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Drama

Sights and Inspirations from Abroad in 2016

Chris Shum

Actors’ Family positions itself as the flagship musical
theatre company in Hong Kong. In 2016 the
company was invited by West Kowloon Cultural
District Authority to participate in an overseas
cultural exchange which headed to NewYork City in
March and July of that year. | was honoured to have
been part of those trips and the following article
illustrates some of my observations and reflections

gleaned from my experience in New York City.
First time in New York City

| started writing lyrics for musicals in Hong Kong in
1994, when the stock phrase for promoting musicals
was “Broadway styled musical”. Since Broadway,
New York City was practically synonymous with top
quality musicals, producers of musicals in Hong Kong
were only too happy to attach the Broadway label
to their productions. | thought that might be simply
used, in terms of quality, to suggest that the musicals
in question were on par with the ones performed

in Broadway.

As | grew older, the catch-all of “Broadway styled
musical” lost its appeal for me. The more | learned
about the development of musicals in the US or
the UK the more | felt this phrase was a simplifying
ruse to appeal to the general audience who was

not yet attuned to the art form. Musicals are
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musicals, and Broadway is a place where some of
them are staged. Furthermore, American musicals
(or "Broadway styled musicals” as they are popularly
known) represent a wide spectrum of style and
content which defy easy characterisation; they may
range from the minimalist set in A Chorus Line to the
complex setting of Wicked, from the rock-inspired
rebellion in Rent to the downright frivolity in The
Book of Mormon. As both theatre professionals and
the general audience in the past decade have gained
greater knowledge about musicals, using the phrase
“Broadway styled musical” in order to promote a
show has become, to my mind, a shallow gimmick

to entice those who are unfamiliar with the genre.

This trip was my first visit to New York City. As |
was standing in Times Square, with the legendary
Broadway just one block away, | was overawed. At
one end of the square is the TKTS half-price booth
which sells discounted tickets for different Broadway
shows of the day, and which is easy to locate as there

are always long lines in front of the booth.

Ticket prices and values in Hong Kong

According to deadline.com, in the year 2014/2015,
Broadway boasted an annual box office of US$1.36
billion and an audience of over |3 million people.

What does this figure suggest? It means that every




show goer in New York paid, on average, US$ 104

for a ticket.

Compared to New York City, ticket prices are
certainly lower in Hong Kong. For commercial
theatre in Hong Kong, the top ticket price for a play
performed in a theatre with a seating capacity of
over 1,000 is HK$780, which is roughly the same
as the average ticket price in New York City. It is
difficult to tell if there is room in Hong Kong for an
increase in the price of theatre tickets. It is a battle
of values, and the battlefield lies mainly in the values
of the general public. Fei Yuanxiong, a producer from
the Shanghai Cultural Square, once said that the
competition faced by musicals in the Mainland comes
less from other musical productions but instead
from television, karaoke, mahjong and other forms
of entertainment. The question is: Does going to a
musical or singing karaoke provide greater happiness
for the audience? It begs the deeper question of

how the general public defines “happiness”.

From this vantage point, | see a long road ahead
for the development of musicals in Hong Kong, for
which immense educational work will be required.
It takes much more than market slogans to reshape

public values.

Boasting 42 performances and a total audience of
close to 400,000 at the Hong Kong Coliseum in
Hung Hom, Snow.WolfLake is the longest running
musical in the history of theatre in Hong Kong. My
ticket was in the middle section and it was priced at
HK$680, which was at a similar level as tickets for

the Hong Kong tour of Cats.

Would Snow.WolfLake be the same without Jacky
Cheung? Some friends of mine quip that the
educational departments of overseas theatre
companies are run by the marketing departments.

There may well be some truth in this remark.

Ways to pull in audiences

Thanks to technological advances, a mobile app
allows the consumer to avoid the trouble of lining
up at half-price tickets booths or running from one
theatre to the next for tickets to shows in New York
City. There is an app called TodayTix, which allows
registered users to view all performances available
in the coming week, including both Broadway and
off-Broadway shows. Ticket prices and seating areas
are clearly marked, and substantial discounts are
sometimes on offer. There are even ticket lotteries
for selected performances for the day, and winners
can purchase tickets at 10%-20% of the original

price. One may enter the lotteries in the morning,
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and learn of the results by email two to four hours

before the start of the show.

