that the Critics
Awards pushes the development of theatre in Hong
Kong. And for theatre critics to participate in the
discussion around awards, to speak out after sincere
reflection, will lead to greater rigour in their reviews.

The spur to development is two-fold.”

The IATC (HK) Critics Awards is backed by the
reputation of the critics and the IATC (HK) brand.
However, it is a new award, and although there
are many hopes pinned on this award, it also faces
many questions from the general public, such as how
to define a theatre critic? If there is no minimum
number of productions to be evaluated, and the 12
adjudicators have different interests, will this give rise
to a situation where certain productions get ignored,

and therefore not discussed?

With regard to these questions, Cheung Ping-kuen
says, “By definition theatre critics must watch a
considerable number of shows before they can call
themselves critics. But the number of shows watched
is not the critical point; the critical point is that the
knowledge of theatre critics is leveraged to nominate,
to select, to discuss.” As to how to define a theatre
critic, Cheung notes, “Quite a few theatre critics have
other identities, for example, teacher; theatre worker,
administrator. Irrespective of their identities, they all

have knowledge of theatre.VWe urge critics to have a
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forward looking perspective, firstly, in the dimension
of time, secondly, to have a broad vision of how
the world, Chinese society, and Hong Kong theatre
interact, and how they position themselves in relation

to each other”

6. How many theatre awards does
Hong Kong need?

Irrespective of the number of theatre awards in Hong
Kong, | believe that the industry and the general
public require awards with broad credibility. How to
achieve broad credibility? Firstly, the qualifications of

the adjudicators are critical.

The Hong Kong Drama Awards is the most well
defined as to the qualifications for being an adjudicator:
Those who wish to participate are selected by a
panel of reviewers appointed by members of repute
in society and by recognised industry experts, for
a term of four years. The representativeness or
credibility of the Hong Kong Drama Awards is far

more transparent than the other two awards.

The 12 adjudicators of Hong Kong Theatre Libre
are all selected by founder and convener Kuh Fei.
There are no clear rules as to how adjudicators are
selected. The adjudicators for 2016/2017 are Ben
Ting, Ting Yu, Cheung Chun-chung, Cheung Ping-
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kuen, Damian Cheng, Jacob Yu, Felix Chan, Jason
Yip, Bernice Chan, Brenda Chan, William Chan and
Ada Chan together with the convener. The vast
majority are experienced theatre critics and theatre
workers who have watched much theatre. That said,
it is worth paying attention to whether these critics
follow Kuh Fei's pursuit of the |8th century French
“small theatre spirit”. This is difficult for the audience
to judge. However, the Hong Kong Repertory
Theatre, which best represents mainstream theatre
in Hong Kong, is also a nominee and frequent winner
of Hong Kong Theatre Libre. An extreme example
is the company’s production of The Last Supper. In
the fourth Hong Kong Theatre Libre (2011/2012),
The Last Supper garnered Best Script, Best Actor, Best
Actress, and Best Overall Performance. Moreover,; the
same year's Outstanding Actor award was won by
Yau Ting-fai for his performance in the Hong Kong
Repertory Theatre's The Heydays. In the same year,
only eight awards were given out, and all to single
winners, which goes to show how the big players

made a clean sweep of the awards.
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Mainstream large theatre companies

establishing themselves in small theatres
How should we understand the relationship
between a large mainstream theatre like the Hong
Kong Repertory Theatre, and “the spirit of small
theatres”? There are several conjectures: one, local
small theatres working against the mainstream
are so few in numbers that many nominations
for mainstream works have resulted through the
venue based eligibility criteria; two, the Hong Kong
Repertory Theatre is committed to producing some
non-mainstream works which challenge mainstream
values; three, because the venues determine eligibility
for the awards, and as long as the venues are eligible
the adjudicators are free to make their nominations
irrespective of whether the theatre company is
mainstream, or whether the works go against the

spirit of the mainstream. Instead they judge drama as

drama, on the excellence of script and performance.

The limitations of overlapping adjudicators

Earlier this year, the IATC (HK) Critics Awards was
held for the first time. The list of 12 adjudicators
included Damian Cheng, Ting Yu, Lo Wai-luk, Kuh Fei,
Daisy Chu, Damian Cheung, Bernice Chan, Cheung
Ping-Kuen, Felix Chan, Jass Leung, Tang Ching-kin, and
Howard Choy, the vast majority of whom are senior
art critics who publish reviews and articles frequently

in the media.




When comparing this list with that of the adjudicators
for Hong Kong Theatre Libre, there is an overlap of
seven adjudicators — i.e. the overlap is more than
50%. Moreover; Cheung Ping-kuen, Bernice Chan,
Daisy Chu and Kuh Fei wear triple hats as adjudicators

for the Hong Kong Drama Awards as well.

| consulted Cheung Ping-kuen and Kuh Fei on this issue.
Both feel that double or triple duty as adjudicators
is not a problem, because the judging would go
according to the criteria of the different awards and
result in objective assessment. Arguably, from the
perspective of the relationship between awards and
evaluation, objectively this does not pose a problem.
However, from the personal perspective, a person’s
taste is the result of self-cultivation, which does not
change according to the conditions of the awards.
Someone who likes traditional naturalistic techniques
will not suddenly like deconstructed narratives just
because he/she is judging for a different award.
Therefore, the same adjudicator will nominate works
that reflect his/her tastes, irrespective of how much he/
she adheres to the rules and regulations of the different
awards. However; since the Hong Kong Drama Awards
employs 60 adjudicators, those adjudicators wearing
double or triple hats only make up around 0% of
the judging panel. They can be regarded as the voice
of the educated or the critics. This panel can more

easily compensate for the bias of having overlapping

adjudicators promoting the same works.

