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Overview of the Development of the Film Arts and

Costume Profession in Hong Kong

This project provides us with an opportunity to gain a grasp of the historical
development of the film arts and costume industry in Hong Kong through sixty
interviews. In particular, it presents the emergence, transformation and development of
the profession of film art practitioners and their work practices, over the long period
from the revival of Cantonese films in the 1970s, the heyday of Hong Kong films during
the 1980s and 1990s, to the restructuring of the industry today. It also documents the
valuable experiences of film art practitioners in design and production, and collates the
information sources of relevant objects such as film props, costumes, production plans
and models etc., while exploring the way in which the practitioners took inspiration
from life, organically combined technology with creativity, embraced flexibility in
practice, overcame difficult situations, and established the distinctive aesthetics of
Hong Kong films with their unique East-meets-West cultural background and global
perspective when faced with social and historical changes, transformations in the film

industry, and technological advancement.

Although there was a position designated as “(film) art” in the production team
during the studio era of the Shaw Brothers, Motion Picture & General Investment, Great
Wall, Feng Huang (Phoenix), and Sun Luen, its role was not defined. The set designers,
props masters, makeup artists and hair stylists were basically operational staff in the
studio system, but they had yet to establish themselves as an art team in the strict sense.
The artistic style of a film depended largely on the director’s knowledge and artistic
attainments. The "art director" title appeared sporadically from the mid-1970s. In 1981,
William Chang served as the art director of Love Massacre directed by Patrick Tam,
initiating art direction as a common practice in filmmaking, which further consolidated

the title and responsibility of art directors.

Perhaps it could be said that the establishment of the role of art director came with
the boom of Hong Kong films in the mid- to late 1970s, brought about by several factors
such as the phenomenal popularity of the genre films by Bruce Lee and the Hui brothers,
revival of Cantonese films, the fierce competition between the Shaw Brothers and
Golden Harvest, and the rise of directors of the Hong Kong New Wave who broke away
from the old studio system. Hong Kong films entered its heyday, and as the industry
became increasingly sophisticated, the function of film arts, i.e. art and costume design,

also began to take shape. Yet the film industry was still a far cry from maturation; and

for those who joined the film arts profession, there were no standard guidelines or




criteria for determining the type of professionals required for the position, their specific
duties, the division of labour, and the execution of each procedure. The learning process

was very much play by ear, or as the saying goes, “like blind men feeling an elephant”.

First of all, in terms of entry requirements, there were no standard criteria for
recruiting film art talents in the early days. They entered the profession through various
channels, such as referrals of relatives or friends, or by checking job opportunities and

recommending oneself for the position.

At the time, there were no tertiary institutions offering courses related to
filmography in Hong Kong, so the majority of film art talents of the so-called “academic
school” came from local design institutions other than filmography, including fashion
design, interior design, graphic design, product design, industrial design, commercial
design, practical photography, as well as clothing and textile design at educational
institutions such as the Hong Kong Polytechnic (later renamed the Hong Kong
Polytechnic University), the City University, the Baptist University, the Caritas Bianchi
College of Careers (Day and Night School), and the First Institute of Design. A few
pursued film studies or disciplines related to art and design for film and television
overseas, much like the film directors from the Hong Kong New Wave. They returned
to Hong Kong from France, the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada and Taiwan
with new knowledge and insights, and joined the film industry, bringing in new
perspectives and vigour. Some have become acclaimed art and costume specialists, and
unmistakably influenced the development of the aesthetics of Hong Kong films and the

next generation of practitioners.

There were also art and costume professionals who worked in the studio system at
the Shaw Brothers for many years and entered the market of independent film
production after the company’s decline. Others started out from the bottom ranks of the
industry. They had a lower level of education, completing only primary or junior
secondary education, and were at a young age, starting work as grips or production
assistants at the age of 16 or 17 before having the opportunity to join the art team. Some
originally worked as producers, actors, assistant directors, film stills photographers,
script supervisors and special effect specialists in other departments of the crew, but

changed career paths to join the art team owing to personal interests.

Furthermore, some art practitioners originally worked in the media, advertising,

fashion and magazine industries, while others came from a diverse range of industries

such as interior decoration, mechanics, optics, printing, platemaking, jewellery, and




garment, etc.

With social development came new trends: various Hong Kong universities added
departments such as film and television, visual communication design, creative media,
moving image, animation, illustration, communications, props production, etc., thus
nurturing new blood who would later join the film arts profession. Together with the
younger generation who returned to Hong Kong after graduating from higher art
institutions in the United Kingdom and the United States, they brought a more
international perspective and new vigour to Hong Kong’s film art and costume

workforce.

Whether they have completed primary education or are Master’s degree holders,
these practitioners with diverse backgrounds form the mainstay of Hong Kong’s film
art and costume industry. It proves that, whether in the past or present, there are no
prerequisites for entering the field. The door is always open, and talents are accepted

without reservation.

This phenomenon reflects, on a certain level, the prosperity of Hong Kong films
at the time. It was due to the sheer number of productions with abundant budgets that
there was an urgent demand for talents from the market, and people from all kinds of
backgrounds had the opportunity to join the industry. Even if some lacked relevant
professional art education or experience, they had opportunities for trials and errors
from frequent production training, so they can quickly assimilate practical knowledge

and come into their own.

Besides having no standard recruitment prerequisite, the division of labour in the
early days was almost non-existent. On one hand, the film industry was still in its
infancy, and there was no guideline for the division of art-related work; on the other
hand, although the art team was established as a separate department in film production,
its personnel on the whole was still under the authority of the production department —
producers were only concerned with cutting down budgets and were unlikely to assign
much manpower to the art team. In other words, work in film arts at the time was
hampered by institutional and administrative constraints. For these reasons, art directors
sometimes had to take on the art direction, set construction, set dressing and costume
design all on their own. Even if they had assistants, it would only be one or two people;

large-scale film productions were of no exception.

