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To be Killed, to be Absent

Let me start today discussion with common slang used by Hong Kong protesters: “We won’t cut the
mat even if there is nuclear bombing”—meaning, “Even nukes won’t do us part.” Lots of new slang
and vocabulary has been emerging during the 2019 Hong Kong anti-extradition bill protests, “even
nukes won’t do us part” is among this new terminology. This expression is unique in a Cantonese
way, filled with a wry brand of Hong Kong humor: “To cut a sitting mat (Zl|f#)” originates from a

story written more than 1,500 years ago, compiled in “A New Account of the Tales of the World (&

SR#TEE),” and recently is widely used to refer to “keeping a distance from someone/something.” The

sitting mat that two friends used to share when studying splits abruptly in half. Doesn’t it sound
comedic? But when the Apocalypse is coming close, why do we go back to an ancient topos? Such
self-mocking expression is always a characteristic of the Hong Kong (sub)culture.

Social movement isn’t a game, but the people of Hong Kong tirelessly use Cantonese to make fun in
daily life. I study writing and keep playwriting in such a vibrant atmosphere of language use. Hong
Kong slang terms have kidnapped many a Hong Kong playwright (including me) to such an extent
that we keep a certain distance from pure literature at the very beginning. The characteristics of
Cantonese infiltrate our process of conceptualization and creation too. Witty dialogue is not only the
basis of portraying characters, but also the key to unlocking the storyline such that dialogue is
sometimes overused to twist the plot.

| believe the structure of language is the structure of desire. It is desire’s mode of interaction; the
way that it generates meaning from daily scenarios; how it triggers actions; or how we look for
alternative narrative approaches through movements, objects, images, sound or space...even when it
fails to generate meaning or actions. If we mix these ingredients well, it will become a theatre piece.
This is the desire of a playwright. In this desire, language vanishes. But language never really
disappears. In silence and/or in lights, in a series of actions performed by some protesters out of rage,
we still see the presence of language. As a playwright who uses Cantonese to write but cautiously
refuses to be dominated by Cantonese at the same time, | try hard to determine what language | am

ICPL and the International Writing Program Panel Series, September 20, 2019
Gabriela Roman (Mexico), Santiago Loza (Argentina),
Kim Jaehoon (South Korea), Chan Ping-chiu (Hong Kong)
For electronic texts, please visit: http://iwp.uiowa.edu/archives/iowa-city-public-library-presentations
For video archives, please visit: https://www.icpl.org/video/series/international-writing-program

1|Page


http://iwp.uiowa.edu/archives/iowa-city-public-library-presentations
https://www.icpl.org/video/series/international-writing-program

going to use at every new piece | start working on. When should language appear? When should it be
gone? How should I play this game?

The process of integrating language and non-language elements in a theatre piece casts the influence
of colonialism in the Hong Kong context. Hong Kong culture is famous for its hybrid nature, and in
the process of modernizing theatre work, such hybridity reflects on the inseparable knot of genre and
aesthetic. At the time of specializing theatre, Theatre of Absurd and Theatre of Realism were
introduced to Hong Kong altogether. Mimicry of experiments in Performance Art and Post-Dramatic
Theatre appeared much earlier than Epic Theatre. The chaos of the historical sequence deepens the
hybridity in form, resulting in inconsistency in the use of language among playwrights. Two types of
playwrights have always been teased in modern theatre: one writes too much, the other writes too
little. The first type writes so abundantly in every scene that they want to use only words to construct
all the dramatics and to manipulate the stage; the latter type gives up words too early to give way to
other theatrical elements. And it all ends up getting lost in the kaleidoscope of the semiotic system.

To me, the biggest difference between playwriting and other forms of writing is, first, how its end
product is going to be shaped and interpreted; second, its creation process. Playwrights nowadays
must accept the reality that the final result of a theatre piece is not determined by the playwright.
Even the finest text will inevitably be transformed in the process of turning it into a theatre work.
This should be treated, however, as the secret weapon that a playwright can use in the process of
textual transformation. When words are being edited or cut, the devilish details or hidden intricacy
imposed by the playwright will surface and make the transformation fun and challenging.

Many famous playwrights point out satirically that the mission of contemporary playwrights is to be
killed. I am a rather lucky one because | am a director as well as a playwright. Most of the time |
write and direct my own piece. The playwright-me is killed by the director-me. It’s less painful.
When | am repeatedly killed by myself, | gradually come to terms with the partnership between text-
based creation and theatre production. Playwrights don’t care about the final presentation of a piece
but focus on fine-tuning language until it becomes sharp as razors. They are more carefree than
directors and begin their exploration of many possibilities of contemporary theatre much earlier, on
paper. Indeed, the collaborative relationship between playwrights and theatre start not at the time of
rehearsal, but when they conceptualize the work, they have started laying the bricks of all sort of
assumptions and judgements.

Playwrights don’t belong to the rehearsal room. Language is gone too. But in fact, both are never
absent.
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