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Twenty five years ago, Zuni was an experimental arts group running like a co-op.  Now, a quarter of a 
century later, with the supports from its members and various sectors, Zuni has become one of the nine 
major professional theatre groups in Hong Kong.  Over the years, Zuni has been taking experimentation 
as a starting point for practice and explorations in the various aspects of theatre; and up till now, there 
have been more than 1,500,000 people engaging in the various events of Zuni, either as audience or 
participants. The success of the group in the past has indicated that Zuni is widely recognised by the 
public in its artistic contributions, including its accomplishments in promoting international cultural 
exchange, arts education, nurturing talents and market development for arts and culture, shedding 
positive influences and contributing to the cultural development of both the community and Hong Kong 
at large.  With the government’s funding reforms in performing arts, Zuni is benefiting from the Home 
Affairs Bureau’s funding system this year, and is moving towards a new stage in its ‘experimental’ 
development.

Chairman’s Report

Experiments Leading to Professionalism          
Kan Tai-keung

In Retrospect of Zuni’s ‘Experimental’ Development
In 1997, Zuni was first given financial support with the Administrative Grant by the Hong Kong Arts 
Development Council (HKADC) ; and two years later in 1999, the artistic achievements and professional 
development of Zuni was further recognised by the funding of the “3-Year Grant” by HKADC.  From then 
on, Zuni started to build its team of full time staff, and the company’s first board of directors was formed 
soon.  In the nine years of 1999-2008, Zuni’s staff and board of directors have been working hard in 
promoting reforms in the operation and professional development of the group in the artistic directions 
of ‘literature and history’, ‘arts and technology’, ‘innovating the traditional’ and ‘social theatre’.  Step by 
step, Zuni has turned into a professional company with its operation in line with the needs of its 
long-term development.

During this process, Zuni had a new breakthrough in its development in the year 2000, and co-pro-
duced the project Festival of Vision: Hong Kong-Berlin the first cross-region and cross-cultural event 
between Europe and Asia.   In these past years, Zuni has created more than 40 theatre works, includ-
ing classics like 18 Springs, 1587 - A Year of No Significance, the East Wing West Wing Series, the 
Multi-media Architecture Music Theatre Series, and the Experimenting Traditions Series including 
Sigmund Freud in Search of Chinese Matter and Mind, Tears of Barren Hills, and The Outcast General.  
Since 1995, Zuni has also been working on the educational visual art project Black Box Exercise and 
the Multimedia Performing Arts Education Programme for seven years in a row. All these undertakings of 
Zuni’s have gained a lot of support from the community and been received well by the public, be they 
on the level of arts, international cultural exchange, popularising arts and market development. All these 
have shown the great potential of Zuni in its development.

Experiments Leading to Professionalism          
In the Policy Address of 2007/2008, the Chief Executive mentioned a number 
of major cultural development projects.  In view of the years to come, Zuni’s 
future development would gear towards professionalism, establishing a fully 
professional team with sustainable development.  The group will run its 
operation with expertise, so as to be in line with, and provide support to, 
major development projects like the West Kowloon Cultural District, in the ar-
eas of nurturing talents and manpower, maintaining good quality for arts and 
productions, as well as in international networking for culture exchange.

Experimentation is the Only Way to Innovation
“The Spirit of Experimentation” is the foundation and one of the missions of Zuni – and the purpose 
of experimentation lies in reform and innovation. As one of the nine major local professional theatre 
groups, Zuni focuses its concern both on the quality of its artistic creative works and the sound devel-
opment of the entire cultural ecology at large. And in so doing, fulfils its duties in maintaining public 

space and a civil society in its role as a cultural worker, while realising its dream in artistic creation 

based on the spirit of experimentation, always believing in its motto, “Without experiments, there will 

be no innovation and no progress.”

“To fully realise the vision and mis-

sion of WKCD, the Goverment will 

co-operate with the cultural and arts 

sector in taking timely measures to 

foster the development of software 

and talent.”

200708 Policy address
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“Hong Kong’s most innovative 
theatre and experimental arts 
group” 
—— Mary Lee Turner
         Ex-director of Asia Society Hong Kong Centre

“Zuni is the cornerstone in the strategy 
to promote HKSAR’s role as a centre of 
excellence for arts development”
—— Richard Engelhardt
         UNESCO Regional Advisor for Culture in Asia and the Pacific

Zuni Icosahedron, founded in 1982, is a Hong Kong based international experimental thea-
tre company. Zuni has produced more than 150 original productions of alternative theatre 
and multi-media performances, and has been active in video, sound experimentation and 
installation arts, as well as in the area of arts education, arts criticism, arts policy research 
and international cultural exchange. Over the years, Zuni has been invited to more than 30 
cities in Europe, Asia, and America for exchange performances. 

