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Introduction

The performing arts sector in Asia is growing fast. A lot of new theatres, not seldom -projects by 

starchitects (Zaha Hadid, Toyo Ito, Rem Koolhaas), have recently opened their doors or are in the 

pipeline. In addition, several government initiatives straddle the border between contemporary art and 

the creative industries, such as the Asian Arts Theatre in Gwangju (South Korea) or the West Kowloon 

Culture District (Hong Kong). Many theatres follow a purely commercial logic. How can we better 

understand these developments? How sustainable are these initiatives? What work is being shown, and 

to what type of audience? What possibilities are there for producers and venues to set to work with these 

new players? Indeed, these types of questions are not only being addressed to us, but also to producers 

who are primarily active in Asia. There are more and more of them. And they are joining forces: 

together they are exploring new possibilities to enable the work of their artists and to make the work 

more broadly visible. In early May I was in Hong Kong as a guest at the second edition of the Producers 

Network Meeting and Forum (PNMF), an ideal event from which to gauge the latest trends in terms of the 

production and presentation of performing arts in the Chinese-speaking region.

http://www.westkowloon.hk/en/whats-on/current-forthcoming/producers-network-meeting-forum/
http://www.westkowloon.hk/en/whats-on/current-forthcoming/producers-network-meeting-forum/
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1. Producers Network Meeting & Forum

The Producers Network is an informal group of independent producers from the Asia-Pacific region 

who are beginning to organise themselves in order to share experiences and explore possible forms of 

 collaboration. The group brings together people who, on a freelance basis, have launched a practice to 

support artists. They develop artistic projects, not only business projects. They also set up partnerships, 

reflect strategically on career development, and collect and share knowledge on artistic, organisational 

and  policy developments in the broader region. 

The Producers Network is a young but growing association. Last year, at the first meeting, there were 

40 participants; this year there were 60. Participants are also more diverse. While the first meeting in 

2015 was mainly attended by independent producers, the second meeting featured a number of directors 

and programme planners of larger theatres and complexes. At the first meeting in 2015 the emphasis 

was on the phenomenon of creative producers themselves (who we are, what we do). The second meeting 

 concentrated on the developments in the region in the field of presentation. At the same time, a reflection 

was conducted on new steps in their collaboration. 
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Participants in the Producers Network Meeting and Forum came mainly from Chinese-speaking Asia: 

Hong Kong, Taiwan, Macau and mainland China. There was also a limited number of participants from 

the South Pacific (Singapore, Malaysia, Australia, Indonesia). As such, PNMF distinguishes itself from the 

(also recently launched) Asian Producers Platform (APP), which has a broader geographical scope  

(it includes Japan and South Korea).

It is no coincidence that this type of platform is being developed at this moment. When producers from 

Asia came together, until recently that happened mostly at festivals outside Asia. And it is precisely 

 because institutional developments and changes in the field of cultural policy are now moving so fast that 

there is a growing need to meet, share knowledge and collaborate. The Producers Network distinguishes 

itself from APP because the initiative clearly comes from the relatively autonomous regions of China: 

Hong Kong, Taiwan, Macau. It is precisely there that professionals feel the strategic need to reflect on the 

institutional developments that are occurring here. At the same time, there is also the need to look deeper 

into the developments in mainland China (which are difficult to gauge). 

What was striking already was the lack of knowledge (or rather: the fragmentation of knowledge) 

within the network about developments in mainland China. Even for people who are active in Beijing, 

Guangzhou or elsewhere, it is difficult to have an overview of everything that is going on, given the speed 

of the developments and the scale of the country. In Hong Kong too, the feeling prevails that for now one 

sees few possibilities of artistic connection with the mainland. But at least one wishes to better under-

stand the developments. Here, however, interest is due to more than just proximity. Since the handover 

from the United Kingdom to China (1997), Hong Kong has enjoyed a relatively autonomous status.  

But that is temporary: in 2047 that autonomy will be lost, and Hong Kong will fully integrate into the 

People’s Republic. It is also politically interesting to monitor these developments and to build bridges with 

independent producers in mainland China. 

