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One of the programmes of “A Snap beyond Borders: An Online Archive and Education
Project of Hong Kong Theatre and Performance Photography” (“A Snap beyond Borders”)

is a talk series to which we have invited veteran theatre photographers from mainland
China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Macau to share their experiences in their local theatre
photography scenes. In the online talk “A Snap in Between: The Colours of Black and White
in Hsu Ping’s Theatre Photography”, Hsu Ping from Taipei said something that struck a
chord with me. As he recalled, theatre director Wang Mo-lin feels that Hsu is like air when
he is photographing during rehearsals. “To be like air is exactly what I want to be,” Hsu said.

“It is something that you do not normally feel, but it is an essential existence.”

It is an image that lingers in my mind.

As part of the project title, the expression “a snap” came to me during the initial stage of
project planning. It captures a sense of time and the feeling of movement. While it describes
the photographic act, it also evokes the instant an image crystallises and captivates the mind.
Yet it is the phrase “beyond borders”, suggested by Dr Cheung Ping-kuen, Chairman of the
IATC(HK), that lights up the concept of the entire project. It takes “theatre” photography
beyond spatial borders, and extends it to other performative sites and historically significant
eras. The project features a range of diverse initiatives such as an online archive which
includes the publication of research findings and oral history materials, talks, a mentorship
scheme and a photobook. It invites industry professionals and people who are interested in
Hong Kong, theatre or photography to explore, discover and elaborate on recollections that
touch on or revolve around these subjects. It is also a prompt for audiences to expand their

imaginations, a prospect that we would love to see happening.

Opver the summers of 2017 and 2018, I spent about three months travelling across Europe,
where I visited various performing arts museums, archives and research institutes. In the Arts

and Theatre Institute (ATT) in Prague, I came across something that left a deep impression
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on me. At a prominent spot in the institute, there stood a filing cabinet—approximately two
metres tall and one and a half metres wide—filled with photos. It originally belonged to a
local theatre photographer, who developed an archiving system for the collection of photos.
On the back of each print, there was a handwritten record containing information about
the image. For the ATT, the collection of stage photos was a priority item for digitalisation.
The images go far beyond texts, and offer an opening into the history of Czech theatre for

audiences worldwide.

The collection of stage photos in the ATT has now been digitalised, and the filing cabinet
remains a treasure of the institute. It was also the creative impetus for the project “A Snap
beyond Borders”. Thanks to the participating photographers (Yuen Hon-wai, Cheung
Chi-wai, Tsang Man-tung, Tse Ming-chong and Kwan Pun-leung) who entrusted their
work to us, and to the City Contemporary Dance Company who offered the use of selected
photos by Ringo Chan, “A Snap beyond Borders” was launched in mid-2019 with the
support from the HKSAR Arts Capacity Development Funding Scheme. Although some of
the activities have been rescheduled during the pandemic, the project has moved forward as
planned. I would like to thank my colleagues in the office for their support, and everyone
else who has worked on the project for their contributions. It is thanks to your efforts that
we are bringing this project, which centres on the photography artists’ perspectives and
memories, to fruition. It allows us to witness the past four decades of Hong Kong and its

theatre once again through the aesthetic perceptions and lenses of the photographers.

The past two years have been a time of accelerating changes and restlessness in our city, and
I have yet to process everything that has transpired. I have found solace in working on “A
Snap beyond Borders”, and I am deeply grateful to the project. There are some memories
that cannot be erased, and certain accounts of history that need to be preserved. Let us exist

like air! An existence that is not always palpable, and yet is real.
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