Zuni is one of the nine major professional arts companies in Hong Kong, and has estab-
lished itself as a premiere experimental theatre locally, regionally and internationally.  In 
2008, Zuni was chosen by the Hong Kong Cultural Centre as one of the groups participat-
ing in the Venue Partnership Scheme introduced by the LCSD. In the years 2009-2012, Zuni  
will become a partner of Hong Kong Cultural Centre’s, and produce a series of theatre 
works and outreach education programmes.

林懷民  雲門舞集創辦人及藝術總監

趙有亮  中國國家話劇院院長
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Zuni Vision

To create a knowledgeable 
civil society and promote 
arts and culture with diversity

To provide an enriching and multicultural 
diversity for our community in order to 
enhance the quality of our people, and to 
nurture our society for the embracement of 
pluralism in arts and culture

To nurture 
professional 
creative talents in 
various �elds

To provide the community with a 
platform to explore and foster more 
talents in the areas of creativity, 
technical and cultural management; 
and in so doing, give support to the 
creative industries and other 
important development projects in 
Hong Kong, like the West Kowloon 
Cultural District; and to promote 
arts education and nurture cultural 
awareness for the next generation

To establish and consolidate 
Hong Kong as a hub for 
international cultural 
exchange

To promote cross cultural and cross 
disciplinary collaborations and 
exchange to establish Hong Kong as a 
hub for international arts and 
exchange, and as a platform for in-
depth explorations in related �elds

To sustain an active role of 
Hong Kong in promoting the 
development and diversity of 
Chinese culture

To establish a long-term relationship of 
collaboration with various theatre 
companies and education organisations 
in China; and continue to preserve the 
heritage of traditional Chinese performing 
arts, and promote collaborations and 
development in the area

To establish experimental 
theatre with unique Hong Kong 
characteristics and create quality 
experimental arts

In promoting experimental theatre, Zuni 
is trying to enhance the interest and 
knowledge of the community and raise the 
international awareness on experimental 
arts through creation in multimedia, 
cross cultural, and cross disciplinary 
experimental theatre.
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“The reason for living is to express...
to express hate...
to express love...
to express integrity and ability...
all intangible things. 
The mind is the soul, and the brain is the instrument from which 
we derive our singularity, and from which we gather attitude. 
Nature does not choose...
it simply unravels its laws, and everything is designed by 
the circumstantial interplay where man chooses. 
Art involves choices, and everything that man does,
he does in art.”
Louis I. Kahn

四月
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舞台技術工作坊 

4 / 2007
上環文娛中心排練室 

Rehearsal Hall, Sheung Wan Civic Centre
活動節數 No of Activities: 2

參加人數 No. of Participants: 103 

聯校演出 

19, 20 / 5 / 2007
上環文娛中心劇院

 Theatre, Sheung Wan Civic Centre
演出場數 No of Performances: 2

觀眾人數 No. of People in Audience: 510 

聲音裝置展覽

19-25 / 5 / 2007
上環文娛中心展覽廳  

Exhibition Hall, Sheung Wan Civic Centre
參觀人數 No. of Visitors: 810

策劃人：黃裕偉

創作顧問：潘德恕

Curator: Wong Yuewai
Creative Advisor: Pun Tak Shu

“...the activities of this programme have raised the interest of our students in 
arts, provoking their thoughts and helping them understand and appreciate arts 
more.  Zuni has really put in a lot of praiseworthy efforts into the programme to 
make it a success.”
 - Lo Yan Shing, Headmaster, Ju Ching Chu Secondary School (Kwai Chung)

“The Arts Education Programme by Zuni was an eye-opener both for me 
and my students.”

 - Tang Man Yee, Teacher, Ju Ching Chu Secondary School (Tuen Mun)

四-五月
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劇戲的力量 07/08
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劇戲的力量 07/08
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初版 二零零八年一月
Published in Jan 2008

閱覽人次 Circulation: 5000 (估計Est.)

漫畫：黎達達榮 
監製：胡恩威

Comic Artist: Lai Tat-tat Wing
Producer: Mathias Woo
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《東宮西宮》系列自二零零三年由沙士講到西九，本年度推出第六炮，以包青天這

個中國法治ICON出發，講歷史，講中國憲法，講一國兩制，講基本法，由淺入淺，

刺激少年中年老年，反思現今社會的種種問題，探討中港兩地的法治發展和改革。

演後座談會更請來多位政界、法律界名人，即場分享，議事論政。

Rainbow Judge Pao is the Sixth Episode of the East Wing West Wing series since the 

debut of this comedy series in 2003, with topics in between ranging from the SARS 

incident to West Kowloon. The latest episode probed into the Chinese government 

legal system, with one of our icons Judge Pao as the protagonist. He dwelt into issues 

like history and constitutional development in China, one country two systems, and 

the Basic Law with very comprehensive illustrations, stimulating all age groups of the 

community, making them reflect on the problems facing our society, and exploring 

the legal development and reform of Hong Kong and China. A number of professionals 

and celebrities from the legal and political sectors were invited to the discussions after 

the performance, sharing their views with the audience. 