2. Hong Kong: West Kowloon Culture District

The initiative for the organisation of this and the previous PNMF meeting came from the West Kowloon 

Culture District Authority. This organisation is responsible for the development of the West Kowloon 

Culture District, an area to the south-west of Kowloon, the peninsula that is ten minutes away from the 

island of Hong Kong. That section of Kowloon is reclaimed land, land that was reclaimed from the sea, 

and the reason why there are so many development opportunities here now. The tenth-highest skyscraper 

in the world, the International Commerce Centre, rises already on the south-western part of Kowloon.

Today West Kowloon is still one vast construction site, but in 15 years the centre of Hong Kong will have 

shifted a bit closer to this part of town. The new high-speed train that will connect Hong Kong to Beijing 

in six hours is currently under construction. Passengers arrive at the West-Kowloon station (also under 

construction) and immediately enter the West Kowloon Culture District. Today already the price of real 

estate is soaring. A part of the WKCD is already reimbursing itself to the government.

Report Table 1

http://www.westkowloon.hk/en
http://www.westkowloon.hk/en
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International_Commerce_Centre
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The West Kowloon Culture District is thus being developed on this peninsula, an ambitious urban 

 development project that combines new cultural infrastructure with a park (vital in a high-rise city like 

Hong Kong), catering facilities and commercial activities. The entire area of the WKCD consists of 40 

hectares (60 football fields) – all that along a two-kilometre promenade that gives onto Victoria Bay and 

offers a breathtaking view of the Hong Kong skyline.

The cultural infrastructure encompasses possible venues for various forms of traditional and 

 contemporary performing arts, visual arts and music. Various theatres will focus on the presentation of 

Chinese opera (xiqu), dance and theatre, respectively. The Xiqu Theatre is under construction and will 

also be the first to be finished. The first brick of the Lyric Theatre has been laid; that theatre will consist 

of three auditoriums. The Freespace Theatre contains, in addition to a black box (430 seats), an outdoor 

stage (with a capacity of 10,000). It will open in November 2019, together with the park. The scale and 

layout of the park make it possible to hold large-scale music festivals. It is perfectly possible to erect seven 

stages alongside one another outside, besides using the various auditoriums. (Talks are ongoing with the 

popular MIDI rock festival, the largest rock festival in China, for a future edition in Hong Kong). M+ is a 

new arts hall, of which the infrastructure is under construction and the activity is being launched. Besides 

the M+ building itself, there is also the smaller M+ Pavilion, which is almost ready and will open in June.

The West Kowloon Culture District is a highly ambitious project on a rarely seen scale and it has got 

 people dreaming. At the same time, the initiative also raises critical questions, especially locally. 

Enormous investments are being made in the hardware, but what about the software and the users?  

What type of work is going to be presented there, and to what type of audience? On what basis are the 

local authorities ultimately going to evaluate the project: international prestige, economic impact, support 

of the local population? Ambitious government initiatives can rapidly fall flat if there is no local support. 

We recently saw an example in Gwangju, South Korea. The Asian Arts Theatre, as a part of the broader 

Asian Culture Complex, opened with a bang in 2015: an ambitious festival with no less than 30 of its own 

co-productions and a yearly programme with ambitious, prestigious productions like Einstein on the 

Beach (Robert Wilson, Philip Glass). But the team that (under the guidance of, among others, Frie Leysen) 

worked for years on the opening festival and the first season has since moved on.

How do you develop a project that at once sets the standard internationally at an artistic level and enjoys 

the support of local politicians and the local community? In Gwangju it soon ended in a big let-down.  

At the West Kowloon Culture District, people are well aware of the challenge. In the plan presented by 

Louis Yu (Executive Director Performing Arts at WKDC), there is not only talk of presentation, but also 

of artistic development (via a programme with residencies and workshops), cultural development and 

audience development. At present, an international workshop programme is already on track. As we 

speak, staff is being recruited for a department that is working on audience development (learning and 

participation).

http://a breathtaking view of the Hong Kong skyline
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Midi_Music_Festival
https://www.ietm.org/en/system/files/publications/conversations_in_the_big_tent.pdf
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Today the emphasis for the WKDC is clearly on the construction of the infrastructure and on the creative 

aspect. The focus is on the development of artistic content (‘good work’). That is precisely why the WKDC 

is investing so heavily in the Producers Network. We stand indeed before a paradigm shift as regards the 

relation between artistic production and presentation, Yu explained during the meeting. 