At the same time, the situation has fostered Hong Kong film art practitioners’




ability to function as a one-man band capable of taking up the work of several persons.
Unlike the mature Western film industry with detailed division of labour, Hong Kong
film art practitioners often had to take on a diverse range of tasks all on their own,
handling everything from conception to execution themselves. Besides limited
manpower and budget constraints, Hong Kong films at the time were also held back in
terms of technological conditions and resources. In its heyday, the Hong Kong film
industry often had to produce large-scale commercial films (period, action, fantasy, etc.)
that required special effects and resources. Hong Kong film art practitioners took on
multiple roles under these constraints, and even used a variety of untaught methods in
order to achieve the best results with limited resources. This reflects, in some ways, the
flexibility, adaptability and mobility that are characteristic of Hong Kong filmmakers.
In the words of art director James Leung Wah-Sing, their work is “inexpensive,
aesthetic, of high quality, and efficient” — much to the amazement of their counterparts

overseas.

To a certain extent, the Hong Kong art team’s flexibility was adopted out of
necessity as a response to the creative ecology during the period when the Hong Kong
film industry was at its most prolific. For example, many are aware of the phenomenon
of ad hoc changes made to the scripts in Hong Kong films, or that some Hong Kong
directors would change their ideas or improvise on the spot. These impromptu incidents
require the art team to play things by ear and provide the relevant last-minute requests
of sets, set dressings, props, and costumes within the constraints of time and resources.
It is almost like a magical process of creating something out of thin air. These ecologies
of resources, budgets and creativity during the heyday of Hong Kong films are what
nurtured the spirit of anything-is-possible in Hong Kong film art practitioners.

Undoubtedly, this is also a vivid reflection of the can-do attitude that defines the city.

Besides the above-mentioned division of labour and work practices that are
characteristic of art teams in Hong Kong, the film-art-related titles in Hong Kong films
also have their own distinctive characteristics. In fact, the titles have kept changing, and

there was even some confusion over the translation later on.

In the early days, the art director often took on multiple duties, handling both art
and costume design. Only later was there a split in duties and the position of costume
designer came about. With the division of labour between art and costume design, the
accumulation of production experience, and the establishment of a smooth working

relationship with the director, the art director’s involvement in a film became more

macro-oriented and significant, to the extent that they would design the overall visual




presentation of the film with the director and screenwriter during the screenplay-writing
stage, which undoubtedly spoke to a deeper level of creativity. For this reason, as the
industry became increasingly sophisticated, the industry adopted the American
terminology, leading to the creation of the higher-level title of production designer. The
art director and costume designer would usually work under the production designer,
with the latter being the highest person in charge of the art department, responsible for
the overall visual presentation of the film, including art and costume design. However,
there was much confusion over the Chinese translation of production designer,
including “art director”, “art consultant” and “art coordinator”; there remains no
standard translation of the title.

Meanwhile, the “Best Costume & Make Up Design” award was introduced at the
12" Hong Kong Film Awards in 1993. The Chinese translation of the title of costume
director — the person in charge of the costume department — was changed from “costume
director” and “costume designer” to “image director" and “image designer” to better
emphasise the nature of the position — they are responsible for the overall design and
effect of the costumes, make-up and hairstyles. As the film industry developed and
transformed, the costume team gradually expanded, the division of labour became even
more distinct, and the practitioners became more professional and independent.
Furthermore, film productions in recent years would sometimes hire an experienced
costume designer to design the image of several leading actors and actresses, or to
decide on the actors or actresses’ images only during the pre-production stage of the
film, spawning titles such as “image designer”, “image director”, “image supervisor”,
“image consultant” and “styling supervisor” for the highest person in charge of the
costume design department. Besides continuing the use of “image director" and “image
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designer”, the title is also translated as “image director”, “image consultant”, “costume
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consultant”, “styling supervisor” and “styling consultant” in Chinese.

In fact, this confusion over the title is somewhat a characteristic of Hong Kong.
On the one hand, the increase in the number of titles reflects the Hong Kong film arts
profession’s move from a one-man band approach to a gradual division of labour; on
the other hand, the confusion is also indicative of the characteristics of the profession’s
development. This is how Hong Kong film arts gradually found a way out from the
chaos. The industry never had a uniform set of logic; at times, it borrowed the
experiences and adopted titles from Western films; at other times, it adapted to local

conditions by making adjustments whenever necessary, gradually forming the scenario

we see today.




The transition of Hong Kong film arts from being in a “blind-men-feeling-an-
elephant” situation to becoming a fully-fledged art department happened hand-in-hand
with the Hong Kong film industry’s rapid development and maturation at its golden age.
During this process, Hong Kong film art practitioners with different backgrounds and
experiences upheld their passion for film and creative production; they accumulated
knowledge and experience while working on one film after another, solving problems
as they appear and growing under the stress of limited resources and rapid changes.
Thanks to the large number of co-productions and Western productions that came after,
they were also able to work in a more diverse range of genres and environments, absorb
knowledge from practitioners from all around the world, and learn from each other’s
strengths and weaknesses. With their solid vocational skills, flexibility and unyielding
attitude, they were able to remain unfazed by technological innovations and changes as
the Hong Kong film industry faced restructuring and headed into a downturn, forging

an artistic path imbued with the unique cultural characteristics of Hong Kong films in

a down-to-earth manner.
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