“Theatre productions like East Wing West Wing helps retain a precious 
public space for the people of Hong Kong, allowing us to stop for a 
while, laugh and think in our hectic life.”

- Benny Tai, Associate Professor, Faculty of Law, HKU

“I have always enjoyed and admired the way Mathias Woo creates 
East Wing West Wing, analysing the political environment in a simple 
and delightful manner, so as to help the audience understand the politi-
cal events and issues involved from a humorous perspective.”
    - Alan Leong, Legislative Council member

一月
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2-3/ 2008
演出  Performance

二-三月
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紀念程硯秋逝世五十周年音樂聚會

Mini Concert In Memory of Cheng Yanqiu on the 50th 
Anniversary of his Death

2 / 3 / 2008  
中區警署建築群 

The Central Police Station Compound
參加人數 No. of Participants:120(估計Est)

代表 (回應者)：胡恩威

Representative (Respondent) : Mathias Woo

主辦：香港建築中心

 Organiser: Hong Kong Architecture Centre 

香港-深圳城市 / 建築雙城雙年展 - 

講座「見．觸．思」

Hong Kong-Shenzhen Biennale of 
Architecture and Urbanism – 
Talk Series:  Re-formulating Re-fabrication
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Art is in the Forefront of 
Social Critique.

What is “the Mainstream” ?
FJ:  You are working with experimental theatre.  To many people, 

experimental theatre seems to deviate from mainstream art, and it is in 
extreme conflicts with the values of traditional art and the mainstream. 
And sometimes, these extreme conflicts are the deliberate expressions of 
the artists.

DY:  The values of experimental theatre and those of the mainstream are 
in conflict. Very often, a lot of experimental theatres would expose the 
process of exploration to the public before they really know the reasons 
for the conflict.  This is exactly the spirit of experimental theatre.  Wheth-
er the exploration of experimental theatre would succeed depends 
largely on its critique.  If the critique could help sort out and clarify the 
process, then, the standpoint of experimental theatre would seem close 
to that of the mainstream.  Actually, they are heading for the same direc-
tion – in pursuit of more progressive values, which would be more in line 
with the future development of culture.

FJ:  In the 20th Century, art developed in a very fast pace, the fastest ever 
in history, and a lot of experimental art emerged; and that made the art 
world of that time become something like a kaleidoscope – changing 
rapidly and constantly.  And now, it seems there is no mainstream art 
except experimental art. 

DY:  What is the “mainstream”?   What was avant-garde one hundred 
years ago had become the mainstream fifty years since.  I think it is 
essential to clarify the definition of “the mainstream”.  Linking to the 
economy is a kind of mainstream, and linking to politics and the power 
is another kind of mainstream; but the kind of mainstream the cultural 
sector should become should be the type that thinks independently, and 
the type that promotes social development and public space.  
Experimenting is very important for the development of all 
mainstreams; without experimentation, there would be no critique; 
and without critique, art would simply become cultural activities and 
entertainment.

Drawing Shi Xiaomei 
Out from Fu Jin
FJ:  Theatre is a group of people doing one thing together, and facing 
another group of people at the same time.  The interactions of these 

two groups of people would constitute to the elements of the work.  
For example, you explore the different possibilities of performance 
with the actors constantly in order to help the performers understand 
themselves, their bodies and their values.  And through this proc-
ess, you hope they could learn to liberate themselves consciously, 
and eventually present this liberation of their body and mind in the 
theatre.

DY:  If they want to, they can do that, but if they are not willing, there’s 
no need doing it.  So, they are free to do what they want.

FJ:  But the performance would vary, depending on their willingness 
and reluctance.

DY:  True. That’s why the outcome in our workshop could be a process 
or the result of that process.

FJ:  Thus, we could divide the drama into two parts, one being the 
process of rehearsal, and the other being the performance before the 
audience.  For hundreds of years, we have thought the significance of 
drama lies in the theatre, the stage and the performance.  But what 
you want to tell us is that the rehearsal process itself has its own 
meaning and significance.

DY:  Absolutely.  Let me give you an example.  Forty years ago, a group 
of artists in the States gave a theatre performance of “Dionysus” in 
New York, and in that performance, nudity was involved. The police 
considered that pornography, and it was illegal to bare oneself entirely 
in public.  But the artists insisted that they were doing art and not 
pornography, and their right of creativity should be protected.  So, 
the police made sure that the performance was well contained inside 
the theatre, because once the performance left the art space, it would 
be an offence.  Inside a theatre, the freedom of art expression is well 
protected.  The greatest value of experimental art is in its audacity to 
touch on taboos.

I always think that through workshops, the potential of actors could be 
enhanced to a higher level, because on the stage there are no political 
restrictions, and the performers could express themselves according 
to their own criteria.  I think what a good workshop draws out is not a 
work created by the director only, but a work created collectively.

