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Introduction 
At midnight on 30 June 1997, Hong Kong became a Special Administrative Region of the People's Republic of China . 
A city which came into existence under British colonial rule and grew to be a major noda l point in the global capitalis t 
network was belatedly to enter the post-colonial world, experiencing not independence, but absorption into a much 
larger entit y wit h alie n politica l values . From th e poin t o f view o f China , th e transfe r o f sovereignt y whic h too k 
place at the mid-point o f 199 7 was simply a  moment i n a larger stor y of selfhood regained : the reclaiming o f Hon g 
Kong fed a  growing sense of national pride which China's economic resurgence in the post-Cultural Revolutio n er a 
had encouraged , an d whic h th e declin e o f widespread belie f i n communis t ideolog y mad e politicall y necessary . 
From th e point o f view o f Hong Kong , however, the end o f colonia l rul e was a  much mor e complicated an d eve n 
troubling affair . Hon g Kon g people were being treated a s the objects o f someone else' s historical narrative an d no t 
being offered a  long-overdue chanc e to become the subjects o f their own . 

^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ Dissatisfactio n a t being exclude d fro m importan t decision s concernin g thei r ow n futur e wa s prevalen t amongs t 
Hong Kon g people a t the time of the 198 4 Sino-British Joint Declaration , which se t the timetable fo r Hon g Kong' s 
return t o Chinese sovereignty . I t became mor e intense , however, followin g th e violent suppressio n o f the Beijin g 
democracy movemen t o n 4 June 1989 , an even t which mad e th e prospect o f a  smooth convergenc e wit h Chin a i n 
1997 seem muc h les s likely Th e colonia l governmen t wa s face d wit h a  rapid erosio n o f it s already shak y politica l 
legitimacy i n the wake o f thi s bloody crackdown , whic h Hon g Kon g resident s (man y o f whom wer e themselve s 
refugees fro m th e oppressiv e politica l environmen t o f th e People' s Republi c o f China ) watche d unfol d o n thei r 
television screens. The bland promises of 'stability and prosperity', which the two sovereign powers had been making, 
were no longer sufficien t t o pacify th e local population, and growing demands fo r democracy were heard. Powerfu l 
advocates o f legislativ e refor m emerge d an d Hon g Kon g becam e politicize d a s neve r before . Give n th e 
unrepresentative natur e o f the colonial legislature, it was perhaps not surprising tha t much o f the new concer n fo r 



empowerment wa s no t simpl y directe d int o part y 
political activity , but found it s expression o n the street s 
in the form o f marches an d demonstrations . Th e mos t 
massive o f thes e ha d occurre d directl y followin g th e 
Beijing crackdown, but such spatialized manifestation s 
of protest were to become common in Hong Kong righ t 
through th e handover period . 

The rise of a  local consciousness i n Hong Kong , fed b y 
the traum a o f th e Beijin g crackdown , shattere d th e 
fragile consensus between Britain and China which ha d 
prevailed i n th e earl y post-Join t Declaratio n era . Th e 
colonial government , no w ser iousl y lackin g i n 
legitimacy, announce d a n extensiv e programm e o f 
public works as part of an attempt to restore morale and 
boost economi c growt h i n the run u p t o the handover . 
The centrepiec e o f thi s p r o g r a m m e wa s a  ne w 
international airport , t o be locate d o n th e fa r sid e o f 
Lantau Islan d a t Chek Lap Kok. Although constructio n 
of this airport took place almost unobserved by the vast 
majority o f Hong Kong' s inhabitant s o n accoun t o f it s 
remote location , th e creation o f th e roa d an d rai l link s 
necessary t o connect th e airpor t t o the city itself wa s a 
much mor e high-profil e affair . Th e waterfron t o f th e 
Central distric t of Hong Kong Island, for instance , was 

completely transforme d du e t o extensive reclamatio n 
of lan d fro m th e harbou r an d b y th e subsequen t 
construction o n tha t newly create d site . The handove r 
and th e fear s it s approach ha d provoke d wer e leadin g 
to radical change s i n even th e physica l topograph y o f 
the city . 

As the Joint Declaration era united front between the two 
sovereign power s continue d t o unravel , eve n th e ne w 
airport becam e a  bon e o f contentio n betwee n them . 
Despite the undoubted temporary boost this massive civil 
engineering projec t gav e t o th e economy , i t was no t a 
widely popular project locally. The point came then when 
the colonial government had to make a strategic surrender 
to the growing local demands fo r political participatio n 
in order to sustain it s position through t o the handover , 
and this moment occurred when the last British Governor, 
Christopher Patten , announced plan s for constitutiona l 
development in his 7 October 199 2 Policy Address to the 
Legislative Council . In elections held o n 1 7 September 
1995, a short-lived wholly-elected legislatur e eventuall y 
came int o being i n which pro-democrac y partie s wer e 
strongly represented . Democrati c politician s suc h a s 
Martin Lee and Christine Loh played majo r role s in thi s 
period, and enjoyed widesprea d publi c respect . 