These new sales channels offer customers greater
convenience and help attract audiences. Yet it is
only effective if there are enough "“products’ on the
market; if the available shows are not particularly
attractive to the audience, these new sales channels
would have limited impact. This kind of long-term
promotional strategies are not feasible in Hong
Kong. Given the ecology of the Hong Kong market,
and the limited runs of local productions, producers
could only invest their resources in brief and
intensive marketing campaigns. In the past, | often
hoped there would be some long-running theatre
shows in Hong Kong, which would draw audiences
who were otherwise hesitant to attend the theatre
through word-of-mouth recommendations. | no
longer think a long-running performance is the
answer: That is because if the production is poor in
quality, the length of its run would do nothing to
boost ticket sales, and the presenter boasting about

the box office would only cause derision.

The best approach would be to organise workshops,
readings and test performances prior to the official
run. Both the creators and the audience are
absorbing the experience and formulating opinions

at these stages, while the work is refined through
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multiple rounds of revisions until a satisfactory
version is born. Throughout this process, the work
may emerge as a word-of-mouth sensation, while
the marketing efforts can be focused on the target
audience. If the Leisure and Cultural Services
Department, the biggest presenter of theatre
programmes in Hong Kong, can change its directions
and invest more resources in workshops and test
performances, and encourage greater participation

from art organisations, the situation could change.

Actors’ livelihood

Being an actor is a profession with no safety net.
Freelance actors in Hong Kong are often juggling
several jobs simultaneously in order to make ends
meet, which takes time away from rehearsal. | had
thought things would be different in New York City:
Wouldn't the actors who had made the cut be free
from worrying about income for a few years? Yet a
friend told me that many productions make frequent
changes to their cast, in order to keep things fresh
for the audience and prevent actors from feeling
too cozy in their roles. Therefore, getting cast for a
long-running show is no guarantee for job security.
Outside the theatre, many equally competent actors
are waiting for their chance, which puts pressure
on those who are performing in the show. Serious

actors also engage in continuous training to improve




themselves. Speaking of his career in Australia as a
professional actor; Rick Lau mentions the movement
classes and vocal classes he takes, all paid out of his
own pocket. While we admire how sizeable the
overseas markets are, we also need to understand
the dedication of the actors working in these

markets and the hardships they go through.

One evening, | went to Marie's Crisis Café on Grove
Street, a lounge filled with customers who could
sing along to the songs from any musical that the
pianist was playing.What amazed me was that every
customer knew the lyrics by heart,and it was not only
the customers who were singing. The pianist singled
out a chubby waiter for a solo. The waiter's vocals
might not be marvelous, but he was immersed in
the pleasure of singing and his performance elicited

the rapt attention of all customers.

New York City is the place to go to for musicals,
as the culture of musicals is deeply ingrained in the
city's imagination. Seeing a musical in the city is a
pilgrimage for us, yet it is just a normal day for many

New Yorkers.

Participation in musical workshops

| took another ten-day trip in July to New York to
attend the Broadway Teachers Workshop with
Cynthia Wong, the second composer of musicals,
after Leon Ko, who had graduated from New York
University and then returned to Hong Kong. In three
days, we watched four performances and attended

eight talks.

The main organiser of the workshop is called
Broadway Teaching Group, which runs a variety of
joint programmes with different universities. This
workshop held in New York City is a part of their
business. It is open to all high school and community
college teachers from anywhere in the US; it is
designed to provide these teachers with knowledge
about teaching drama and theatrical production,
and to foster exchanges between educators and
Broadway professionals. During the break, | talked to
a middle school teacher from lowa, who told me that
travelling to New York City was a very meaningful
experience for him. The guest speakers invited to
the workshop were all actors, producers and major
creative minds currently working on Broadway, all
“stars” who were suddenly within our grasp. It is
little wonder that the four concurrent sessions of
the workshop, each commanding a fee of US$600
to US$700 including tickets for four theatre shows,

were fully booked.
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To my mind, the workshop is somewhat similar to
the “talking to elites” kind of seminars held by large
business organisations. With theatre practitioners
leading the workshop, however, one could expect
some interactions or at least a livelier presentation. In
general, the teaching method is more “chalk and talk”
but the meat of the workshop is still the invited guest

speakers and the content of their talks.