FJ:  We could see that in some of your performances, the work might 
mean different things and have different significance to the actors and 
the public.  In that case, would it create a problem, because in a tradi-

Experimental theatre, which used to be an explorer in the margin, 
has gradually become the “mainstream”.  The meaning of theatre 
is in its ability to help one in the process of self-discovery.  For the 
cultural industry, it has provided the initial forces for commercial 
culture.  As for the society at large, art is running ahead of policies 
and the media in social critique, promoting a sound development 
for our social system.

Time:  January 2007 
Location:  Beijing 

Fu Jin:  FJ
One of the most influential contemporary 
theorists on theatre, 
Distinguished Professor of the Academy of 
Chinese Traditional Theatre
 
Danny Yung: DY
Artistic Director of Zuni Icosahedron

(Excerpts from ‘Xianfeng Pinglun’; 
translated by Vicky Leong)
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tional theatre, the public tends to put all the attention and meaning on 
the performance, and not on the actors as individuals?

DY:  I think the audience of experimental theatre should understand 
that ‘experiment’ is a verb in present continuous tense.  In a traditional 
theatre, one simply enjoys the performance; but in experimental 
theatre, we are more geared towards democracy and idealism of the 
individuals.  While watching experimental theatre, one could identify 
with the actors, so he could find himself both onstage and be part of 
the audience. What is most important is that everyone involved could 
experience this concept of interactive democracy.  You are not playing 
other people, but playing yourself with elements of other people.  For 
example, if there is a Shi Xiaomei inside every Fu Jin, we would like to  
FJ:  Talking about Shi Xiaomei and Kunqu, I notice that you have been 
using a lot of Kunqu actors in your experimental theatre these past 
years.  Most of these Kunqu actors received very professional and 
traditional training before they worked with you; and now with your 
experiments, they have to face great challenges.  Do you think they 
would become better actors working with you?

DY:  Let me give you an example. I have been working with Ke Jun for 
many years.  One time, I invited him to India for a conference, and we 
had the chance to talk about the relationship between theatre and life 
and many other things.  For that conference, every artist involved had 
to give a short performance, and Ke Jun was to give a rendition of 
Fleeing by Night about the fictional character Lin Cong from the classic 
Chinese novel, The Water Margin.  The song was about departing from 
the system, and so Ke Jun started thinking if he should get away from 
the system.  And Fleeing by Night was both about the character Lin 
Cong as well as about Ke Jun. In the ancient time around that of The 
Water Margin, it was not correct to go against the system since that 
meant acting against the emperor / authority.  But it might be correct 
to leave the system now since it means stepping back and looking at 
the situation from a more objective distance. That might be a construc-
tive critique on the system.

I hope that answers your question.  Ke Jun is a great actor, but he was 
performing inside a box.  But when he performs in a theatre that really 
belongs to him, he is more than an actor, he would be an artist.  He is 
no longer only acting the character Lin Cong, he is in search of himself 
and his position – his position in the art sector, cultural sector and in 
society – he is finding his direction.

FJ:  In choosing these fine actors, you are helping yourself as well as 
helping them find themselves.  You are helping them to release their 
inner selves, but at the same time it also helps you because well-
trained people could deliver your ideas better.

Learning History from 
Traditional Chinese Opera
DY:  I am very interested in the technique of expressions in traditional 
Chinese opera.  I always think that traditional opera is an alternative 
means to learn Chinese culture and history.

FJ:  All forms of art are basically an externalisation of our inner world.  
We all need art because it is a means to share our thoughts.  I think 
traditional Chinese opera embraces a lot of expressions that are a 
departure from our daily life.  It might not be easy for us to understand 
all of them, but they are the very things that give reference to our 
daily life, and they are exactly the things we have to explore.  It is a 
great treasure accumulated with 5000 years of culture.  I think you can 
discover a lot from this treasure through your method.

When we analyse meticulously the details of traditional opera, it helps 

us establish a kind of conscious aesthetics.  And with this consciousness 
in culture and aesthetics, it helps one to express oneself.

DY:  There is a story behind every person you see on the street.  Every 
person walks in his own pace, and behind the way he stands is the histo-
ry of his body.  Traditional Chinese opera usually manifests itself in some 
very stereotypical manners, and everything is inside the box.  Theorists 
could be of some use here.  They should analyse and draw out the stere-
otypical aspects of the genre, and then define the relationship between 
traditional opera and modern man.  Only then shall we have a platform 
to establish a relationship between the traditional and the present.

FJ:  An actor could learn how to express himself fully through training, 
without thinking too much, under the traditional approach.  But this 
approach meanders far from our ideal.  We want the actor to analyse his 
own mode, and then to polish and improve himself.

DY: Traditional Chinese opera has inspired me a lot.  For instance, in the 
aspect of “ making entrances”, this element is not very significant in west-
ern drama, and an “entrance” is usually some introduction of the charac-
ter; but in Chinese drama, there is a whole lot of knowledge in making 
an entrance.  Let’s say you see a character standing with his back facing 
you, and then he turns around slowly to look at you, then he makes eye 
contact with you, and there would be some chemistry between the two 
of you.  That is an entrance, a kind of slow, gradual beauty with interac-
tions.  In the world we live in now, everything is happening too fast. Let’s 
slow down and think, try to feel and interact with each other.  Theatre is 
different from television, we can remind everybody to slow down.  Only 
then, could we have some space for interaction; only then, we would not 
become too overbearing.