Immediately followin g th e handover , thi s quasi -
democratic legislature, which Britain had allowed Hon g 
Kong at no price to itself, was dismantled an d replace d 
by an appointed equivalen t packe d with supporter s of 
the new sovereign power. In due course another electe d 
legislature cam e int o existence , bu t thi s wa s o f a 
considerably les s representativ e nature . Civic-leve l 
government disappeare d altogethe r i n this rollback of 
electoral rights , with the two municipal council s bein g 
abolished aroun d th e en d o f 1999 . In the economi c a s 
well a s the political spher e ther e was a  sense of thing s 
moving backwards : th e arriva l o f th e pan-Asia n 
economic crisi s just after th e handover reduce d furthe r 
the alread y limite d freedo m o f manoeuvre o f the ne w 
Hong Kong Special Administrative Region government . 
Even the sense of material progress, which had provide d 
some consolatio n i n th e colonia l er a fo r th e lac k o f 
democratic development, was now to disappear. A rapid 
and hars h adjustmen t i n property price s by abou t hal f 
was t o com e a s a  rud e awakenin g t o thos e wh o ha d 
bought int o the dream o f ever-rising asset prices whic h 
had bee n fuelle d b y the government' s activ e control of 
the lan d market . Th e rul e o f law , whic h Britai n 
frequently claime d as its legacy to Hong Kong, was also 
to be teste d a t a n earl y date . Hon g Kong' s promise d 

power o f fina l lega l adjudication turne d ou t t o be les s 
than complet e i n practic e whe n th e Hon g Kon g SA R 
government successfull y applie d t o th e Nationa l 
People's Congres s Standin g Committe e i n Beijin g t o 
'reinterpret' th e Basic Law governing Hon g Kon g afte r 
the handover , i n orde r t o overtur n a  judgment o f th e 
Court o f Final Appeal to which i t took exception . 

Because of this erosion of freedoms in the post-handover 
period, and th e loss at the same time of possibilities fo r 
providing economi c palliative s t o the population , th e 
post-handover governmen t ha d muc h th e same shak y 
sense o f legitimac y a s it s colonia l predecessor . Th e 
feeling o f loca l identit y whic h th e approac h o f th e 
handover had helped intensify stil l remained strong, and 
the task of inculcating in Hong Kon g people a  sense of 
being national citizens of a communist stat e was clearl y 
a difficul t one . In many way s tha t tas k was attempte d 
by means of spatial strategies. Firstly, colonial symbol s 
were replace d wi t h Chines e na t iona l one s o n 
governmental building s an d elsewhere . Secondly , 
certain shift s i n the topograph y o f power occurred , a s 
when Hong Kong's new Chief Executive Tung Chee-hwa 
chose not t o move int o Government House , the hom e 
of the colonia l governors , but t o continue livin g i n hi s 



previous residence . Th e Centra l Governmen t Office s 
gained a  new importance as the seat of government a s a 
result. Thirdly, new spaces of national significance began 
to emerge in Hong Kong. Prime amongst these was th e 
Extension t o the Convention an d Exhibitio n Centr e i n 
Wanchai, whic h ha d bee n th e sit e o f th e handove r 
ceremony itself. Following the handover the nationalistic 
associations o f thi s sit e wer e deepene d throug h th e 
placement o f a  reunificatio n monumen t nearby , an d 
through the employment o f a public space adjoining th e 
Extension as the location for an annual Chinese Nationa l 
Day flag-raisin g ceremony . 

Just as spatial strategies were adopted for the promotion 
of nationa l meaning s t o th e Hon g Kon g populace , s o 
too by spatial strategies were such meanings frequentl y 
contested. Alternative senses of identity competed in the 
public space s of Hong Kong , a sign tha t a  discrepanc y 
existed between th e constitutional fac t o f Hong Kong' s 
incorporation withi n Chin a an d th e decolonize d 
mentality tha t mos t Hon g Kon g peopl e ha d acquire d 
well i n advanc e o f th e actua l en d o f colonia l rule . A s 
before the handover there were frequent demonstration s 
in fron t o f site s o f governmenta l power . Th e Centra l 
Government Offices , now bearing the national emble m 

above it s entrance , wa s a  prominen t target , an d th e 
Legislative Counci l Buildin g wa s als o repeatedl y 
besieged. The latter, indeed, had been invaded just afte r 
the transfer o f sovereignty a t midnight o n 30 June 199 7 
by th e Democrati c part y member s o f th e Legislativ e 
Councill, who use d it s balcony t o protes t agains t th e 
abrupt terminatio n o f thei r tenur e an d t o cal l fo r th e 
establishment o f democrati c government . Protes t als o 
had one site which it made more or less its own - Victori a 
Park. Buil t o n lan d reclaime d fro m th e se a i n th e 
Causeway Bay area of Hong Kong Island, this municipal 
park had long been a venue for protests of various kinds, 
and ever y yea r o n th e anniversar y o f th e June Fourt h 
crackdown i t wa s t o become th e sit e o f a  large-scal e 
memorial rally. Following the handover this nondescript 
multi-purpose spac e becam e th e mai n locatio n o n 
Chinese soil where the memory of the 1989 deaths coul d 
be publicly kep t alive . 

