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I used to vehemently 
believe that we should 
never let what we knew 
about an artist a� ect our 
perception of the art. I felt 
convinced that romanti-
cizing a work’s creation or 
attributing a certain state 
or conviction to its author 
was intrinsically fl awed. 
Art, I believed, should 
exist in a strictly value-
based vacuum. 

The shocking rev-
elations of 2017’s #MeToo 
movement shook me into 
a troubling reality. Cul-
tural studies theories felt 
inadequate to explain away 
the revolting behavior of 
Harvey Weinstein et al. 
Suddenly it felt insult-
ing and naive to put 
aesthetic ideals above 
basic human decen-
cy. After all, when 
it comes to moral 
transgressions, 
perhaps what we 
can’t be sure of 

Shoot the director, watch the fi lm

More than 100 local acts played to packed houses in the space of 11 days 
recently, proving the closure of several live music venues in HK has not 

diminished the city’s appetite for music. Rob Garratt reports.

The Prowlers enjoy their time 
under the spotlight at The Wanch 
during the H2 festival which 
wrapped up on Monday. HONGKONG-
ROCKS.COM / FOR CHINA DAILY

Twent-eight acts, including indie 
band Phoon, were featured in Make 
Music Hong Kong!, a three-day event 
held at The Fringe Club. CALVIN NG / 
CHINA DAILY

The Sleeves performing at H2 at 
The Wanch. 

The 852 (above), Don’t 
Panic (left) and Urban 
Nomad (below) were 
among the 80 Hong Kong 
bands who performed 
at the H2 festival at The 
Wanch. HONGKONG-ROCKS.
COM / FOR CHINA DAILY

Jean-Sebastien Attie of AFHK 
has promised a third edition of 
Make Music Hong Kong! in 2020.
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Music

I t’s after 2 am on a Monday 
morning, and Hong Kong 
rock band FRC are winding up 
their seventh consecutive Neil 

Young cover, muddy minor guitar 
chords echoing out into the night. 
Outside a thunderstorm is raging, 
but inside the homely glow of The 
Wanch scattered faithful music lov-
ers are instead soaked with sweat, 
generously applauding the 13th act 
onstage at the Wan Chai venue in a 
single day.

Welcome to the penultimate night 
of H2 festival, a seven-day annual 

showdown of sound which ended 
on July 1 and saw a delightfully 
eclectic pick-and-mix of 80 home-
grown bands scurrying on and o�  
The Wanch’s poky, un-raised stage 
after playing sets of a half-hour or 
less.

Just a week earlier, another 28 
Hong Kong artistes performed at 
the second edition of Make Music 
Hong Kong!, a three-day event 
spread across three stages at The 
Fringe Club in Central, zigzagging 
stylistically from instrumental jazz 
to abrasive post-punk. Both events 
were free to attend and, taken 
together, offered local audiences 
the unprecedented chance to catch 
concerts by more than 100 local acts 
in the space of 11 days.

On the face of it, Hong Kong’s 
music scene has never been in bet-
ter health, but with almost ironic 
timing this musical smorgasbord 
came just as musicians and music 
lovers were mourning the loss of 
three live music venues key to nur-
turing tomorrow’s talents.

Last orders
On May 31, Central’s long-running 

musicians’ hangout Gecko hosted 
its fi nal jazz jam, calling last orders 
on a relaxed venue that has nur-
tured countless homegrown musi-
cians since relaunching on Ezra’s 
Lane in 2015. Two weeks later, down 
the hill on Wellington Street, hun-
dreds of hipsters crammed into the 
closing party of Sense 99, a famous 

artists’ hangout which has hosted 
informal jams into the wee hours 
for the past 15 years. A new space 
was set to open on Peel Street at the 
time of press.

And, despite a long, loud public 
campaign to keep it open, beloved 
performance space and restaurant 
Grappa’s Cellar will close on July 19, 
calling time on a 20-year tenure at 
Jardine House where the venue has 
hosted numerous mid-sized music 
and comedy events, besides serving 
as an unofficial hub for the local 
swing dance community.

In every case, rising rents and 
bottom-line landlords have been 
blamed as the primary cause of clo-
sure.

