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Studies of the Hong Kong Film Art and Costume Design

Since the 1970s, the Hong Kong film art and costume design profession gradually
matured and took shape from its hectic beginnings, building on the rapid development
of the Hong Kong film industry in its heyday. With their flexibility, professionalism and
all-roundedness, they fully participated in and contributed to the glory days of Hong
Kong films. However, the times have changed. Needless to say, the local film industry
today is not the same as it was in its heyday. With the changes in the market and the
restructuring of the Hong Kong film industry, the film art and costume design
profession’s working practices have naturally evolved. Ever since the shifting of Hong
Kong’s film market from Taiwan and Southeast Asia to mainland China, China-Hong
Kong co-productions, with mainland China as its primary target market, have become

an important branch of Hong Kong films.

There have been more collaborations between the film industries of mainland
China and Hong Kong since the mid-1980s. This coincided with the changes in
economic systems brought about by the Chinese economic reform, as witnessed in the
transformation of mainland film studios from public institutions to enterprise
management. The implementation of independent accounting and self-financing
resulted in widespread mismanagement. An increasing number of mainland film studios
desired to draw on the Hong Kong film industry’s commercial experience to gain
economic benefits, recover from crisis, and save the mainland industry from decline
through co-productions and collaborations. The number of films co-produced by the
mainland and Hong Kong steadily increased during the late 1980s and early 1990s. At
the time, mainland studios were mainly responsible for providing the motion picture
logo, equipment, locations, and labour; they were basically not involved in the core

creative or production process.

Take the art and costume teams as an example: when the core members of a
production crew from Hong Kong were working in collaboration with a mainland team,
the operational and supporting staff on the team tend to be internal personnel assigned
by the film studio. On the one hand, they varied greatly in their expertise, and the film
studio production model implied that they possessed a limited number of vocational
skills or noticeably lacked experience; on the other hand, due to economic reforms on
market, some of the studio staff who were engaged in technical work (such as set
construction and props etc.) changed careers or took up part-time jobs in fields outside

the film industry, such as interior decoration and construction, for a better pay, and this

led to the lack of concentration and motivation of some members during film production.




During this phase, the mature Hong Kong film art practitioners naturally became the
leaders of the team. With their all-round ability to take up the work of numerous persons
and outstanding adaptability, they imparted their rich experience, skills and professional
attitude to these mainland filmmakers, infusing their professionalism into the mainland
film industry and contributing indirectly to the latter’s gradual maturation. Over the
years, many of the mainland assistants and grass-roots level staff who worked and
learned from Hong Kong filmmakers — whether in art design, set construction, props,
costume, make-up or hair — have grown to become the heads of departments and

designers, forming the backbone of the film industry in mainland China.

In 2003, the Central People's Government and the Government of the Hong Kong
Special Administrative Region signed the Mainland and Hong Kong Closer Economic
Partnership Arrangement (CEPA). Since then, the mainland and Hong Kong have been
co-operating more extensively and closely together; many Hong Kong production
companies moved north to the mainland, setting off a tide of co-productions. With the
development of the mainland film industry and the expansion of film capital, co-
productions were naturally of a much larger scope than purely local films in terms of
budget and production scale. Specific to the field of art and costume design, the art and
costume team in co-productions have increased in members, and the division of labour
has become more detailed and complex. Hong Kong film art practitioners no longer
have to be all-rounders and undertake tasks singlehandedly as they did in the past, but
with these changes came a number of challenges: after years of training, mainland
filmmakers have grown rapidly and this undoubtedly placed competitive pressure on
Hong Kong production crews; large-scale film productions (especially period films)
often involve a huge amount of work, and the complex division of labour demanded
meticulous co-ordination and planning from the Hong Kong art and costume teams;
technological upgrading inevitably brought new influences and changes, and the art
department were often required to work with more and more special effects on large-
scale film productions... It is inevitable that Hong Kong film art practitioners would
have to move away from the Hong Kong-style working practices to adapt and integrate
into the new production environment. The fact that Hong Kong art teams have managed
to keep a foothold in the numerous co-productions up until the present is a testament to
their professional strength. Besides China-Hong Kong co-productions, Hong Kong film
art practitioners have also started to participate in the production of solely mainland
films, television dramas and web dramas, further exporting the aesthetics and
experiences of Hong Kong filmmakers to the Greater China market. Faced with the

dramatic changes brought about by the changes of times — whether it be the changes in

the market, scale of production, or production method — Hong Kong film art




practitioners, who are known for their adaptability and flexibility, continue to rise to

new challenges with their perseverance.