Experimental Theatre is the 
Driving Force behind 
Creative Culture
FJ:  I think works of this nature are very far away from the audience be-
cause the majority of the audience could not feel what you really want to 
get across. Maybe, only very few of them could get it.

DY:  “Audience” is a very abstract word.  I don’t think we want to attract 
the big market audience. That is something quite impossible.  We want to 
reach out to those in the audience who really care about arts and culture.  
Then, we would like to redefine theatre for them, and find a new path for 
cultural development.

FJ:  Perhaps, we are looking for some particular people who are espe-
cially sensitive about art.

DY:  In the very beginning, all those who were interested in experimental 
theatre were mostly intellectuals.  A lot of university professors were 
watching, talking and doing researches on experimental theatre.  Gradu-
ally, some concepts of aesthetics evolved out of those studies, and these 
concepts sparked off some new elements at odds with the old values; 
and that attracted another group of audience.  Members of this new 
audience included people from the media and art directors.  They were 
inspired, and they used some of the ideas they obtained for creative 
purposes, like using them in advertisements, and these advertisements 
in turn shed influences on film and music.

FJ:  So, it became a trendsetter.

DY:  It was the inspiration, the root of many trends rather than a trendset-
ter.  Cultural development could use some help from trendy things.  The 

most interesting aspect is that when these ideas were used extensive-
ly in commercial films, art films followed suit and started using these 
ideas.  That is a very interesting cycle.  Sometimes I think art films are 
just a mirror of commercial films but they have more means and so 
they could absorb nutrients more easily.

FJ:  And you think what you are doing helps provide impetus and 
inspiration, materials and images to these creative chain reactions.

DY:  Right.  The initial driving force behind the chain of creative culture 
came from our cultural dialectic.  For example, a graduation ceremony 
could be a “ritual” as well as a performance.  The holy mass and the 
National People’s Congress could be performances too.  But these 
performances have their shortcomings. They are too conforming, 
resisting changes, neglecting dialectic and creativity.  They have for-
gotten that performances with interactions and mutual participations 
could lead to a more dialectic and creative society and broaden our 
perspective.  That’s the difference between ritualistic performances 
with dialectic and those without.

FJ:  This kind of drama would become the common drama, and this 
kind of theatre would become the common theatre.  Through this 
type of experiments, our life would become more interesting, and we 
hope to bring this kind of fun into all aspects of life.

Art is in a Leading Position 
in Social Critique
DY:  Just now, I mentioned the performance of Fleeing by Night with 
Ke Jun.  Actually, that performance had a big impact on me as well.  
That performance was the closing programme of the celebrating 
activities for the 50th anniversary of the establishment of diplomatic 
relations between China and Norway.  The government of Norway 
invited me, and the Chinese government invited a group of artists 
with great technical skills.  But their performances did not touch on 
the issue of cultural challenges China was facing.

After the performance of Fleeing by Night, the audience applauded for 
10 minutes saying that the performance was not like something from 
China at all because usually performances from China would only be 
entertainment programmes like martial arts demonstrations.  This 
goes back to the issue I was discussing earlier.  Every leader or policy 
maker of a country must understand the problems the cultural world 
is facing in order to understand the importance of diversity in culture, 
and then to understand the relationship between cultural and the 
economic and social developments.  Only then, could one explore the 
relationship between cultural creativity and the idea of civilisation.  
This should be the direction of the central government.  Culture and 
entertainment are entirely two different things, and culture should 
not be decorative.

FJ:  This country needs to understand its cultural values in order to 
understand the position of its culture in the world map.

DY:  For a country, a sense of inferiority is always the reason for seek-
ing self-confidence. If you know you have low self-esteem, then, you 
would try to do something about it.  Then, you could build up your 
self-confidence, and then you could be at peace with things and 
interact with other cultures without feeling arrogant or inferior. The 
meaning of cultural exchange is in the exploration of issues con-
cerning various cultures in the world, and not in the showing off of 
national glory.  Now, a lot of people are saying, “China has stood up”.  

What does that mean?  Does that mean China was not standing up 
before, and does it refer to standing up economically or culturally or 
does it point to the entire system in general?  It would be terrible if it 
were just a slogan.

FJ:  Danny, do you want to intervene with the community using arts, 
and even to intervene with the policy-making?

DY:  I think the word “to intervene” might be too serious.  Everyone in 
society has certain basic rights and obligations.  And I think having 
the intention to participate and interact is very important because 
this is related to the ideal of democracy, as well as all the established 
rules of our society.  But who set these rules?  If we are talking about 
rules in terms of law, then, we know who set them and they could be 
changed.  But what about cultural rules and rules regarding human 
relationship?  Should we, who are practising arts, think about it, and 
help the community move forward?