In the pages tha t follo w ar e to be found a  collection of 
black-and-white photographic images taken between 31 
December 199 4 and 1  January 2000 , the las t fiv e year s 
of the millennium bu t als o a  period o f two-and-a-hal f 
years eithe r sid e o f Hon g Kong' s mid-199 7 retur n t o 
Chinese sovereignty . The y hav e bee n selecte d fro m a 



larger body o f images which were generated o n a daily 
basis throughou t thos e years , fro m a  participant -
observer's photo diary the aim of which was to chronicle 
in som e d e t a i l th e c i ty ' s p a s s a g e t h r o u g h a 
p r e d e t e r m i n e d m o m e n t o f history . Th e image s 
presented her e combine mosaic-like to form a  record of 
that period o f transition, the outline story of which ha s 
already been sketche d above . 

Beginning the documentation o f a historical moment s o 
far in advance of its occurrence like this would no t hav e 
been possible with many of the other significant event s 
of the late twentieth century. It would be hard to imagine 
such a  photographic projec t abou t th e fall o f the Berli n 
Wall, for instance , since that event -  lik e most other s of 
similar impor t -  coul d simpl y no t have been predicte d 
with any degree o f precision tha t fa r ahead . The futur e 
always come s a s a  surprise , but i f the nature o f lif e i n 
Hong Kon g afte r th e handove r wa s als o somethin g 
which could not have been predicted beforehand, a t least 
its date was known with a high degree of certainty fro m 
as long ag o a s 1984 . For thi s reason th e handover wa s 
an event not simply with repercussions , but one whic h 
cast a long shadow i n advance o f itself, which began t o 
shape the thoughts and actions of people in Hong Kon g 

many year s before i t occurred. Time itself came more t o 
the foregroun d tha n usual . Instea d o f passin g by , i t 
seemed t o ru n out , an d a  moo d o f p r e m a t u r e 
retrospection wa s common , a n imagining onesel f a s if 
looking back fro m th e futur e o n a  present whic h ha d 
already become the past . 

Because o f it s specia l relationshi p t o temporality , 
photography is a particularly apposite tool for conveyin g 
a sense of a particular historical moment. Paintings have 
often been used to specify a  moment in history, but suc h 
images were often painte d muc h late r tha n th e time t o 
which the y refer , an d textua l source s (whethe r o f a 
primary natur e suc h a s diarie s o r a  secondary natur e 
such a s historica l essays ) ar e similarl y retrospective . 
Photographs belong in a direct and unalterabl e wa y t o 
the momen t whe n th e fil m wa s exposed , henc e thei r 
peculiar qualit y o f speaking i n the present tens e abou t 
an event that is always already in the past at the time of 
viewing. A diary o n the other hand , even i f i t employ s 
the present tense , may have been written a t the end o f 
the day o r even later , and ca n in any case be subjec t t o 
rewriting wit h th e benefi t o f historica l hindsight . 
Although i t is possible to derive from writte n records of 
a perio d informatio n whic h th e perso n creatin g th e 



record wa s not consciousl y awar e of , writte n account s 
are by thei r natur e highl y selective . A photograph, b y 
contrast, because o f it s tendency toward s a  repletenes s 
and evennes s o f vision , ca n preserv e informatio n o f 
historical valu e whic h th e photographe r ha d n o 
understanding o f a t the time or intention to document . 

To emphasize a photograph's indexical connection to the 
m o m e n t i t dep ic t s i s no t o f cours e t o p resen t 
photography a s a neutral o r objective tool . As much a s 
any othe r mode o f representation, a  photograph offer s 
an interpretation o f the world rathe r than simply a true 
copy o f it , an d th e image s presente d her e ar e quit e 
overtly intende d a s th e produc t o f on e subjectiv e o r 
situated viewpoint . Although ofte n treate d a s nothin g 
more tha n a  helpful servan t o f historical investigation , 
a les s logocentri c vie w woul d enabl e u s t o se e tha t 
photography ca n itsel f b e a  mediu m o f historica l 
investigation an d analysis . Because of its concern wit h 
concrete particularities, photography ca n work agains t 
abstracting and simplifying style s of historical narrative, 
which i n th e cas e o f Hon g Kon g woul d b e thos e 
ideologically lade n account s whic h wan t t o tel l a 
comfortable stor y o f Hong Kong' s joyous return t o th e 
motherland o r o f a n honourable an d dignifie d en d o f 

