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The book Inside Hong Kong’s Arts and Cultural Scene: Conversations with Hong
Kong’s Leading Arts and Cultural Administrators, Educators, Producers, and
Presenters by Dr Patrick Lo, Wei-En Hsu, Dr Rebekah Okpoti, Prof. Hermina
Anghelescu and Dr Dickson Chiu is timely. Hong Kong’s international status
has been informed by the geopolitical structure of the Cold War era and
Britain’s colonial influence. Historically, Hong Kong has serviced ‘Chinese
nationalism, British colonialism, and globalism’ at the same time (Erni 2001:
391). With the rise of China, Hong Kong must now reinvent itself as a post-
colonial culture with its own identity. This book provides insights into some
important conversations, with major figures in Hong Kong’s arts and cultural
scene. It seeks to provide interested readers with informed and fresh perspec-
tives on the evolving directions of Hong Kong’s cultural development. Lee
(2008) has long argued that after the millennium, Chinese culture could over-
shadow and overlook the creative traditions of Hong Kong. The book, Inside
Hong Kong’s Arts and Cultural Scene: Conversations with Hong Kong's Leading Arts
and Cultural Administrators, Educators, Producers, and Presenters is presented as
a collection of 28 interviews. The authors believe that the greatest value of this
book lies in its potential to provide readers with an insight into the variety,
scale of innovation and investment in the arts and cultural landscape of the
changing Hong Kong.

Each chapter of the book starts with an introduction to the background
and organizational grounding of each interviewee, commencing with visual
and performing arts ecology and professional development in arts manage-
ment in Hong Kong. Each interview/chapter is accompanied by several photo-
graphs of the interviewees, including personal photographs, organizations
they belong to and the cultural and artistic events they organize. The reader
can move through the book selecting to delve specifically into areas of arts
interest.

The greatest contribution and insights for readers wishing to grapple with
the economic, structural and cultural tensions and challenges facing Hong
Kong's arts and cultural scene can be found within the interviews themselves
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and in the intellectual analysis of the themes and challenges identified by the
contributing authors. The authors claim that the interviews reveal the consid-
erable cultural capital and government good already present in Hong Kong
society. Following the 2008 financial crisis, the Hong Kong Government
increased its investment in and development of the arts sector. This has come
through as strong support for the arts and cultural sector, mainly in terms of
financial support, construction of facilities and the selection of talent. It show-
cases the West Kowloon Cultural District (WKCD), which is mentioned in
a number of interviews, as a cultural facility planned and built by the Hong
Kong Government since the end of the last century. This ambitious and the
world’s largest arts and cultural project, is believed to contribute to Hong
Kong’s position as a significant cultural capital world centre. The vision of the
WKCD has been to deliver various art events and educational resources, and
to promote the interaction, cooperation and development of local arts. Hong
Kong owns a high-quality arts management and education professional team.
Lo et al. draw three significant commonalities from across the transcripts. They
identify that most of the interviewees’ professional backgrounds were in fields
other than the arts, and that their experiences and their postgraduate qualifi-
cations are European. Their professional contribution to Hong Kong’s cultural
capacity is mostly from managerial knowledge of major arts organizations, as
well as extensive knowledge as art educators in universities in Hong Kong. Lo
et al. observe and present a cautionary note that some government-funded
and highly educated managers display a degree of complacency in their inter-
views. Complacency can inadvertently lead to discrimination in some aspects
of cultural development, such as selected community engagement, program-
ming and limited accessibility for some members of Hong Kong society. The
most significant oversight identified by Lo et al. is that there are aspects that
stimulate cultural vibrancy that may currently be overlooked by more bureau-
cratic elements of the arts management; strategies that stimulate creativity and
cultural diversity across all the arts. Lo et al. identify the lack of a strong folk
amateur art scene, the lack of demographic and cultural diversity in commu-
nity arts, and the need for investment in the music sector.

The problematics of sustaining a vibrant and healthy arts scene into the
future is seen as an imperative and requires the development of the local
culture and arts to increase the city’s identity.

Lo et al. attempt to tackle these issues through the identification of
key elements absent in the interviews. Firstly, a desire across arts manage-
ment and education programmes to build innovative creative education
programmes through the arts. Secondly, to recognize the role that must be
taken by Hong Kong’s universities in the development of creative practices
which offer the potential for an innovative and creative future arts scene for
the city. Thirdly, the consideration of mentorship programmes in arts organi-
zations. Mentioned by several interviewees, this strategy has an eye on the
identification of existing talented artists rather than longer-term strategies to
foster new talent over time. The authors propose that developing outreach
programmes at the same time for students who do not usually have access
to high-level arts programmes could have a huge impact on the arts scene in
Hong Kong and on students’well-being and creativity. The authors’use of the
expression ‘high-level art’ may present as problematic, plunging the arts into
elitist controversy, but there is a general consensus for the need to promote
the arts to the wisest economic audiences and where possible to encourage
students from all walks of life to participate in the arts.
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Significant investment in the generation of a strong arts and cultural
scene for the people of Hong Kong is the construction of WKCD. It has
been highly anticipated by almost all interviewees. Such an initiative was
seen by all the interviewees as having the potential to engage both existing
and new audiences. However, they criticize that it is a top-heavy approach
and argue that developing grassroot art and cultural projects for the local
community can better create a competitive future. To address the lack of
demographic and cultural diversity in Hong Kong communities, Lo et al.
seek to create creativity-driven Communities of Practice (CoPs). CoPs are
often recognized as stimulating more creativity and innovation, but exter-
nal instigators (including curators, managers and educators) may under-
mine some of the essential characteristics of CoPs (Kaethler 2019). With a
common focus on Hong Kong’s arts identity, social ties and creative collab-
orations are possible. The authors conclude with two reflections. Based on
an interview about the Academy of Visual Arts, Lo et al. conclude that
students in Hong Kong tend to focus on ‘telling “personal stories” rather
than collective or political stories’ (373). They doubt that there is a criti-
cal voice emerging across the educational scene to build a robust cultural
scene. Additionally, they have identified links emerging across the scientific,
technological and artistic scene in Hong Kong which will ensure contem-
porary artistic expression.

For readers who are interested in gathering insights into Hong Kong's
initiatives and future planning this book may well be of interest. The reader,
however, will need to take a deep dive into the interviews, as an extensive
discussion of the emerging problematics for Hong Kong’s art scene is limited
to some extent. Apart from inadequate discussion of some of the arguments in
the conclusion, the structure and writing style of the authors”English may also
affect emerging arguments of the contributors. Having read this as a Chinese
speaker of English as a second language, there are language issues the reader
may have to contend with.

Overall, this book presents a snapshot of Hong Kong’s cultural space, the
future and sustainability of the arts, and a vision of the region’s cultural soft
power. It is a useful reference book to those wishing to engage with the arts
and cultural scene in Hong Kong.
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