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MESSAGE 

When I was invited to write a message for this publication, I gladly accepted 
without hesitation. Mr Siu Wang-Ngai is one of the rare individuals who have 
been so dedicated and committed to the Hong Kong Ballet; one of the wishes I 
have for the Ballet is that we could have more supporters like Mr Siu. 

Mr Siu has become a fixture at our shows. Not only does he attend them, he also 
takes his own time and resources to photograph them. And not only does he 
photograph them, he also photographs them beautifully, as is evident from the 
book you are holding. 

Without Mr Siu, the Ballet would not even begin to have a photographic archive 
so complete and so flattering. 

On behalf of the Hong Kong Ballet, a thousand thanks! 

Cissy Pao Watari 
Chairman, Hong Kong Ballet Board of Governors 
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FOREWORD 

Siu Wang-Ngai: Performance Photographer 

Siu Wang-Ngai was born in Hong Kong on 14 February 1938, the first child of 
Siu Man-Wan, a law clerk and interpreter, and his Huizhou-born bride Cheung 
Wai-Ying. The family fled Hong Kong for mainland China ahead of its capture 
by the Japanese. 

As his family moved from city to city on mainland China, Siu received his primary 
education intermittently until the family returned to Hong Kong in 1951. Believing 
in the value of a rigorous education, his parents enrolled fourteen-year-old Wang-
Ngai at St Martin's College (which became St Francis Xavier's College). This 
required travelling several hours each day from his home on Hong Kong Island 
to Kowloon City. 

In 1953, Siu became the private student of the late Pang Nai-Ching (also known as 
Pang Kon), a distinguished Confucian scholar and Chinese medicine practitioner. 
Pang's reputation was in part the result of having placed second in the nationwide 
examinations for Chinese medicine practitioners in China in the 1930s. The purpose 
of this tutoring was to balance the Western education he was receiving from the 
Jesuits with the study of classical Chinese. Pang was a great influence on Siu's 
intellectual life and was formative in the development of his personality in later life. 

Siu remained devoted to his old teacher until Pang's death in 1979. The tuition 
was on a private and individual basis. I had no money, and was not required to 
pay any tuition fee to Master Pang. We met two or three times a week, every time 
three to four hours, and he taught me The Four Books, most of The Five Classics, 
classical prose and poetry, Chinese history as well as calligraphy. This mode of 
tuition lasted until I became an articled clerk.' 

Master Pang's reputation was derived from his profound knowledge and appreciation 
of Confucianism. Distrusting institutional teaching, he had refused invitations to apply 
for a lecturership in the University of Hong Kong. But foreign scholars sought him 
out. Siu was present when the well-known American philosopher Joel J. Kupperman 
of the University of Connecticut visited Pang's modest home on several occasions, to 
question him about Chinese philosophy. Siu recalls that Master Pang, who could write 
and read English, was uncomfortable speaking it and asked his students, Kwan Lihuen 
and Chan Cheong-Lap, to translate. 

In his early twenties, Siu developed a passionate interest in the game of Go; and 
he has maintained that throughout his life. He became the first President of the 
Hong Kong Go Association which he helped found in 1985. 
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Although he had always been drawn to music, Siu became seriously interested 
in Western classical music in the early 1960s, reading voraciously and taking 
the first steps in building the remarkable collection of recorded music that he 
has today. 

Following graduation and matriculation, Siu joined the law firm of Lam and Tong 
as an articled clerk. While working there he studied for the solicitors' examination 
and entered the legal profession in 1971, taking up the practice of real estate law. 
In 1977, he joined Gallant Y T Ho and Company, a firm that was to become one of 
Hong Kong largest and most important. By 1979 he became a partner and was 
well along his way to becoming one of Hong Kong's leading real estate practitioners. 
In 1993 he opened an office for Gallant Y T Ho and Company in Guangzhou, forging 
ties between China's growing investor class and business people in Hong Kong. 
He retired from active partnership in the firm in 1998. 

Siu's interest in photography was almost accidental. His school friend Kwan Lihuen 
encouraged the hardworking Siu to widen his social circle by meeting a group of 
photographers of his acquaintance and attending the camera club that he had 
recently joined. He joined the club primarily as a way to meet new people but soon 
became fascinated with the techniques of photography. He saved until he was able 
to purchase his first camera, a Pentax, in 1970. Eventually, virtuosity behind the 
lens and in the darkroom was to place him in the first ranks of amateur 
photographers. 

Although he sought out photographers and questioned them closely about 
techniques, Siu learned more by painstaking experimentation. In 1981 he 
was sufficiently proficient to qualify for an associateship in the Royal 
Photographic Society. 

He carried his cameras with him everywhere, taking pictures wherever and 
whenever the opportunity presented itself. In 1981, while working in the New 
Territories branch office of his firm, the secretary of one of his most important 
clients asked him to attend an amateur production of a Cantonese Opera in which 
she was performing and to take pictures of her. Siu, who was deeply impressed by 
the make-up and costumes and by the extraordinary performing styles, took his 
first series of performance pictures that evening. He realized that although it was 
an exciting way to combine his interest in photography with his passion for music, 
it presented great challenges. 