The ‘official’ venues in Hong Kong currently still have a broad, multipurpose profile. Anyone can rent 

the state-owned theatres at a reasonable price. One cannot as yet really talk of artistic selection or 

 curatorship. But within less than a decade, more than 11 new theatres in Hong Kong are going to open 

their doors. Where today artists and producers must search for a venue, the stages in the future will be 

looking for artists. According to Yu, these will have to compete for the (limited) audience in Hong Kong. 

For that reason, they will increasingly concentrate on the development of a sharper and more  recognisable 

artistic profile. For that reason too, as in Europe, one will work more closely with programme planners 

and curators with a distinct profile. And new forms of collaboration will be explored with venues as well 

as with the growing network of ‘creative producers’ from the broader region.
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The crucial question will be what form the international dimension of this project will assume, in terms 

of content and talent development. Everyone at WKCD in principle supports an evolution whereby 

international collaboration must reinforce the development of the local scene. The way in which that 

must happen is less obvious, however. One is clearly searching for international input and expertise 

to improve the skills of the local sector, both in organisational and artistic terms. The international 

workshop programme is already active. But at the same time, one is very cautious. It would be good for 

the development of the field if more international work could be shown in Hong Kong as a touchstone. 

But the import of powerful work from abroad can also be seen as threatening to the local scene, which at 

present still needs better support possibilities to be able to attain the international standard. At present, 

development opportunities for the local scene are very limited, both artistically and organisationally. 

Artists work in difficult circumstances. Given the exorbitant price of rent, even subsidised venues (e.g. the 

Horizon Theatre) must resort to spaces in minimally equipped post-industrial buildings, where they do 

not have the necessary permits to do so.

http://www.theatrehorizon.com/main_e.html
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3. New performing arts complexes in Taiwan

Louis Yu explained that venues in Hong Kong will develop a sharper artistic profile and will collaborate 

more with national and international producers. A comparable development of artistic differentiation 

and collaboration is now already noticeable on the island of Taiwan. Two large new complexes for 

contemporary performing arts will soon open there: one in the capital, Taipei, and one in Taichung.

The largest theatre in Taipei today is the National Theater. A large number of Flemish companies have 

been guests here in recent years, including Guy Cassiers/Toneelhuis, Needcompany and Peeping Tom. 

Next year the Taipei Performing Arts Center (TPAC) will open, next to the station and a very popular 

night market. The infrastructure, designed by Rem Koolhaas/OMA, is quite spectacular. It will be a 

 multipurpose arts centre with three auditoriums. The ‘grand theatre’ has a seating capacity of 1,500 

with a stage measuring 23 by 30 metres. That is therefore larger than the stage of the National Theater, 

 director Austin Wang pointed out. There is an orchestra pit and it is possible to open up the stage towards 

the terrace. The ‘black box theatre’ has a capacity of 540 to 800 seats and the ‘proscenium playhouse’ 

800 seats. Inspired by Shakespearean theatres, the auditorium looks like a globe. What is exceptional 

about the architecture of the Performing Arts Centre in Taipei is that the stages of the three auditoriums 

 connect to one another and that the walls can be removed. This can result in a ‘supertheatre’ with a 

 seating capacity of several thousand offering different perspectives.