empire. Nation s ar e th e norma l subject s o f textboo k 
historical accounts , an d s o suc h Britis h colonia l o r 
Chinese national histories of Hong Kong in the handover 
years wil l undoubtedly b e written b y thos e who hav e 
an investment in doing so. But the more difficult tas k of 
suggesting a local Hong Kong perspective on the period 
of the transfer o f sovereignty i s one these images wan t 
to aid. As with alternative histories everywhere , such a 
localized histor y o f Hon g Kon g woul d b e on e whic h 
relies o n memor y a s a  tool agains t th e closure s o f th e 
official narrative s and, with its stubbornly perfect recall , 
pho tog raphy ha s a  valuabl e rol e t o pla y i n th e 
construction o f such a  fragile counter-story . 

Not al l photographs o f the handover serv e to interrup t 
nationally framed histories , of course. One can think of 
images such as those showing Hong Kong civil servants 
taking thei r post-handove r loyalt y oat h whic h serv e 
Chinese nationa l ideolog y perfectly . Equall y i t i s 
possible t o identif y man y photo s i n th e servic e o f a 
colonial nostalgia, such as those showing Patten heav y 
with emotion at the British farewell ceremony. Although 
guided b y quit e differen t agendas , these two type s o f 
image tend in certain respects to be remarkably similar . 
They tend t o be photos of ceremonial event s associate d 



with the handover itself , and often emplo y colou r and 
a certain visual richness to invoke a degree of glamour . 
This focu s o n the handover itself , an d on things an d 
events whic h hav e bee n deliberatel y create d t o b e 
photographed an d observed , i s almost a n inevitabl e 
consequence o f th e fac t tha t mos t photojournalist s 
covering th e even t wer e onl y i n Hon g Kon g fo r a 
relatively shor t perio d o f time . Lik e trave l writers , 
photojournalists workin g under such circumstances are 
almost condemne d t o a world o f surface s (whic h ar e 
often carefull y manage d appearances) , an d the new s 
media's need fo r images legible to those without muc h 
background t o the events an d without muc h tim e t o 
invest in looking almos t guarantee s a n elimination of 
complexities which can approach the cliched. 

In contras t t o tha t fixatio n o n th e momen t o f th e 
handover itself , the images presented her e consciousl y 
adopt the long-term view, and take time to wander awa y 
from wha t ma y see m t o be th e mai n historica l plot , 
which can in fact be merely a consciously created officia l 
political theatre . Often informa l an d personal i n tone, 
they search out fragments and oblique views rather tha n 
seeking the illusion of a well-framed completeness , and 
sacrifice a n eas y immediat e legibilit y i n the hope o f 

gaining a  mor e nuance d unders tanding . Suc h a n 
understanding i s sough t no t jus t withi n individua l 
images, but across the assembled sequenc e as a whole, 
a practice not too dissimilar from tha t with which a film 
constructs meanin g fro m a  montage o f separate shots . 
The handover i s thought of not so much as a particula r 
moment in mid-1997, but as a process occurring ove r a 
much longe r perio d o f time. At the level o f economi c 
life and physical infrastructure, th e integration of Hong 
Kong with souther n Chin a was well underwa y befor e 
the handover itsel f arrived yet , at the level of identity or 
consciousness, th e questio n o f whethe r Hon g Kon g 
people ca n be brought t o adop t th e kind o f patrioti c 
understanding which would please the leaders in Beijing 
is stil l a n open one , even i n the new millenium. Th e 
replacement o f one sovereign power's flag by another' s 
at midnight on 30 June 1997 in itself changed remarkabl y 
little in the broader schem e of things, even thoug h th e 
long-term consequences of that piece of symbolism may 
indeed be great . 

While offering a  personal account of Hong Kong history 
during th e transition period , thi s collectio n o f image s 
also embodie s a n awareness tha t th e people i t show s 
themselves hav e a  sense o f history, an d can be foun d 



engaging in practices which are concerned with keepin g 
memory alive . An illusio n tha t onl y th e professiona l 
historian i s capable o f preserving a  sense of the past i s 
hard t o sustain i n the face of images of the June Fourt h 
memorial rallies in Victoria Park, with their solemn focus 
on remembranc e o f a  traumati c momen t i n moder n 
Chinese histor y whic h th e stat e itsel f ha s no desir e t o 
recall. Such practices of memory do not necessarily have 
to engage with event s a t a  national scal e however, an d 
equally poignan t i n it s ow n wa y i s Ta i O  housewif e 
Wong Wai-king's informal museum of life in that unique 
rural settlement . Jus t a s concerned wit h keepin g aliv e 
connec t ions wi t h th e pas t ar e th e r i tua l s an d 
performances associate d wit h particula r customar y 
festivals, which offe r a  cyclical sense of time in contras t 
to the linear one, the dominance of which the approac h 
of the handover onl y served t o accentuate . 