He became seriously interested in Chinese theatre and started a collection of books 
in the field. And he went to the theatre to take photographs whenever there was a 
performance. Hong Kong in the 1980s was the best place in the world to witness 
the last vestiges of regional opera as it had been performed before the Cultural 
Revolution. With a population of sophisticated aficionados of Chinese regional 
opera who had emigrated in the 1950s and 1960s, Hong Kong was an important 
destination for every major opera company from mainland China. 

He also realized the potential for this form of photography to qualify for a fellowship 
in the Royal Photographic Society. Based in Bath, this venerable British 
institution is the oldest society of its kind in the world, dating back to a time 



when photography was a gentleman's pursuit. One of the highest honours that 
an amateur photographer can achieve, a RPS fellowship, requires the presentation 
of a portfolio of twenty images with an original and integrated theme and an 
accompanying essay. 

In 1985 Siu earned that fellowship with a portfolio of images of Chinese Opera 
performances, a body of work that grew to become the definitive book Chinese 
Opera: Images and Stories, The book combined his images with text by Peter 
Lovrick, a scholar of Chinese theatre at the University of Toronto. 

Siu followed this with a second fellowship for pictorial photography in 1989. It 
is a portfolio of intense colour images snatched from the tourist meccas of 
Mykonos and Santorini in the Greek islands. With imagery reminiscent of the 
Italian futurists, Siu uses light and intense colour to build abstracted geometric 
visions of stairways and amphorae and sun dappled walls. 

Siu's organizational abilities once again came to the fore with the formation of 
the Federation of Hong Kong-Macau Photographic Associations in 1988, 
something that everyone in his circle had considered impossible. Siu designed 
the unprecedented alliance of twenty-three major photographic organizations in 
Hong Kong and Macau and wrote the constitution himself. He was elected 
Chairman of the Federation from 1992 to 1994. 

Since 1999, Marquis Who's Who in the World has recognized Siu for his 
outstanding achievement in photography and significant contribution to the 
betterment of contemporary society. 

How do you make a performance photograph? The problems are almost 
insuperable. 

The photographer cannot move from his seat, so the angles are limited. He cannot 
disturb others in the audience — by making a noise or blocking views. The 
photographer must work in low light with a hand held camera without a tripod 
or a flash. There is only one chance, so timing is everything. Very often, when 
Siu documented rarely seen regional opera companies from mainland China 
visiting Hong Kong, there was only one performance, so there was no opportunity 
to go back a second night. 

Siu's project documenting the Hong Kong Ballet had a very different genesis. 
During Chinese New Year 1992, the Chinese Cultural Centre in Vancouver mounted 
a major exhibition of Siu's Chinese opera photographs. Paul Yeung, who was 
then working at the Centre, was directly responsible for the exhibition. It was 
this show that introduced me to his work. In 1994, they met again in Hong 
Kong at a concert given by the Boston Symphony Orchestra. Paul Yeung had by 
that time become the Chief Executive Officer of the Hong Kong Ballet. His first 
words to Siu were: 'Now I've got you, can you please help me by taking some 
photographs?' He told Siu that on a number of occasions, the Hong Kong Ballet 
had hired well-known photographers to take images of the company in 
performance but that the result has not been satisfactory. And with that, Siu 
began what was to be an eight-year unpaid project. 
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Despite the fact that he had the freedom to record the company during rehearsals, the task 
was not made much easier. His movements were still curtailed because he was discouraged 
from moving from one seat to another, and could not risk disturbing the dancers, musicians 
and ground working staff. In the end, the only major advantage he gained from his 'in' with 
the company was the opportunity to choose a seat at his preferred distance — three or four 
rows from the stage. 

Siu says however that he was at some advantage with the ballet because he knows much of 
the music and had a better opportunity to read synopses, but that did not compensate for 
the fact that the lighting in ballet was much more difficult and the movements are much 
faster. 

Over the years, improvements in photographic technology have helped him. Faster film 
with better grain structure has had a major impact, as has his move from the old Leica R4 
and R5 single lens reflex models that he used for the Chinese Opera project to quieter and 
lighter Nikon F90 and F100. He uses three cameras fitted with different focal length lenses 
and he has begun to make use of auto focus in order to focus his entire energies on the 
image instead of technical issues. 

He describes the principal attributes of successful performance photography as timing, 
determination and reflexes. 'You must watch the dancers and actors and anticipate their 
movements. Knowing the score can be an advantage, but in the end it is as much intuition 
and good reaction time that is key.' 