Horizon Theatre

http://npac-ntch.org/en/
http://oma.eu/projects/taipei-performing-arts-centre
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In terms of content, director Austin Wang wishes to develop a profile that is complementary to what 

the National Theater is showing today. Wang wishes to bet on contemporary performing arts (theatre, 

dance, multidisciplinary work) while the profile of the National Theater is much broader (music, 

various festivals). The new theatre in Taichung, designed by Toyo Ito, is also targeting multidisciplinary 

performing arts under the artistic direction of Victoria Wang. The idea is that one is also going to 

collaborate closely. The island of Taiwan is much larger than the region of Hong Kong. Because the 

theatres lie further apart, their relation seems less competitive; in addition, the government encourages 

collaboration. That leads to the fact that the Taichung and Taipei theatres consult one another on common 

presentation and tours of international companies. That dialogue is now already in full bloom. It is not 

clear whether the collaboration can extend to Hong Kong, but that development would certainly be a good 

thing. Herein may lie the seeds of a network of venues for contemporary performing arts in Asia.

4. Market and politics in mainland China

A lot of new theatre buildings are being erected in mainland China today. Someone at PNMF estimated 

that 100 new theatres open annually there. For foreign companies, coming to play here is no easy thing. 

That is due to the obvious language and cultural differences and to the strong political control on what 

can be shown. Three permits are required to be able to come and present a show, both for the company 

and for the theatre. The biggest problem, however, is that most theatres in China do not follow an 

artistic logic, but a purely corporate and political one. Many of these theatres are part of entertainment 

complexes or shopping centres. Most theatres do not have a programme planner. When there is one, there 

is generally no budget to book shows, let alone to cover the travel and accommodation costs for foreign 

companies.

Whoever nevertheless wishes to present work in such theatres will either have to find a rich investor with 

a heart for the arts (there are some) or will have to assume the risk of making their money back on ticket 

sales. The chance is small that this will succeed with contemporary performing arts, because the viewing 

history (and therefore also the interest) of the local population in that field is generally very limited. That 

is the reason why so little Flemish work is shown in China. Alison Friedman (Ping Pong Productions), 

who has been working in Beijing for years, recently published a map of the performing arts in China on 

Dutch Culture. She summarises it as follows: ‘The challenge is that there is not yet a developed market 

with diverse income streams on which to rely. With no independent foundations for the performing arts, 

limited corporate sponsorship, and individual donors few and far between, venues and festivals are 

overly reliant on ticket sales. As a result, the majority of arts venues and festivals seek productions they 

feel will appeal to their existing audiences, and they hesitate to take financial risks on unknown artists 

or art forms. Conservative programming in China, therefore, now results not from a fear of  government 

censorship, but from a fear of the bottom line. Venues and festivals rely heavily on  international 

 governments to subsidise the performance tours of international artists in China. Due to China’s 

 increasing importance on the world stage, many foreign Ministries of Culture are more than happy to 

underwrite their nation’s dance, theatre, and orchestra tours in China.’ 

http://www.arch2o.com/taichung-metropolitan-opera-toyo-ito/
http://dutchculture.nl/en/mapping/mapping-china-performing-arts
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That does not hold for Flanders. If there is more work to be seen from French, German or Dutch 

 companies, then that does not have to do with a lack of interest. But with the fact that national institutes 

or government authorities from other countries do stand surety for any possible loss. The question 

is  rather whether that is a sustainable investment if those theatres do not invest at the same time in 

audience mediation and development.

5. Entertainment and real estate

What drives all those investments in theatre infrastructure in so many Chinese cities? The Han Show,  

a Franco Dragone production, is a good example by which to see what political and economic mechanisms 

are at play in some ambitious investments in theatre infrastructure. This is probably ‘the biggest show 

ever’, says Cheung Fai, Associate Artistic Director of the Franco Dragone Entertainment Group. A new 

theatre with a capacity of 2,000 seats was specially built for this production in the provincial Chinese 

city of Wuhan. The building is a technical tour de force. For instance, in a few seconds it is possible to 

make a pool appear that has the size of four Olympic swimming pools. The show itself is ‘new circus’ à la 

Cirque du Soleil, but then state of the art high-tech and with traditional Chinese elements. A rather thin 

story glues together a series of spectacular acts. Besides Dragone, several other international players were 

flown in to turn the show into a genuine spectacle. Oscar-winners (including the animator of Toy Story 

2) collaborated on the audiovisual fragments that are shown on suspended LED screens. Among the 40 

acrobats are several Olympic medallists.

