The Quest for a Hongkong Theatre

Wong Hing-cheung

To write about the quest for a Hongkong theatre is to assume its
non-existence and at the same time to argue the legitimacy and necessity for
inquiry into it. In this paper I shall examine two phenomena that I consider
fundamental to this inquiry: first, the city of Hongkong itself; and second,
the two dominant theatrical forms that exist in Hongkong today.

Hongkong is a most curious case in human history. It started out as
a fishing village, undeniably an integral part of Chinese culture and totally
relevant to it, but absolutely insignificant to its more demonstratable fruits,
or should I say, to Chinese civilization. In other words, in its primitive state,
Hongkong witnessed little of the development and decline of the traditional
Chinese art forms, the theatre included. The transformation of Hongkong
in the past hundred years, from a negligible fishing village to an advanced
industrial city, a finance centre in the world, is unprecedented. This me-
tamophosis is however not an organic development in the relations of produc-
tion, a time-consuming process and in which various art forms would assume
new phases accordingly. It is rather imposed from the outside. Coupled with
the fact that Hongkong is politically cut off from the rest of China, what this
small fishing village confronts in the course of modernization/westernization
is not simply an identity crisis; it is rather an identity vacuum. This is a
cardinal point. Whereas most Asian cultures that have undergone westerniza-
tion can all be said to have experienced an identity crisis, their cultural and
social heritages are potent enough to act upon, brake, and assimilate western
technology and philosophy and even come out of the crisis healthier and
renovated. But Hongkong’s identity vacuum cannot be filled with overcom-
ing or assimilation. Its social and cultural heritage, notably a Cantonese one,
is not sturdy enough to manifest itself in the strong postures of philosophy,
literature, theatre, or music to counter-act, inter-act or integrate westerniza-
tion. One cannot help suspecting that the process of westernization would
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have been less drastic had Hongkong’s social and cultural heritage from
China been less threadbare.

An identity is a product of history. A person, a culture, a people comes
to recognize his, her, its identity through history. A person comes to identify
himself as a playwright for the plays he/she has written. A people comes to a
collective .identity of themselves for a common social and cultural heritage.
To be without an identity is to be without a history. To this day, Hong-
kong’s identity has not been ‘discovered.’ The people of Hongkong are
without a collective identity, without a history.

The fact that art is nutured by history needs no reiterating. All art
forms evolve through time. Economic well-being is an important asset but
not a determining factor in the production of good art and philosophy. If
we look at the United States, we see that in its short history this country does
have its share of good theatre, good plastic art and good literature. Too often
we tend to over-emphasize its creativity in the arts to attribute it to its afflu-
ence and advanced technology, and to overlook its diverse and variegated
heritages from the Old World. The United States’ incessant effort to free
itself from the Old World, to create a distinct American identity, should not
be slighted for its role in contributing to America’s creative output. But
with regards to Hongkong, its identity vacuum, and deprivation of history
and heritage deny it a domain where one can attempt to break old taboos or
new grounds. Creativity’s lifeblood is non-existant. Hongkong is a piece of
barren badland. And the city’s prosperity really only began after the Second
World War. It is a newcomer, a noveau-riche that is self-satisfied, vulgar and
ostentatious. The various cultural festivals that began to mushroom in the
past ten years along with the ‘modern’ efficient architecture in the city’s
commercial district are but showcases devoid of vision. They do not reflect a
genuine desire to stimulate creativity. The absence of a decent publishing
house tells the true state of affairs.

Theatre in Hongkong is up against the burden of history/historyless and
philistinism/short-sightedness. And if we were to be more rigorous with
ourselves we have to admit that theatre does not exist here.

At present, Hongkong’s theatrical activities, both in traditional Chinese
theatre and modern drama, are largely limited to the staging of productions
that are already quite familiar to the two theatre-going publics. This situa-
tion is even more apparent with traditional Chinese theatre. Because of the
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geographical and cultural bearings, the most popular form of traditional
Chinese theatre is Cantonese opera and not the ‘orthodox’ ‘national’ Peking
opera. Cantonese opera has always been considered a popular form of enter-
tainment and not a ‘serious’ art form, catering in general an older and less
educated audience. Although in recent years there registers a certain growth
of interest in Cantonese opera among the younger generation, its appeal
remains limited for its small repertorie and scant development in praxis. New
texts and new forms are essential to its survival as a ‘popular’ art form that
can be enjoyed by a large segment of the population. The danger that it
might fall into oblivion or become a museum piece of interest only to
scholars is, although not imminent, real and probable. For years we have
been hearing clamours about the Cantonese opera as an ‘endangered species’.
As a result, most efforts are geared towards conservation. An art form is
however not an animal species and conservation cannot salvage it from extine-
tion. '