“Any city with a healthy indie 
scene needs infrastructure,” says 
Kung Chi-shing, a “music activist” 
who has hosted a weekly jazz jam 
at Sense 99 for the past two years. 
“The biggest problem in Hong Kong 
is that rents are so infl ated.”

“This is not just a Hong Kong 
thing,” adds Chris B, founder of 
long-running original music plat-
form The Underground. “This is 
happening in big cities in England, 
in Australia — it’s a worldwide prob-
lem.”

 An HK institution
The H2 festival opened in 2010 in 

a bold bid to prevent the same sad 
fate befalling The Wanch. Estab-
lished in 1987 but emerging from a 
fallow period of mismanagement, 

new owners announced their fresh 
approach with the Handover Hal-
lelujah — a one-day party hosting 17 
bands on July 1. It became a two-day 
a� air, then four, and by the fi fth edi-
tion in 2014 a full weeklong festival 
was staged — and a local tradition 
was born.

A slot at the festival is now estab-
lished as a rite of passage, with more 
than 130 bands applying to appear 
at this year’s 10th anniversary event 
— happy to play for nothing more 
than a free T-shirt. 

“I’d like to think we’re not just 
reacting to the number of new 
bands — The Wanch plays its role 
in fostering new bands,” says festival 
director and co-owner Keith Good-
man, 52, whose own Brit rock band 
The Sleeves has performed at eight 
editions of the festival. “New bands 
form all over the world all the time, 
but unless there are places for them 
to play, they fall apart.”

More than 300 artists have 
appeared at H2 over the past decade. 
The festival fl avor is unashamedly 
rock ‘n’ roll, but for every comfy 
cover band there’s a daring origi-
nal outfi t enjoying invaluable expo-
sure and stage experience. The 
2019 festival highlighted standout 
newcomers including mellow surf-
tinged indie quartet Mr Koo and 
alt-Americana songsmiths Brother 
Plainview, alongside local legends 
such as moody “lounge punk” trio 
Logo, electro-comedy oddity Junk! 
and the full-on audio assault of a 

punk troupe, Two Finger Salute, 
making their sixth, third and fi fth 
H2 appearances respectively. 

“The Wanch is a dream place,” 
says Kung who has programed doz-
ens of indie bands over the past four 
years at the free outdoor festival 
Freespace Happening, as West Kow-
loon Cultural District’s artistic asso-
ciate (music). “They’ve supported 
so many di� erent bands over the 
years.”

Presented by Alliance Française 
de Hong Kong (AFHK) and Con-
sulate General of France in Hong 
Kong and Macao, Make Music Hong 
Kong! meanwhile carried all the 
high production values and brave 
programming of a grant-funded 
arts event without concern for the 
bottom line: the divisive, abrasive 
attack of post-punk quartet David 
Boring appeared next to a safe, sat-
isfying set by jazz guitarist Eugene 
Pao, while the intricate math-rock 
dynamics of Prune Deer trailed the 
toasts of Cantonese reggae forefa-
ther MouseFX.

After clocking more than 15,000 
free ticket registrations, AFHK exec-
utive director Jean-Sébastien Attié 
declared the event’s “great success” 
has secured a third edition in 2020. 

But where is the audience during 
the rest of the year?

 
Potentially awesome

“Potentially awesome, but in its 
infancy, relative to other massive 
cities,” is how Kyle Hanes describes 

the Hong Kong music scene. Nev-
ertheless, after 15 years in town 
the British expat quit his teaching 
job last summer to co-found The 
Aftermath Bar, an underground live 
music venue on Central’s Wyndham 
Street which has showcased some 
100 original bands since opening in 
October but is inevitably fi ghting an 
uphill battle to expand its audience. 

“I’m sure Hong Kong has many 
more music lovers than regular-
ly appear at music venues,” adds 
Hanes, 38, whose own band Other 
Theories made its fi fth H2 appear-
ance on July 1. “So, it’s a case of 
reaching them, and them trusting 
the quality of what they’re going 
to hear.”