The theatre in Wuhan is sold out every night, and yet the production is loss-making: the box office of 

a sold-out theatre is not enough to keep the theatre open and to push up the production. That is not a 

 problem, however, because the economics of the production works differently. The project is an initiative 

of a real-estate company which, after a deal with the government, was given ownership of a whole area in 

Wuhan. Since the show began, the real-estate prices in the district have soared. In this way, the invest-

ment pays itself back abundantly.

There are many comparable initiatives and projects in China. Not all end well. The entertainment 

 business in China is still in its infancy, Cheun Fai explained. ‘China is a vast country. Many investors 

think that money is to be made with theatre. That is not always the case. Anyway, entertainment is not 

“culture”. Most productions are disappointing in terms of content. But that is not seen as a problem.  

In China there is no art for art’s sake. It is about money and politics. The interaction between both is 

difficult to fathom, and certainly more complex than in Hong Kong or Taiwan. The amounts that are 

 concerned are also a lot higher.’

http://www.thehanshow.com/
http://www.thehanshow.com/en/theater/
http://www.thehanshow.com/en/theater/
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6. Beyond the stereotypes about mainland China

In brief, a huge number of theatres are being built in China, but commercial and political motives prevail. 

Artistically, one cannot aim high, because the audience does not command the appropriate viewing back-

ground. Instead of investing in audience development and art education, one chooses for an approach by 

which the bar has been placed quite low in terms of content. Yet it is interesting to follow and grasp the 

rapid developments in China. The paradigm shift that Louis Yu predicts for Hong Kong and Taiwan is not 

likely in the short term in mainland China. But it is useful to look beyond the existing stereotypes about 

political censorship and commercial entertainment. Because the seeds of new developments are also 

visible.

For instance, China itself is beginning to invest more in (international) cultural policy. Investments in 

production and presentation still stem mainly from patrons and foreign cultural institutes. But there 

is a careful trend whereby the government itself is investing more in art and culture. It is true that 

these investments are mainly limited to subsidies for the export of finished products and for the talent 

 development of young makers. There are a number of smaller funds. The Shanghai International Arts 

Festival especially plays an important role as a pivot between the Chinese government and foreign part-

ners. Within China, they put international productions on tour. They also have good contacts with the 

cultural centres that China is opening around the world, among others in Brussels.

A number of new theatres and festivals in China are showing a growing interest in international work, 

including theatre and dance from Flanders. The artistic reputation of the Wuzhen Festival is growing.  

The Guangzhou Opera House and Grand Theatre Tianjin also stage international productions, including 

by Flemish makers (among others, Needcompany and Luk Perceval). There are also more and more small-

scale, alternative venues where an artistic logic is in force, for instance at the Penghao Theatre in Beijing, 

which operates without subsidies.

Most of the alternative venues work in difficult circumstances. Are these the seeds of new developments? 

The grip of business and government is still overwhelming, but stories about censorship are put into 

perspective by those who have experience making and presenting shows in mainland China. It is  precisely 

in order to eliminate that type of stereotype that Austin Wang is working in Taiwan on a festival with 

work by makers from the mainland. In the 15 years that she has been working and living in Beijing, Alison 

Friedman (Ping Pong Productions) has seen a shift: people are thinking more in terms of process and are 

seeking room for development. We again refer to Alison Friedman’s contribution to Dutch Culture for a 

more detailed overview of developments in the field of cultural policy in China and the main cities. 

http://www.artsbird.com/en/
http://www.artsbird.com/en/
http://www.cccbrussels.be/
http://www.wuzhenfestival.com/en/index.aspx
http://www.archdaily.com/115949/guangzhou-opera-house-zaha-hadid-architects
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/01/arts/01iht-tianjin01.html?_r=0
http://www.penghaotheatre.com/
http://dutchculture.nl/en/mapping/mapping-china-performing-arts
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7. Collaboration and networking:  
inspiration from Flanders and Europe

To feed the discussions and the development of their partnership, the ‘Producers’ invited one external 

guest to both editions. Flanders Arts Institute was asked to come and talk about the developments of 

networks in Europe since the early 1980s, and explain what international networks have meant for the 

development of the performing arts sector and cultural policy in Flanders. There was also the question 

of paying attention to the history of IETM, the international network for contemporary performing arts 

that has been active since 1981 and since then has undergone a lot of metamorphoses. IETM is well 

known among Asian professionals, after a number of smaller satellite meetings over the past decade 

and especially the recent meetings in Melbourne (Australia) and Gwangju (South Korea), which a large 

number of PNMF participants also attended.