Earlier I mentioned that because of geographical and cultural circum-
stances, Cantonese opera comes to take roots in Hongkong as the traditional
form of Chinese theatre. In other words, it is a genuine part of the Hongkong
people’s heritage. But other objective conditions, and namely the encroach-
ment of western civilization which puts Hongkong into its peculiar position,
makes it difficult to argue the case for Cantonese opera as the legitimate
representative of Hongkong theatre. Today it exists more or less in isolation,
or at least inside an indifferent environment. It is, after all, a traditional art
form of a civilization whose heyday was in the distant past. It is a loner
in a civilization of Levis jeans, Spearmint chewing gum and Coca Cola.
Whereas other traditional theatre forms of Asia have exerted influences and
cntributed to western dramaturgy, like the Peking opera and the Bunraku on
Brecht’s and the Balinase stage on Artaud’s, the Cantonese opera has not
caught the fancy of the Occident. Here we have a ‘minor’, regional theatre
form that shoulders the burden of history but enjoys little of its blessings.

Today Hongkong can boast a few professional theatre troupes and a
host of amateur groups. Among the professionals, the Hongkong Repertoire
Theatre is most commanding. By commanding I mean to a lot of people, the
Hongkong Repertoire and theatre is synonymous. As an official, or at least
semi-official organization, the Hongkong Repertoire is inevitably and among
other things, bureaucratic, conservative and visionless. These three elements
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alone, not to mention Hongkong’s barrenness, are enough to suffocate crea-
tivity. The atmosphere generated by this conversatism is stifling, and should
be considered detrimental to young amateur groups and young workers in the
theatre, those who are brought up on the Hongkong Repertoire’s conserva-
tive productions and ideology, and continue to look at these professionals for
guidance. I have no aversion to the staging of well known works of the main-
stream category; in fact I consider them fundamental to the development and
eventual build-up of Hongkong’s theatre. I would however stand very firmly
on this: the compilation of a repertoire and their performances is a means,
not an end. It is all very well to stage a play by one’s favourite playwright,
enjoy the production, go home and be happy about it. But all these activities
have nothing to do with a theatre of Hongkong for they are visionless. I
think a theatre worker in Hongkong must constantly ask himself/herself this
question: am I working on this production (or writing this Play) just to have
a good time, or do I want something more than that? At present, I don’
think we are asking ousselves this question, at least not hard enough.

Our present theatrical praxis is, once again, limited to staging produc-
tions of established western and Chinese playwrights. There are very few
Hongkong playwrights. And when we peruse their works we discover that
they still very much belong to the ‘naturalistic’ and ‘realistic’ schools. The
Hongkong Repertoire Theatre’s latest production side Door ({H F¥) exempli-
fies this tendency. Thematically it addresses a specific social phenomenon,
that of discharged prisoners. The production no doubt calls attention to a
particular social issue in Hongkong, but it has little to do with constructihg a
Hongkong theatre. And perhaps such is not its intention or pretention.
Instead we see the theatre degraded and vuigarized — the stage is just another
tool to investigaie the various social problems manifested in our advanced
commercial city (and better still if it could ‘educate’ and provide remedies).
The theatre is serving a purpose other than itself!

Hongkong needs its theatre, just as it needs its cinema, its poetry,
its music, its painting. People of my generation, that is, those born and raised
in Hongkong in the post war years, those who have experienced the city’s

~abrupt boom to prosperity, suffered the toll of its price tag, and most impor-
tantly, have been baptized by the turmoils of the late sixties and early
seventies, are today keenly aware of our lack of identity and history. But
our awareness has not spurred us to action. Instead we indulge in the activi-
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ties afforded by the affluent society. We consume theatrical productions,
movies, concerts along with all the other things that money can buy. Or
worse still, we actively participate in the bastardization of the theatre to
propagate the morality of eunuchs.