The curse of limited time

On the other hand, there is a limit to the time each
adjudicator has to watch theatre, especially because
there is no full time theatre critic or adjudicator in
Hong Kong. The IATC (HK) Critics Awards and
Hong Kong Theatre Libre do not have an application
process. All eligible works performed in Hong Kong
can be nominated. Assuming that one adjudicator only
has enough time to watch 50 productions a year, the
fact that there are 200 small scale theatre productions
each year, or 500 productions with dramatic elements
in Hong Kong is irrelevant, since the adjudicator
can only choose among the 50 productions he or
she has watched. If one is only adjudicating for one
award, one can theoretically devote all available time
to the productions qualifying for this one award, and
select what one thinks are the most promising pieces.
Conversely, if adjudicating for two or more awards,
it is more efficient to watch shows that qualify as
candidates for more than one award. In particular, the
Hong Kong Drama Awards's requirement to watch
not less than 36 productions is a heavy burden for

the adjudicators.

From 36 to infinity
Back to the discussion of the credibility of the awards,

since adjudicators for all three awards are recognised
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veteran industry professionals, the next step is to
discuss coverage — in short, the types and numbers

of productions viewed.

Within the framework of these three awards, the
Hong Kong Drama Awards should have the widest
coverage. As there is an application process for this
award, there has been a drastic reduction in the number
of productions to be evaluated. For example, more
than 70 productions took part in the competition
last year The rules mandate that adjudicators must
watch at least 36 productions, a ratio of about 50%
of eligible shows. Since there are 60 judges, between
them they can watch 2160 performances. The
number is quite impressive. For the remaining two
awards there is no minimum threshold. Moreover,
the number of adjudicators are only one-fifth that of
the Hong Kong Drama Awards. As neither of the two
awards release the data on number of performances
viewed, it is inevitable that the outside world will have

some doubts.

The wider the coverage the greater the
responsibility

The general public expects the theatre adjudicator
to be more knowledgeable. It would be difficult
to establish legitimacy if the adjudicators were
well informed but without extensive theatre going

experience. The Hong Kong Theatre Libre, because
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of its private nature, has more autonomy. Moreover
its time horizon is 25 years. The IATC (HK) Critics
Awards, founded by the IATC (HK), will be measured
by correspondingly high standards. The number of
productions which are eligible to be considered
for the IATC (HK) Critics Awards exceeds those
eligible for the Hong Kong Drama Awards and
Hong Kong Theatre Libre together, and includes
even those productions which are not eligible for
the other two awards. However, they have the least
number of adjudicators. | absolutely have faith in the
theatre critics’ ability to choose which productions
to consider, but | also believe that lack of manpower
will lead to some fish slipping through the net.When
the missing fish appears, the outside world will ask
how this managed to slip past the adjudicators, and
further start questioning whether the adjudicators/

theatre critics are qualified.

| am convinced that no matter how professional the
adjudicators, the number of theatre visits per adjudicator
will definitely affect the credibility of the results. Of
course, ideally one would watch all eligible productions.
Otherwise, half or two thirds of the eligible productions
is an acceptable level. Of course, this leads to another

question — why are adjudicators not paid?

Who pays for the tickets?

| heard that a long-established local theatre company




has withdrawn from the 2017 Hong Kong Drama
Awards because they could not afford to give the
adjudicators free tickets. If even an established,
reputable theatre company cannot afford to
give free tickets to adjudicators, how would tiny
unknown theatre companies do so! Small theatre
companies cannot spontaneously participate without
detailed arrangements because of the financial and
administrative resources required. In this respect, the
IATC (HK) Critics Awards places the least burden on
theatres, because the adjudicators can get reimbursed

by the IATC (HK).

At present adjudicators for all three awards work
on a voluntary basis, so it really would be asking too
much if one has to pay for one’s own tickets. But
for the Hong Kong Drama Awards, each theatre
company may have to give up to 60 free tickets to
the adjudicators, which is a huge financial burden
on small theatre companies. Ideally the cost of
adjudicator tickets would already be included in the
annual budget of each award, just as the IATC (HK)
invests in reimbursing critics for their tickets. For the
Hong Kong Drama Awards, however, covering the
cost of (at a minimum) 2160 tickets will be a huge

financial burden.

Conclusion

On the basis of 2016/2017, 1 do not feel that three
different theatre awards in Hong Kong was too
many. Moreover, the three awards complement each
other. The three awards are like three-way mirrors,
mutually reflecting the strengths and limitations of
each award. As all the interviewees say, it is good
for a hundred flowers to bloom. Dominic Cheung
contends, “Theatre workers are ordinary people.
When they receive recognition from others, they
are happy!’ According to the information in the Hong
Kong Theatre Yearbook and Drama Yearbook, there
have been more than 500 productions in Hong
Kong in recent years. Serious awards are a series of
baselines, to be used as benchmarks for the industry,
to advance towards an even better future for the

theatrical world.

(Translated by Amy Ng)
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