Just as one can talk of practices o f memory, s o one ca n 
talk of practices of forgetting. I n contrast to the cyclica l 
sense o f tim e conveye d b y ri tual s suc h a s thos e 
associated wit h th e Hungry Ghos t festiva l i s the sens e 
of progres s conveye d b y gran d work s o f constructio n 
which spea k o f a  march forwar d toward s eve r greate r 
prosperity. Th e fores t o f skycraper s o n Hon g Kon g 

Island, eac h seemingl y talle r tha n it s predecessors , i s 
not just a  blind consequenc e o f actual rising prosperit y 
but i n som e sens e a  consciousl y intende d imag e o f 
hoped-for prosperit y a s well . Certainly on e ca n argu e 
this i n th e cas e o f i nd iv idua l bu i ld ing s wher e 
architectural design may consciously embody a rhetoric 
of material growth tha t its owners would lik e to projec t 
- th e publicit y materia l fo r I.M . Pei' s Ban k o f Chin a 
Tower, fo r instance , claime d i t resemble s th e for m o f 
growing bamboo . Suc h building s see m t o wan t t o 
distract u s both fro m a  consideratio n o f th e pas t an d 
from les s optimistic thoughts about what the future ma y 
bring as well. Though such positive rhetoric in concrete, 
glass and stee l may ofte n b e a  commercial one , it doe s 
have its governmental counterpart . The airport buildin g 
programme followin g th e 198 9 Beijing crackdow n ha s 
already been mentioned , and th e buoyant optimis m o f 
the Convention an d Exhibitio n Centr e Extensio n wit h 
its roof for m supposedl y recallin g a bird takin g off int o 
flight als o need s t o b e noted , a s doe s th e futuristi c 
Cyberport projec t hatche d b y th e post -handove r 
government i n the face of the economic recession . 

Questions o f temporalit y hav e bee n t o the for e i n th e 
immediately precedin g discussion , a s indeed the y wil l 



be throughou t th e page s tha t follow , bu t thi s book i s 

also deeply concerned with spatial considerations. Each 

image presente d wil l b e give n a  spatia l a s wel l a s 

temporal coordinat e (photograph s having an indexica l 

relation t o th e plac e a s wel l a s t o th e tim e o f thei r 

making), and in fact the book will employ a spatial logic 

to present it s picture o f Hong Kon g during th e perio d 

of transition of sovereignty. The images that follow thi s 

introduction wil l be divide d int o si x sections , each o f 

which concern s itsel f wit h a  broadly differen t kin d o f 

space and with the forms o f life which occur within it . 

The first sectio n will introduce the spaces of commerc e 

and consumption. Here we will meet the Hong Kong of 

tall offic e building s an d shoppin g malls , th e mos t 

earnestly contemporary and amnesiac spaces of the city 

to whic h it s imag e a s a  globa l busines s centr e an d 

shopper's paradis e i s most closely tied . This i s a spac e 

in rapid transformation, th e voracious appetite of which 

is fuelled b y demolitio n o f olde r structure s an d by th e 

reclamation o f land fro m th e harbour . 

In the second section we examine official and civic space. 

Governmental an d militar y spaces and structure s ar e 

the one s whic h wer e mos t directl y affecte d b y th e 

handover itself , an d thu s question s o f powe r wil l b e 

most directly addressed a t this point. This is not simpl y 

a question of the replacement of British colonial symbols 

by Chinese national ones, but also of the contestation of 

sites of state power by sections of the local community , 

and o f the usurpation o f civic space in order to expres s 

alternative political viewpoints . 

The third section looks at spaces of circulation. Here are 

examined th e developments o f Hong Kong' s transpor t 

infrastructure, suc h a s th e constructio n o f th e ne w 

airport which has so changed the city's centre of gravity. 

The harbour, because of which the city came into being 

in the first place and grew to be such a significant tradin g 

hub, is also considered a t this point . 

This is followed b y a section in which the older parts of 

the city are treated. In contrast to the recent constructio n 

met i n earlie r part s o f th e boo k wil l b e th e mor e 

established neighbourhoods seen here, which still reveal 

traces o f Hon g Kong' s pas t an d provid e site s fo r 

inherited pattern s o f life to continue . 



Customary practice s wil l also be a major featur e o f th e 

next section , in which rura l an d outlyin g islan d lif e i s 

considered. Chang e i s visible eve n i n thes e location s 

(with agricultur e n o longe r th e hear t o f villag e lif e i n 

the way i t had bee n i n the past) , but a  strong sens e of 

locality has nevertheless survived . 