If Flanders Arts Institute was asked to come and tell that story, that has to do with how well Kee Hong 

Low (head of the Theatre department at the West Kowloon Culture District) is aware of what the 

 performing arts scene in Flanders means on the international stage. He knows the background: he knows 

that for us a field for contemporary performing arts was built almost from scratch, through our strong 

engagement for the development of European networks. To what extent are the experiences of Flanders 

and Europe useful or inspiring for this fast-expanding Asian network?

Indeed, the circumstances in Asia today are not the same as those in Europe 30 years ago. But there are 

parallels. In both cases you see a group of dynamic, driven artists and independent producers, who work 

together to explore new possibilities for their artists in a context with few support opportunities.  

That was certainly the case in Flanders. When the actors of the 1980s movement started out on their 

 career, there was hardly any talk in Flanders of a government policy for contemporary performing arts. 

That an internationally leading performing arts landscape emerged in a relatively short time was not only 

due to the quality of the work of a talented generation of makers. It also had to do with the drive of a num-

ber of young organisers that created alternative venues and sought production possibilities. They found 

them in international networks and partnerships. IETM, which was founded in 1981 as an informal place 

for meeting and knowledge sharing, was an important vehicle in this matter. 

For Flemish producers, international co-production brought not only the necessary means to be able 

to make work at all, but it also ensured the necessary prestige to obtain the political recognition for 

 contemporary performing arts in Flanders. The government followed: the bottom-up dynamics of the 

1980s was translated in the 1990s already into an as yet still innovative legislative framework (first the 

Performing Arts Decree, today the Arts Decree).

Recent research by Flanders Arts Institute shows, however, that international co-production and net-

working are under increasing pressure. Especially after government cuts in various countries, the 

purchasing power of producers has fallen, and co-production amounts weigh less and less. In order to 

maintain the same production capacity, a growing network of increasingly international partners is being 

http://www.slideshare.net/jorisjanssens_VTI/shaping-networks-shaped-by-networks-collaborative-strategies-for-the-performing-arts-in-flanders-europe-1980now
http://www.slideshare.net/jorisjanssens_VTI/shaping-networks-shaped-by-networks-collaborative-strategies-for-the-performing-arts-in-flanders-europe-1980now
https://www.ietm.org/
https://www.ietm.org/en/melbourne_satellite_meeting
https://www.ietm.org/en/system/files/publications/conversations_in_the_big_tent.pdf
https://issuu.com/kunstenpuntflandersartsinstitute/docs/flanders_arts_institute_after_the_g
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appealed to. How long can this be maintained? How sustainable is that growth? In brief, our model was 

successful but it is under a lot of pressure today and it has to be rethought. International networks must 

certainly reconsider the sustainability and vulnerability of international partnerships.

IETM has certainly done so: the nature and function of the network has done a U-turn over the past 30 

years. Knowledge sharing and network development are still the main objectives. But the network has 

grown substantially and become more formalised, is now also open to individual artists, it works via 

a combination of live meeting and digital knowledge sharing, and also via Satellite Meetings outside 

Europe. The question is ultimately how the Producers Network will continue to grow. Perhaps there is talk 

of a ‘law of the handicap of a head start’ (or ‘dialectics of lead’). Europe has more experience with the crea-

tion of international networks. But perhaps that is why it is more difficult to anticipate changes in the arts 

landscape and in society. What new forms of collaboration will the Asian producers ultimately invent? 

Perhaps we in Europe will be able to learn a lot from the new answers that will develop there.