Since our economy is developing very rapidly, all cultures are affected 
by it.  The cultural industry needs returns financially, but it also needs 
return culturally.  But we are always focusing on the former.  We have 
to ponder on the relationship between ourselves and cultural devel-
opment, then you would be consciously concerned about cultural 
issues like human relationship, social behaviours and values. Then, 
the quality of our culture could be enhanced.

Artistic creation is actually a critique guiding our society.  If we could 
critique on the various phenomena of our society, then, it would be a 
kind of benevolent promotion, and it could even be a kind of cultural 
movement. 
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Mathias Woo’s criticisms are ‘fast, sharp and precise’, and 
that makes him abrilliant critic. Being very self-composed 
in his stance, he releases his sharp attacks like daggers 
one after another, logically and methodically with ease, on 
subjects ranging from architecture to the theatre, from en-
tertainment to politics, and from Christianity to Buddhism. 
You see and feel his presence, hear his voice and criticisms 
everywhere. Many local theatre directors like to use mul-
timedia elements in their works. Mathias Woo is one of 
the very few who could master multimedia so well that he 
could tune his sharp and biting observations into spirited 
works with temperance.

Mathias Woo, who bears multiple roles and identities as director, 
multimedia designer and cultural critic, has never attempted to restrict 
his style; and he never bothers to do so either.  In his book Hong Kong 
Style, he describes style as “the sub-conscious of ideology, something 
materialised from our spiritual world, like the choice of colours, textures 
of materials, shapes of structures, applications of functions, the mobility 
of spaces, sunlight, air, wind and water...” Here, every word carries some 
weight and is saying something, but it is also very abstract at the same 
time.  Those who are clueless of his style are left helpless in the dark, yet 
others who understand and appreciate his style would admire or even 
envy him in secret.

Multiple Identities – The Path 
to and the Grid of Cultural 
Critique
However, style could be substantial or abstract, could be something 
or nothing. “You are what you _______”; the missing verb in the blank 
re�ects the abstract style of your true self or your behaviour. Similar to 

his once close partner on stage, the famous local brand name, 
Edward Lam, who grew up drinking the same milk in Zuni, 
Mathias Woo has a lot to say to the community of Hong Kong. 
His criticisms are ‘fast, sharp and precise’, and that makes him 
a brilliant critic. Zuni, as a school of its own, is a style in itself. 
Mathias has criticised Hong Kong for its lack of diversity and 
being mediocre, condemning the Hong Kong government 
severely, censoring the Next Media group, chastising the lack 
of judgement of Hong Kong students, disapproving the uni-
formity of architecture, and so on.  If Mathias is not careful and 
steps out of line, he would become a typical “old fart” yelling 
with a speakerphone in Victoria Park every Sunday.

Mathias Woo’s criticisms are ‘fast, sharp and precise’, and that 
makes him abrilliant critic. Being very self-composed in his 
stance, he releases his sharp attacks like daggers one after 
another, logically and methodically with ease, on subjects 
ranging from architecture to the theatre, from entertainment 
to politics, and from Christianity to Buddhism. You see and 
feel his presence, hear his voice and criticisms everywhere. 
For many years, Mathias has tried not to limit himself to only a 
certain type of cultural expression. He has tried to diversify his 
creativity and expand his imagination in all the cultural genres 
he has attempted. Through his multi-facet and diverse works, 
Mathias has shown us that the tendency to simplify things 
and having a very limited perspective are the worst crimes 
the people in Hong Kong are committing. With scrutiny, we 
can see there are layers of �ne patterns in his grid of works, 
a close-knit pattern that goes from top to bottom and then 
vice versa, with each thread complementing and supporting 
each other. We get to know from the many interviews and 
write-ups on him that he studied architecture.  And though he 
�nally did not profess as an architect, he has actually created 
and built a style for this Woo’s cultural empire of his.

Multi-Media Scenic Design
Opening Up A Critical 
Window for Woo’s Building 
The Theatrical Style of Mathias Woo
Re-printed from Performing Arts Review (issue on July2008) (Taiwan) 
Text: Chan Kwok Wai, Theatre Critic, Hong Kong
Translation: Vicky Leong

Temperance and Maturity 
in His Biting Cold 
Multimedia Fine 
Craftsmanship in Rational 
Presentation with a Tinge of 
Inadequacy in 
Sentimentality
The best known feature of the Woo’s Building is the facade of 
his various series of theatre works. In 2001: Hong Kong Odyssey, 
an imagined picture of Hong Kong was shown on the stage 
created by di�erent layers of truncated images, with references 
to Stanley Kubrick. The lighting bars and trusses on stage were 
his actors, and the rhythm of those bars going up and down was 
the dialogue. Many local theatre directors like to use multimedia 
elements in their works. Mathias Woo is one of the very few who 
could master multimedia so well that he could tune his sharp 
and biting observations into spirited works with temperance. He 
is very sensitive, accurate and precise in his reading and mastery 
over spacing in regards to the depth of the stage at the same 
time. This certainly has a lot to do with his sense of aesthetics in 
architecture. All the grand designs and compositions of images 
are vibrant scenes of discourse. 