“Bands have to be better now,” 
adds Chris B, a Hong Kong native 
whose The Underground platform 
has hosted more than 260 showcase 
gigs in dozens of venues since 2004 
but still found time to reform her 
outfi t, Thinking Out Loud, to per-
form at this year’s H2. 

“Fifteen years ago we didn’t have 
YouTube and Facebook — now 
bands have to be super good for 
you to get o�  your comfy sofa, turn 
o�  Netfl ix and come somewhere hot 
where you have to pay money for 
a drink. Is the band good enough? 
That’s the challenge worldwide, not 
just here.”

Video recordings of H2 are free to 
stream via independent digital 
channel Hong Kong Rocks.
https://hongkong-rocks.com/

Geoffrey Wong, HKIFF’s director 
of programing, feels a film should 
not be rejected on account of its 
maker’s alleged misbehavior. 
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— given there would be at least two 
versions of the story — shouldn’t be 
confused with reasonable doubt.

These feelings veered sharply 
into focus this month when I 

picked up the June-July sched-
ule for Cine Fan, the year-
round program of classic and 
critically-acclaimed cinema 
presented by Hong Kong 
International Film Festival 
Society (HKIFFS). 

Lars von Trier’s Dancer 
in the Dark features in 
a series commemorat-

ing the first death 
anniversary of 

celebrated 
cinema-
tographer 
Robby 
Müller. 
The 
fi lm’s 
lead 

actress Bjork had alleged that the 
Danish director repeatedly sexu-
ally harassed her during the fi lm’s 
making.

A winner of Cannes’ top prize, the 
Palme d’Or, Dancer in the Dark is a 
gripping musical melodrama with 
a brilliant original score written 
and voiced by Bjork. Under other 
circumstances, I would be thrilled 
to catch this fi lm on the big screen, 
but after hearing Bjork’s account 
I couldn’t bring myself to book a 
ticket. 

I asked friends and industry 
insiders how they felt about the 
fi lm’s inclusion in the Cine Fan list. 
“One should always be able to dis-
tinguish the artist from the person,” 
argued Louis Aubonne, a French 
fi lm enthusiast who works in fi lms 
promotion for a Hong Kong-based 
cultural organization. 

Aubonne believes that ultimately 
a divide exists between the institu-
tionalized justice doled out by the 
legal system and the rather more 
fi ckle court of public opinion. “It’s 
terrible nowadays that limited-
in-time justice sentences equal to 
unlimited society sentences,” he 
said, adding that such attention can, 
perversely, create a fame-prolong-

ing “seal of infamy”.
He invokes the case of Bertrand 

Cantat, the former frontman of rock 
band Noir Désir who was convicted 
of killing his girlfriend (“murder 
with indirect intent”) in 2003 but 
has enjoyed a wide success since his 
release from prison four years later. 

“Now he is back, and so what?” 
says Aubonne. “He went to jail, 
he served his time — and while 
I understand the public outcry, I 
would defi nitely get a ticket to his 
show. “The same goes for Lars von 
Trier’s Dancer in the Dark — a chef-
d’œuvre to my ears and eyes.” 

Others I spoke to found Can-
tat’s media profi le distasteful, even 
exploitative. But fi lm is an inher-
ently more collaborative medium 
than music, and even if one cannot 
forgive Von Trier, should we forget 
the contributions of others, not least 
Bjork herself? 

Emphasizing its ongoing celebra-
tion of Müller, Hong Kong Inter-
national Film Festival’s director of 
programing Geo� rey Wong took a 
broader view.  

“The HKIFFS supports the 
#MeToo movement. However, we 
also believe that the creation of 
any fi lm is a collective e� ort, and 

that the audience should not be 
denied the opportunity to watch a 
fi lm because one person who par-
ticipated in its making has been 
convicted, let alone accused, of com-
mitting a crime,” said Wong. “We 
think it would be unfortunate, and 
indeed unfair to Robby Müller and 
his co-contributors, if these fi lms 
can never again see the light of day 
due to the alleged crimes commit-
ted by the director.”

Singer-actress 
Bjork alleged sexual 
harrassment by the 
director during filming 
of Dancer in the Dark.  

Musings