Film art practitioners in Hong Kong have also leveraged the strengths of their East-
meets-West cultural backgrounds. Besides co-productions and purely mainland
productions, Hong Kong film art practitioners also have a strong presence in foreign-
language productions. The foreign-language film industry has a mature industrial
system and relies heavily on a meticulous division of labour and teamwork too.
Needless to say, Hong Kong film art practitioners’ one-man band approach, where they
took on multiple roles, was no longer applicable. However, their inexpensive, aesthetic,
of high quality, and efficient approach still has an edge in the production environment
of foreign-language films, and are highly praised by their Western counterparts. Hong
Kong film artists are also skilled at applying knowledge from the West to the East.
While working on foreign-language films, they picked up many sophisticated
production techniques and experiences (such as ageing and the production of special

props) and applied them back into the production of Hong Kong films.

In contrast to the large investments and budgets of co-productions and foreign-
language films, the number and scale of domestic productions have gradually decreased,
replaced by more and more low-budget, small-scale productions. Many of these low-
budget films have realistic themes concerned with local social issues. Although the
constraints of resources and budgets pose some hurdles to their work, the flexibility and

adaptability of Hong Kong film art practitioners once again came into play.

The settings or characters in these kinds of films are all common people, events
and objects from everyday life. In addition to the fact that these films lean more towards
realism, it is much easier to use what is at hand for art and costume design, which saves
costs to a certain extent. For this reason, despite the budget constraints of domestic
productions in recent years, these films provide a valuable showcase of the regional
characteristics of Hong Kong that were rarely shown in Hong Kong films in the past.
These regional characteristics have not only resonated with the domestic audience, but
also revealed the characteristics of the new generation of Hong Kong film art
practitioners: most of them are born and raised in Hong Kong, and are more familiar
and sensitive to the authentic urban landscape of the city; compared to the previous
generation who came from all corners of the world and all walks of life, most of the
new generation graduated from local tertiary institutions, which to some extent shaped

their preference for humanistic and realistic topics. Since the local film industry today

is no longer dominated by strong genres of films as it was during its golden age, the




new generation of film art practitioners are given more opportunities to practice their

creativity in low-budget and realistic projects.

With the changes in policy and market conditions in mainland China in recent
years, the number of China-Hong Kong co-productions has reduced while the Hong
Kong Film Development Fund has been funding new directors to produce domestic
films, leading to an increase in the number of low-budget domestic films. Naturally,
this provides the new generation of Hong Kong film art practitioners with more
opportunities to flex their creative muscles. Moreover, many film art talents stayed in
Hong Kong and participated in local productions due to the pandemic in the last two
years, and low-budget domestic films have become the focus of their work. Besides,
with the rise of global streaming media platforms, there has also been an increase in the
number of drama productions, some of which are set in Hong Kong. Local television
stations such as ViuTV have also been producing original dramas in recent years. The
production of television dramas based in Hong Kong has undoubtedly increased the

employment and training opportunities for emerging film art practitioners.

Indeed, domestic productions have become the main battleground for Hong Kong
film art practitioners today. From the Hong Kong film industry’s boom to its decline,
the shift of the market to mainland China, to the return to domestic productions today,
Hong Kong film art practitioners have gone through a cycle of the ages. As the saying
goes, “disaster foretells good fortune”. Although the prosperous golden age of Hong
Kong films is long behind us, the rise of domestic films has drawn renewed attention
to local issues, and the domestic audience has begun to enthusiastically support films
with local themes. In this environment and atmosphere, Hong Kong filmmakers are
able to look back on the land they grew up on and uncover and explore its beauty.
During this process of exploration, the traditional art-related characteristics that are

exclusive to Hong Kong become more precious to film art practitioners.

During our interviews with Hong Kong film art practitioners, many talked about
the traditional skills, materials or crafts in Hong Kong that they had a deep impression
of or used in their work: some spoke of the old-style neon signs; some mentioned
traditional paper crafting; others talked about the zinc sheets that are readily available
at hardware stores; some brought up the skillful master tailors; some even talked about
feng shui, as these folk traditions would sometimes be used in set dressing... All these

are a mark of Hong Kong’s traditions. Some can still be found in Hong Kong today, but

others have been lost to the currents of time.




These are all precious cultural assets that belong to Hong Kong, and they are worth
keeping and preserving for film art practitioners in particular. Although the Hong Kong
film industry may no longer be what it used to be, it is undoubtedly fortunate that
filmmakers today, including film art practitioners, are able to return to this city and once

again focus on, experience and cherish everything about this land.

As art director Yee Chung-man said in his interview, “the worst of times” is always
“the best of times”. Hong Kong film industry might never return to its heyday, but
adversity can also be an opportunity. Having inherited the rich experiences and
techniques of their predecessors and keeping abreast of the times and the city’s

development, it is possible that the new generation of Hong Kong film art practitioners

will be able to create another brilliant future — the road ahead is always there.
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