These pictures and designs are very often results of painstaking 
rational calculations.  On the other hand, there is always some-
thing lacking in the way he handles details regarding emotions, 
and one can tell this inadequacy in his manoeuvres over certain 
materials, especially in some works with particularly powerful 
texts, such as 1587 – A Year of No Signi�cance. It is said that this 
performance is supposed to be a work on which Mathias intends 
to project many of his political views and ideals, and hence he 
seems to have put in extra e�orts in order to carry his message 
across. He might have worked a bit too hard there, and some of 
the comments and criticisms in the performance might seem 
quite rash and too direct.  He might have overlooked the fact that 
the theatre should not only be a space for forums and discus-
sions. Just as Louis Yu (Chief Executive of the Hong Kong Arts 
Development Council) has pointed out, “For him (Mathias Woo), 
the theatre is just a tool, and all his works are his social com-
ments.”  With this, his performances would turn into pieces of 
rational speeches.

As Mathias is a cultural critic, his multiple identities would be-
come windows in that building of his.  It is said that “his analyses 
and comments on public a�airs would lead to discussions in the 
community”.  Through these windows, Mathias is opening di�er-
ent levels of discussions for various topics.  In the East Wing West 

Wing series he has shown us the structure of the HKSAR Govern-
ment, and discussed with us many cultural and ideological issues. 
In The Great Entertainer he unveils with wisdom the many prob-
lems with showbiz in Hong Kong, while All You Want to Complain 
About Hong Kong TV is a satire ridiculing the bizarre phenomenon 
of the local media. As for 1587 – A Year of No Signi�cance, it is 
an exploration into the future of Hong Kong through Chinese 
history. The versatility as well as the �exibility of these windows 
to be open at any times or all at once, provide for the facade of 
this building, that is familiar to the public, probes into Mathias’ 
philosophy on culture.

Hua-yen Sūtra 
Expands Audience Base for 
Zuni
These days, Mathias is opening a lot of windows in his building, 
and this probably makes him too occupied to work on the depth 
of his works. And very often, these windows are left half-open, 
making what is going on inside a mystery.  Hua-yen Sūtra opens 
a window to expanding Zuni’s audience base. It is not very often 
that we see Buddhist scriptures being the topic for dramatic 
works; and with the participation of Master Sik Hin Hung as 
Creative Advisor, many Buddhists were attracted to the occa-
sion. As for the non-believers attending the performance, they 
might turn up for the their interest in the topic or the text by Lin 
Xi, the renowned lyricist. The focus of the performance is in the 
scripture and the text, and it is the reason why Zuni’s performers 
were all dressed as Buddhist monks in chanting the verses from 
the scripture together with the Buddhist masters on stage.  How 
much these verses could convey the essence of the holy scripture 
is di�cult to tell, or maybe Zuni is using Hua-yen Sūtra to promote 
consumerism in religion to the audience. This is the most contro-
versial issue about the performance.
Though Mathias is not laying all his cards on the table in full plain 
view, we could tell from what is shown of his hand that he is being 
very cautious in handling this performance. After all, the ideas 
of Buddhism could be comprehended and appreciated more 
through intuition and feelings, and could not be fully expressed 
by words. And the latter is exactly the area where Mathias is 
relatively weak in. Thus, he has to rely on some of the appointed 
actors and long time partners of the company to deliver his ideas 
and manifest that certain state. Every one of the actors here has 
his own unique style, and together with the atmosphere generat-
ed by their merging with the masters, a mystery is created where 
you �nd the enigma of seeing Zuni and not seeing Zuni in the 
performance. Here lies the fascination of the Hua-yen Sūtra.  As to 
the part with the intervention of multi-media into  Lotus Treasure 
World, Mathias is in his element and at his best, with his mastery 
over lighting and stage design. Yet, that is an abstract and not a 
concrete world, and every person has his own interpretation.
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Tang Xianzu’s Dream on Dreams is another window of Mathias’ 
through which he is using traditional Chinese opera as a mirror for 
self- re�ection. Besides his enthusiasm in arts and cultural policy, he 
is particularly interested in the exploration of Chinese culture. As an 
art practitioner working in the frontline, Mathias is fully aware of the 
fact that the insubstantiality in cultural structure and policy, as well 
as the lack of knowledge and understanding of our own culture, 
could be a hindrance to our cultural development. Therefore, he 
always participates in discussions and researches regarding cultural 
policies, hoping to pave a good way for future cultural development 
through making changes in the existing system, while broadening 
the perspectives in understanding and interpretation of traditional 
culture at the same time.