If th e precedin g tw o section s offe r muc h evidenc e o f 

ways o f lif e whic h stan d i n contras t t o the alienatio n 

and shallow consumer gratificatio n o n offer i n the more 

contemporary part s o f th e city , then th e fina l sectio n 

provides proo f tha t communio n an d creativit y ar e no t 

solely to be found i n residual cultural practices, but also 

in those with a  determinedly contemporar y edge . This 

last par t o f th e boo k look s a t th e site s o f cultura l 

production i n Hon g Kong , i n whic h a  vibran t an d 

distinctly loca l cultural scen e emerged durin g th e pre-

handover perio d tha t was in some ways a  counterpar t 

to the political self-awarenes s whic h develope d i n th e 

same time frame. To describe this scene as local is not in 

any sense t o say tha t i t lacked a  cosmopolitan quality , 

and man y oversea s cultura l practitioners visited Hon g 

Kong during tha t time , perhaps more tha t ever before . 

This local cultural scene developed agains t the grain of 

Hong Kong's manic materialism, and came to light more 

in marginal an d sometime s temporar y niche s tha n i n 

the mor e forma l space s fo r hig h cultur e wit h whic h 

the cit y ha d adorne d itsel f dur in g th e earl y Join t 

Declaration era . 

The partia l typolog y o f topographie s presente d her e 

p r e t ends ne i the r t o comprehens ivenes s no r t o 

objectivity. I t offer s a  persona l perspectiv e o n Hon g 

Kong whic h i s skeptical concernin g muc h tha t other s 

have praised , bu t whic h als o finds a  great dea l tha t i t 

believes deserve s t o b e acclaime d an d mor e widel y 

known. A s th e book unfolds , positiv e materia l o f th e 

latter kind come s more and mor e to predominate, wit h 

the convivia l tendin g t o displac e th e alienating , an d 

personal expressio n tendin g t o displac e ready-mad e 

consumer goods . Both the dark and the light have been 

deemed worth y o f recording fo r posterity , but i t is th e 

author 's sincer e hop e tha t th e reade r wil l readil y 

discover in these pages the fascination with Hong Kon g 

and the esteem for its residents which have inspired th e 

undertaking o f this project . 



The Emporiu m 
Spaces of Commerce and Consumptio n 

Above all else, Hong Kong's image in the world is that of a place of trade, a quintessentially open capitalist marketplac e 

perched a t the door o f China. In visual terms, this image translates into a view o f a  forest o f tower blocks, a sort of 

Manhattan o f th e East , and indee d th e tal l buildings o f Centra l -  th e business distric t o f Hon g Kon g Island -  d o 

house th e headquarter s o f numerous financia l an d tradin g companies . To many, Centra l stand s fo r Hon g Kon g 

itself: its architectural structure s featur e i n tourist publicity fo r th e city , and visitor s ofte n mak e i t the firs t sto p o n 

their itinerary. Even the tram ride up to the Peak or the short Star Ferry journey over to the Tsim Sha Tsui waterfron t 

have a s their primar y goa l the attainmen t o f interestin g viewpoint s o n the Island skylin e o f which Centra l i s th e 

main foca l point . Photographi c image s i n guidebooks an d o n postcards hav e alread y single d ou t thes e particula r 

perspectives o n the city as paradigmatic i n nature . 

In this opening section of the book, the tower blocks of Central and o f other commercial districts of Hong Kong wil l 

be the focus, as will the shopping mall s which are often t o be found a t the feet o f these office towers , but which als o 

inhabit residential housing developments, transport interchanges and other strategic locations outside the downtow n 

areas themselves. These malls and othe r prestige shopping area s further enhanc e Hong Kong' s image as a place of 

trade, but a t a retail rather than wholesale level : this is Hong Kong as the shopper's paradise, the ultimate consume r 

emporium. 

Often take n as straightforward evidenc e o f Hong Kong' s economic vibrance, the commercial and consume r space s 



of the city are instead viewe d her e as sites of rhetorica l 

claims for such prosperity and progress, or places where 

the seductiveness of consumer culture is manufactured . 

This latter seductiveness i s produced b y means of sho p 

window displays , for example , or by the glamour o f a n 

elaborate shoppin g environmen t a s a  whole . I f th e 

architectural structure s o f Centra l conve y a  sens e o f 

economic progress , i t i s a t leas t i n par t becaus e th e 

buildings themselve s ar e designe d t o connot e suc h 

messages o f prosperity an d growth , sometimes simpl y 

through a  not-so-subtle rhetori c o f scale . 

As wel l a s seein g building s i n thi s wa y a s semioti c 

entities as much a s functional ones , one can talk o f th e 

messages that buildings give in a more literal sense. First 

and foremost , ther e ar e th e commercia l message s 

conveyed by the advertising signs attached to buildings. 

Such illuminate d hoardings , ofte n suspende d ove r 

adjacent streets , ar e a  distinctive featur e o f th e Hon g 

Kong cityscape which have been joined mor e recentl y 

by an increasing number o f digital display screens, such 

as that a t Times Square i n Causeway Bay . In addition , 

there ar e the illuminate d decoration s whic h cove r th e 

facades o f Hon g Kon g building s (particularl y thos e 



facing o n t o the harbour ) a t a  certain tim e o f the year , 

specifically tha t between Christma s an d Chines e Ne w 

Year. These upbeat seasona l messages about prosperity , 

entirely consonant with the commercial interests of their 

sponsors, were supplemented durin g the handover yea r 

by illuminate d sign s conveyin g politi c expression s o f 

joy at the return o f Hong Kong to Chinese sovereignty . 