In fact, the guest speakers for the group we were
in were all big names, such as Susan Blackwell, the
mastermind of [title of show], Sherry Cohen, stage
director of many large scale musicals such as Mamma
Mial, and the 2016 Tony Award winner Renée Elise
Goldsberry, who played Angelica in Hamilton. It was
fun listening to them talk about how they were
inspired by their predecessors and their own career
development.They spoke about their experiences on

Broadway in great detail.

One session of the workshop was hosted by Music
Theatre International, a theatrical licensing agency
granting high schools in the US the rights to perform
the young adult versions of a range of classical
musicals. They offer a ticketing system that offers
fast and convenient ticketing services for schools in
remote areas. On the day of the workshop session,
the company brought excerpts from new plays for

demonstration.
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The importance of education

The four performances | watched were Fun Home,
Shuffle Along, On Your Feet and Hamilton. Hamilton is
based on the story of Alexander Hamilton, the first
Secretary of the Treasury of the US.The play portrays
the founding spirit of the US and blends hip-hop,
classical and contemporary sensibilities. It is a solemn
yet highly engaging work. It topped the Tony Awards
in 2015, and its popularity is still gaining momentum.
The Hamilton Education Program was also launched
for high and middle school students. The students
can create their own musicals by drawing inspirations
from the literature about Hamilton, and the work
may even be presented on the same stage on which
Hamitton is performed. This promotion programme
combining education, history and art truly impressed

me.

Imagine if we had created a musical about Dr SunYat-
sen when he was studying medicine in Hong Kong,
a production that was provided with a great script,
songs and director; the musical then had a long run at
a certain theatre, and tickets for the show were often
sold out. Finally, students began performing the songs
from the musicals at school, and teachers included
the content of the musical in their teaching materials.
On weekdays or when there were free timeslots on

the weekend, the theatre house staging the musical
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Cynthia Wong (left) and Chris Shum (right).
Photo courtesy: Chris Shum

As part of the Broadway Teachers Workshop, the participants attended a performance of Hamilton, and met the producers and actors of the musical at the theatre after the show.
Photo courtesy: Chris Shum
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(with the setting still on the stage) was used for
the “Sun Yat-sen Musical Education Programme”.
Artists specialising in theatre education could lead
participating students in improvised performances on
which the Sun Yat-sen musical was based. What kind
of impact would the musical have on young people?

That is what Hamilton is about.

The songs of Hamilton are now the staple of prom
performances, which is proof of the success the
musical has achieved in terms of education and
marketing. Students who have watched and sung
the snippets from the musical from the Hamilton
Education Program or at school become better
familiarised with, and regularly attend musicals. Of
course, it is the quality of Hamilton which makes all

this possible.

The importance of these education programmes, |
think, lies in the fact that they are an important means
to cultivate audiences for musicals. Everyone knows
Broadway is a hub for the performing arts.Yet how
did the hub come about? In fact, there is no threshold
for taking part in the performing arts.Why do some
people attain admirable heights, while others are
content with just watching a good show? In preparing
my presentation at West Kowloon Cultural District,
| reflected on my experience on the trip and try to

make sense of it with the PA.PE model.
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A healthy ecology of performing arts requires Public
support which props up the box office. Among
this public, some people turn into an Amateur
who makes occasional appearances on stage. As
their involvement and craftsmanship develop, they
may become a Professional who performs for the
public. As they differ in standards of performance,
the Elites are needed to turn the performing arts
into something that attracts public attention and
acclaim, something which we all can take pride in.
The Elite is what the public talks about, like Broadway
musicals, well known not only to New Yorkers but
also deemed essential by people from outside New
York City.

T
f'bL-Professional _! )

{352 / Amateur| [t/ eie |




Turning these reflections upon ourselves, could the
industry practitioners in Hong Kong find their position
in this model? How many people are determined to
become an Elite? Or how many of them simply want
to maintain the status quo, clinging to their allotted
funding and regular position? A goal set is not always
a goal accomplished. Many people aspiring to the
elite status only manage to be a mere professional.
Those who do not aspire to be an elite are probably
just going to be an amateur. If we are not determined
enough to become an elite for others, we are not

giving it our best effort.
(Parts of this article were published in April 2016 and
January 2017, respectively, in my column in Singtao

Daily, which are now augmented.)

(Translated by Wayne Yeung)
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