The recent proliferation of arts festivals and film festivals on the cul-
tural scene in Hongkong, the literary and drama competitions, the theatre
~ groups, the film clubs, and the self-styled ‘New Wave Movement’ in Hongkong
cinema do not in the least suggest that we are seriously engaged in the quest
of our own identity. These activities are the cardboard facade of a fake and
hollow cosmopolis, comparable to the Chagall in the real estate magnate’s
sitting room. '

I cannot propose a program for Hongkong theatre. No one can. Still
I want to spell out some very broad ideas. By a Hongkong theatre I mean
one that is capable of expressing and communicating our unique experience
as children of this bastard island and bastard culture. Not 9ocal color’ nor
‘exoticism’ to catch the fancy of unfamilar eyes and ears. And also, a theatre
that would restore itself to the proper sphere.

in the past few months, we have also seen attempts outside the main-
stream of theatre production, to free theatre from the tyranny of the text.
These efforts can be subsumed under the multimedia approach which utilizes
the stage, video, film and sound, and investigates their relationship. What is
noteworthy about them is not that they provide a certain novelty to an
audience brought up on ‘naturalism’ and ‘realism’, but that they are experi-
ments with the theatre proper. While it is difficult to assess the extent of
their occasional efforts to examine Hongkong’s relationship with China as
contributing to our quest for identity at this early stage, and hasty to jump
to the conclusion that this is the approach to the conception of a Hongkong
theatre, they suggest that we are experimenting, that we have found
something to fight against, and then maybe someth.mg to fight for with the
concrete realities of theatre.

It actually all depends on ourselves.
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Discussions

Mr. Susumu Kobayashi:

The present phenomena in Hong Kong is very much similar to what
happened in Japan 10 or 15 years ago. During that period Japan was trying
to catch up with the western world, typically through modernization and
industrialization. In the 60’s we Japanese utilized many western plays
“written by American playwrights, such as Tennessee Williams, Eugene O’Neill,
Arthur Miller, and others. But later lots of little theaters arose. They tried
to get to the Japanese themselves so that every audience could perceive
something very familiar to them in the theatre:

In Hong Kong, maybe the young people will try to do things in that
way. I do not know. But I hope they will try at least. Maybe they can see
and encounter something which is quite stimulating and effective. They are
quite energetic. I hope they will find some new things from their own tradi-
tion.

Daniel S. P. Yang:

In Mr. Wong’s paper and comments, the present Hong Kong Repertory
Theatre Company is quite severely criticized. My feelings are that it is an
aged-old phenomenon. There is a main stream of consumerism, cosiservatism,
bureaucratism, and the lack of vision everywhere, no matter which city, area
and country. It is a general phenomenon that these companies are usually
criticized. Undoubtedly one of the best examples is the conservative theatre
in San Francisco. It has made a very strong attempt to sustain its
own existence by a heavily supported public subscription. Hong Kong seems
to encounter the same experience. I know that in Hong Kong there is a
repertory theatre which has been in existence for only:five years and has
only had one consultant and director. This is a company with a very short
history and no professional direction, but it has the same broad handsome
budget as the classical theatre in San Francisco. This year is the first year
in which they have invited two overseas directors to direct shows. They
are not perfect, but they are willing to do things. Although they just perform
the Shakespeare plays without trying any experimental theatres, they have
18 full-time professional workers. They work 45 hours a week, and they have
a great budget for their expenses. Of course, experimental theatre is needed
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everywhere but the experimental theatre is limited. We still need the reper-
tory theatre. I do not mean to show litile respect to the pessimistic
viewpoint of young people from HK., but it would be probably better if
they could take a more optimistic stand, and positive actions. They have the
sizable budget and the healthy repertory theatre. It is a promising future.
They can have a revolution and take over the HX. Rep. So they still can do
a lot with the HK. theatre scene.

Tony Espejo: :

I think the basic problems that H. K. theatre encounters is the identity
crisis. But the problem of identity is always a problem. My point is that
man is alive. Man is always running after his identity. But I do not think one
should find the answer. Because there is no answer. Therefore the problem
is not identity, but creativity. Since drama is based on literature, any per-
formance needs a plot to!support its own structure. So there should be a
push for writers more than any thing else. Without the playwright, theatre
does not exist. Here comes my first conclusion that the major element of
the theater is the creation of works. My other point is that the situation of
a refugee community does not exist only to H. K. Take Philippines as an
example, we have been much affected by Spain, America and Japan. It is’
hard to say where lies our culture. We are all young countries in Asia. I think
we do not have to look for history when there is no history. Since there
are no roots, why should we go on pursuing roots? So my suggestion to the
Hong Kong delegate is to plant your own root, let the tree grow, and build
up your own dignity.
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