Even Jardin e House , headquar ter s o f th e t radin g 

company mos t revile d b y th e Chines e governmen t 

because o f it s link s wit h th e opiu m trad e durin g a n 

earlier era , sa w fi t t o join i n thi s spectacl e o f patrioti c 

sentiment, but Citi c Tower, home o f a  major mainlan d 

company, had one of the more prominent displays. Citic 

-* D'Aguilar Street  at night, near  the junction 
with Queen's Road Central. 10  April  1995. 

< Escalators,  The  Landmark, night. 
1 July 1996. 

k Office  tower  at  night,  Canton  Road,  Tsim 
ShaTsui. 15  May 1996. 



Tower (along with other buildings such as Central Plaza 

in Wanchai ) als o wor e a n illuminate d decoratio n t o 

celebrate th e fiftiet h anniversar y o f th e establishmen t 

of communis t rul e i n China , whic h occurre d o n 1 

October 1999 . The millennium agai n sa w i t joining i n 

the pageantry, and a t that time , as during Christmase s 

and regula r Ne w Year' s eves , the decorate d building s 

fronting th e harbou r forme d a  backdro p fo r festiv e 

crowds. Because o f it s consumeris t rituals , Christma s 

has a  special relationshi p t o the commercia l space s o f 

the city not share d b y othe r annua l festivals , althoug h 

milling crowd s ca n appea r i n the commercia l district s 

even afte r mos t shop s ar e shu t o n Ne w Year' s eve . 

During th e millenniu m Ne w Year' s eve , for instance , 

Nathan Road, the main shopping artery in Tsim Sha Tsui, 

was closed to traffic t o provide more room for the people 

who had gathere d there . Because Hong Kong lacks, for 

better o r worse, the legible public space s of a  city suc h 

as Beijing, such commercial thoroughfares must perforc e 

often serv e as the local equivalent . 

Many of the buildings close to the waterfront hav e been 

constructed o n lan d tha t ha s been reclaime d fro m th e 

sea and, during th e last years of the 1900s , that proces s 
k Neon  signage on a night club, Lockhart Road, 

Wanchai. 10  March 1996. 



of reclamation and construction continued apace . Large 

tracts of land were reclaimed from the harbour in Central 

and in West Kowloon, for instance, and construction ha s 

already taken place in those areas, especially for airport -

related facilitie s suc h a s th e Centra l airpor t expres s 

terminal. Adjacent t o that new transpor t interchang e i s 

one of the most recent of the large tower blocks to appear 

in Central , On e Internationa l Financ e Centre , th e 

construction o f which is documented her e by way of an 

example. No t al l ne w structure s g o u p o n recentl y 

reclaimed land , however , an d demolitio n i s thu s a n 

inevitable counterpar t t o the rapid transformatio n th e 

city's urban space has recently been seeing. Swire House 

and th e Hilto n Hote l ar e tw o o f th e mos t prominen t 

structures in Central to have disappeared during the last 

five year s of the millennium, the site of the latter bein g 

now alread y occupie d b y th e Cheun g Kon g Center . 

Although relativel y simple in form, thi s latter buildin g 

has a n elaborat e exterio r lightin g schem e capabl e o f 

< 'The  East is Red', neon sign for a store selling Chinese 
medicine products, Wanchai. 27  October 1997. 

-+ Illuminated Chinese Neiv Year message on a building 
facade, Tsim Sha Tsui. 12  February 1999. 



being programmed t o display subtle shifts in colour over 

time. The seasonal decoration s o f other buildings hav e 

become a  year-roun d possibilit y fo r thi s landmar k 

commercial building , a s they hav e fo r Th e Center , th e 

bands of light on whose facade constantly change in hue, 

giving i t the look of a  gigantic Christmas tree . 

This constant transformatio n o f the cityscape serve s t o 

erase trace s o f th e past , an d give n als o th e optimistic , 

future-orientated architectura l rhetori c o f th e towe r 

blocks whic h populat e th e Centra l busines s district , a 

peculiarly amnesia c environmen t i s th e result . Rea l 

locality and histor y have disappeare d fro m thi s part of 

town unde r th e onslaugh t o f urba n growt h an d it s 

a c c o m p a n y i n g a r c h i t e c t u r a l s p e c t a c l e o f 

contemporaneity, althoug h simulate d equivalent s ca n 

sometimes be found. One example is Grand Millenniu m 

Plaza, wher e a  fak e publi c squar e complet e wit h a 

fountain (bu t withou t to o many place s wher e visitor s 

can si t or linger ) i s flanked b y a  building whic h seem s 

to recall , by it s architectural allusio n t o English paris h 

churches o f the Gothic style , some olde r mor e face-to -

< Citic  Tower, with illuminated sign featuring a  count-
down to  the millennium. 31  December 1999. 