Although a traditionalist in his musical and theatrical tastes, Siu reports that he got his 
biggest thrill recording Donny Reiter-Soffer's 'rock ballet' production of the great Chinese 
classic White Snake which was set in modern urban Hong Kong. He was overwhelmed by 
the choreographer's fantastic vision. The lighting was of a kind more common in a rock 
performance; there was a dazzling futuristic set and motorcycles roared off and on stage. 
Siu sees this ballet as part of a continuum. He loves the great mythical tale of love and 
transfiguration known to every Chinese from childhood, and has seen it performed in a 
variety of forms, by Sichuan, Yue, Chaozhou, Cantonese and Anhui opera companies. He 
devoted an entire section of his first book to images of White Snake. 

Where will this extraordinary photographer turn his eye next? The possibilities are almost 
endless. Certainly he will continue to pursue his interest in both pictorial and documentary 
photography. One possible hint lies in the exquisite collection of images of rural China 
called the 'Yao Tribesmen' that Siu produced and gave to friends in a small private portfolio 
edition in 1999. Another possibility is that the interest that he and his wife April share in 
travel will take him in search of new imagery in exotic locations. And his new home in 
British Columbia offers new opportunities for his nature photography. Whatever he does, 
this gentle, generous man will bring insight and humility that he learned fifty years ago 
from Master Pang to the world as he observes it. 

R. Peter Milroy 
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PREFACE 

In the winter of 1994 in Hong Kong, at a concert given by the Boston Symphony 
Orchestra I happened to meet Paul Yeung, former Chief Executive Officer of the Hong 
Kong Ballet. My promise to Paul in this meeting resulted in my commitment to pursue 
another project lasting eight years — after my work on the Chinese opera — of taking 
performance photographs for the Hong Kong Ballet. Since then, Hong Kong has 
undergone significant transformation both politically and economically, and I have 
moved from the place where I was born, brought up, educated, and have worked for 
more than 30 years, to a place where I have longed to settle down after my retirement 
from the legal profession, Canada. 

This volume could not have gone to press without the full support of the Hong 
Kong Ballet. I am grateful to Paul Yeung and Helen Ng, former and present Chief 
Executive Officers, and Stephen Jefferies, Artistic Director, for this opportunity 
to serve the Company. Without the support of its management, I would not have 
been able to complete this book. I owe special thanks to Wu Tsz-Mei, who 
responded promptly to my needs for information, and Caroline Cheung who, with 
great forbearance, did much of the editing and proofreading of my English and 
Chinese texts. I am also thankful for Tracy Chu's overall coordination. I must 
also express my gratitude to Tang Wai-Lam for his help in editing the Chinese 
text, and Jimmy Chan, Chan Kam-Hung and John Tsang for their advice on digital 
images. To Naomi Chung, Franklin-m Lai, Cheng Kwok-Ming, Andy Tsui, Paul 
Ha, Kwan Lihuen and Anne-Marie Epp, I owe profound thanks for their 
constructive advice in various aspects. I should not forget to thank Mandy Chow 
for her effort made at the early stage. As for the crew, I must apologize for causing 
much inconvenience during rehearsals. 

My sincere thanks are due to Cissy Pao Watari, Chair of the Board of 
Governors of the Hong Kong Ballet, for her Message. I am deeply indebted to 
R. Peter Milroy, Director of the University of British Columbia Press and 
President of the Association of American University Presses, for writing the 
Foreword to this book as well as giving me invaluable and timely advice. 

The ballet synopses and biographies of dancers are compiled with the support 
of and materials supplied by the management of the Hong Kong Ballet. I 
have written the captions from memory and, in some cases, after consultation 
with the relevant dancers. I assume personal responsibility for any mistakes 
and I welcome readers for pointing them out. In the text, the names of 
individuals used follow their own preference, but occasionally some 
adaptation has been made for the sake of uniformity. I tender my apology if 
any inconvenience is experienced due to such adaptation. 
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I spent thirteen years on Chinese Opera: Images and Stories-, I have spent eight 
years on this book. The Hong Kong Ballet is an integral part of the culture of 
Hong Kong, and I, a citizen of Hong Kong for over 60 years, am proud and 
honoured to be able to serve the Company and ultimately the public. It has 
been an enjoyable experience. 

For the last four decades, the majority of Hong Kong photographers have devoted 
much time and effort to the so-called "salon photography", a species of 
photography originated and developed only in Hong Kong mainly for the purpose 
of gaining scores in international salons.Thus in Hong Kong, a photographer's 
success is judged only by the salon scores he has had in the year. Other species 
of photography are ignored, and salon photography is regarded as the only 
legitimate form of photographic art. I am of the view that, due to such virtually 
one-track pursuit in salon photography, photographic art in Hong Kong has 
remained stagnant, or even deteriorated, for at least twenty years. If salon 
photography had been my pursuit in this period, I would not have had the time 
and energy to devote to the volume of Chinese opera and this book. I urge 
Hong Kong photographers not to confine their aspirations to international salon 
scores, the value of which in terms of art is, in my view, greatly overestimated. 

Siu Wang-Ngai 
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