‘The Life and Times of 
Louis I. Kahn’
A Showcase of Architectural 
Beauty and Exquisiteness 
All of the above mentioned are the roots growing underneath 

Woo’s Building, providing a strong foundation for it. We should not 

forget that architecture is Mathias’ line of work, and his passion 
for architecture is the unexposed steelwork giving support to the 
entire building. The writer Craig Au Yeung once said this in an article 
of his, “There is no greater sorrow than the loss of hope in a human 
heart -– and obviously, Mathias still has faith in Hong Kong.”  We 
know that Mathias cares about Hong Kong. We can sense that in 
performances like Looking for Mies and The Life and Times of Louis 
I. Kahn, works from his architecture series. They are exercise for his 
practice in the line of multimedia development, but they are at the 
same time works demonstrating the beauty and exquisiteness of 
architecture through the eyes of these renowned architects of the 
west. We can also draw references from his publications. In the book 
Hong Kong Style he gives meticulous comments on the architecture 
of Hong Kong, and points out that what the government is doing in 
urban planning is to Destroy Hong Kong as bluntly stated in this title 
of his second book of the Hong Kong Style series. He sees himself as 
an enlightening force, opening up possibilities for the preservation 
and innovation of architecture in Hong Kong. 

Louis I. Kahn is one of Mathias’ most revered architects. In the 
performance of The Times and Life of Louis I. Kahn in 2001, a tribute 
to the master of architecture, we see that Mathias is not yet mature 
in his handling of this kind of architecture music theatre, but we 
could surely feel his sincerity, which comes with a touch of rawness. 
The invitation of Kam Kwok Leung, a celebrity, to participate in the 
rerun is a kind of marketing consideration, but it is very obvious 
that Mathias knows his crafts quite well in this second time around. 

The structure of Woo’s building is getting tighter and stronger 
everyday, and so is the persistence of the builder. Not to lose 
hope and �ght till the very end is the conviction of every 
artist. But this is really a lonesome and weary battle, and at 
night when he retires, he just wants to be appreciated 
somehow. Mathias’ blog is named Good Wind Like Water, and 
what he posts up there are not only antagonistic criticisms, 
but also essays and short poems. These writings of prose and 
poetry are works of sentimentality, outside his usual realm of 
ationality. It seems he is fathoming more and more the heart 
of the matter each day.
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支出項目 Expenditure Items
07/08年總額
TOTAL(港幣HK$)

佔總開支比例
% Over Total 
Expenditure

製作費用 Production Cost 6,041,280 60.9%

全職人員酬金 Personal Emoluments 2,594,136 26.2%

經常性開支 General Overheads 1,152,130 11.6%

特別支出 Special Expenditure 127,227 1.3%

支出總額 Total Expenditure 9,914,773 100%

製作開支項目 Production Cost Items
07/08年總額
TOTAL(港幣HK$)

製作開支比例
% Over Total 

Production Cost

場地費用 Venue Rental 1,602,415 26.5%

委約創作、演出及節目制人員 
Commission New Works & Direct Labour 1,691,643 28%

佈景、道具及製作雜項 Set, Props and Production Miscellaneous 1,380,055 22.9%

宣傳及公關 Marketing & Promotion 1,367,167 22.6%

支出總額 Total Expenditure 6,041,280 100%
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收入項目 Income Items 07/08年總額
TOTAL(港幣HK$)

佔總收入比例
% Over Total Income

政府資助及撥款 Government Subvention

民政事務局「綜合資助」
Home A�airs Bureau ‘Consolidated Grant’ Subvention 4,844,000 50.2%

其他政府撥款及資助
Other Government’s Subvention 150,684 1.6%

非政府資源及收入 Non-government Income & Resources

票房收入 Box O�ce 3,417,101 35.4%

其他機構贊助/合作節目 Other Hired Engagement 267,153 2.8%

捐款及贊助 Donation and Sponsorship 743,521 7.7%

其他收入 Others 225,544 2.3%

收入總額 Total Income 9,648,003 100%
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藝團 Arts Group
撥款額

Funding Amount
(港幣HK$) 

百份比
Percentage

(%)

香港管弦樂團香港管絃樂團 Hong Kong Philharmonic Orchestra 56,538,000 25.2%

香港中樂團Hong Kong Chinese Orchestra 48,178,000 21.5%

香港舞蹈團 Hong Kong Dance Company 27,270,000 12.2%

香港話劇團 Hong Kong Repertory Theatre 26,640,000 11.9%

香港芭蕾舞團 Hong Kong Ballet 24,918,000 11.1%

香港小交嚮樂團 Hong Kong Sinfonietta 13,507,000 6.0%

城市當代舞蹈團 City Contemporary Dance Company 12,110,000 5.4%

中英劇團 Chung Ying Theatre 5,059,000 2.3%

進念二十面體 Zuni Icosahedron 4,844,000 2.2%

劇場組合 Theatre Ensemble 4,600,000 2.1%

撥款總額 Total Funding Amount： 223,664,000 100%

康文署 LCSD

場地及票務贊助

Venue and ticketing 
services sponsorship
節目贊助

Programme sponsorship
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