face communal setting . The ultra-modernist for m o f the 

K.Wah Centre in North Point may imitate a form foun d 

in neolithic Chinese Jade carvings , but suc h consciou s 

traditionalistic reference s ar e not the same as survival s 

of actua l historica l traces . Th e minimalis t bul k o f 

Exchange Squa re ' s fu tu r i s t i c t o w e r s m a y b e 

counterbalanced b y a pair of Elizabeth Frink sculpture s 

of water buffaloes, offerin g a  generalized referenc e bac k 

to Hong Kong' s agricultura l past , but a t the same tim e 

they participate in the general rhetoric about economi c 

progress -  symbol s fo r a  'bul l market ' bein g afte r al l 

entirely apposit e fo r a  buildin g housin g th e stoc k 

exchange. Slightl y mor e specifi c i n it s historica l 

reference, but equally concerned t o serve up the past t o 

present commercia l interests , is the curious Whampo a 

Gardens shoppin g mall : built i n the shape o f an ocea n 

liner, a s i f maroone d o n dr y land , i n th e middl e o f a 

housing estate, it recalls the dockyard which once stoo d 

on the site . 

! Times Square, with electronic billboard. 
23 February 1997. 

k Escalators  into the  shopping mall,  Times  Square, 
with view of older buildings opposite. 5 March 1996. 



From its inside, the Whampoa Garden s liner is revealed 

as jus t anothe r attemp t t o infus e a  littl e glamou r o r 

excitement into the shopping experience. In other mall s 

this is attempted b y bubble lift s (Time s Square), by th e 

incorporation o f an ice rink into the shopping spac e a s 

an objec t o f spectacl e a s muc h a s us e (Taiko o Shin g 

Cityplaza, Festiva l Walk , Dragon Centre) , or even th e 

installation o f a  roller coaster across the top of a centra l 

atrium (Drago n Centre) . Brigh t light s an d reflectiv e 

surfaces ar e standard tools , while escalators often dra w 

attention t o themselve s (i n Time s Squar e ther e i s a 

circular escalato r tha t mimic s th e glamorou s doubl e 

staircases foun d i n olde r bui lding s wit h palatia l 

pretensions). A s muc h th e cathedral s o f Hon g Kon g 

capital as its prestige bank headquarter s buildings , th e 

more recent of the city's shopping malls offer a  vision of 

salvation through consumption. Peddling the signifier s 

of an elite lifestyle the y are also simultaneously sellin g 

a materialistic myt h o f progress tha t wishes to distrac t 

from mor e politicized vision s of the good lif e and ho w 

< Reclamation  in progress, Central.  20  October 1995. 

k Reclamation  in progress, Central. 5 December 1997. 



it might be attained. In this task they follow the footstep s 

of th e Japanese departmen t store s which di d s o muc h 

to introduce Hon g Kon g people t o the arra y o f luxur y 

consumer items, but which have now perhaps seen thei r 

day. In the wake of the pan-Asian economic crisis, which 

hit Hong Kong immediately following the handover an d 

showed th e shallownes s o f th e post-Join t Declaratio n 

promise b y th e tw o sovereig n power s o f continue d 

prosperity fo r Hong Kong, they were the first shoppin g 

environments t o sho w marke d sign s o f suffering . 

Matsuzakaya an d Daimaru in Causeway Ba y were both 

to close, although Sog o was stil l there at the turn o f th e 

century despit e trouble s bein g face d b y it s Japanes e 

parent company . 

Most shops and restaurants were to suffer t o some extent 

in the extended economic downturn, but since shoppin g 

and dinin g ou t i n Hong Kon g can be done a t al l level s 

^ The  Hilton Hotel,  Central,  under  wraps  awaiting 
demolition. 8  September 1995. 

< Site  formerly occupied  by  the  Hilton Hotel,  with 
foundations for the Cheung Kong Center visible, viezv 
from the  revolving restaurant of the Furama Hotel. 
20 May 1997. 



of luxury , thos e wholl y exclude d fro m th e consume r 

realm wer e relativel y few . Prominen t amongs t thes e 

latter wer e th e Filipin o domesti c workers , wh o o n 

Sundays take ove r the abandoned commercia l hear t of 

the city and make i t their own. Unable to afford bough t 

leisure opportunities and sit-down meals, they consum e 

snacks prepared in advance and temporarily create fro m 

an unsympathetic environmen t th e closest tha t Centra l 

ever see s to a real community . 

* Cheung Kong  Center  under  construction,  with 
glimpse (right)  of the Hong Kong  Bank Building. 
24 October 1997. 

< Cheung  Kong Center under construction, night. 
22 January 1998. 
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