
Mirror’s citywide pres-
ence is unmissable. 
Plastered across bill-
boards, buses and 

MTR stations, the 12-strong group 
has earned a cult following and 
plays to sold-out concerts. Hav-
ing debuted in November 2018, 
Hong Kong’s hottest boy band has 
spawned a new generation of fans 
of Cantopop — a musical genre 
that had lost some of its glory since 
peaking more than two decades 
ago, partly due to competition 
from Mandopop, K-pop and J-pop. 
Mirror made Cantopop cool again.

But how did it all begin?
Before the birth of the genre 

in the 1970s, Cantonese opera 
and English-language pop were 
the mainstays of the Hong Kong 
music scene. Sam Hui Koon-kit, 
regarded as “the Father of Can-
topop”, pioneered the use of ver-
nacular Cantonese in lyrics about 
people’s everyday travails. This 
in turn helped shape a “cultural 
identity built on a shared language 
and way of life among so-called 
‘common people’ in Hong Kong”, 
according to Stella Lau, senior 
manager of Learning and Engage-
ment at the Hong Kong Palace 
Museum. 

In 2019, Lau gave a talk at 
the Xiqu Centre on the evolu-
tion of Cantopop. The lecture 
also touched on the relationship 
between the local recording indus-
try and mainstream and indie 
music, as well as the transforma-
tion of Hong Kong’s pop music 
culture in the digital era. 

“The second social function of 
Cantopop is evidenced by a rich 
repertoire of Cantonese songs that 
conjure up memories of the wave 
of emigration … in the 1980s and 
’90s,” Lau continues, adding that 
pop culture serves as a source of 
collective identity in Hong Kong.

Cantopop’s icons — Danny Chan 
Pak-keung, Alan Tam Wing-lun, 
Leslie Cheung Kwok-wing and 
Anita Mui Yim-fong — ruled in 
the 1980s and early ’90s, often 
regarded as the genre’s golden age. 
By the mid-’90s, however, the city’s 
musicians were facing sti�  com-
petition from other parts of Asia. 
In 2003, the untimely deaths of 
Cheung and Mui spelled the end of 
the fi rst wave of Cantopop — Chan 
having also died prematurely a 
decade earlier.

Rise and fall 
Hong Kong’s return to the 

motherland in 1997 more or less 
coincided with the growth of digi-
tal communication. Compared 
with the 1970s and ’80s — when 
Cantopop ballads would satisfy 
people’s relatively uncomplicated 
needs in music — the ’90s were 
a more questing time, and also 
more open to outside infl uences. 
The rise of the internet opened 
music fans up to a broader choice 

of artists globally. Suddenly, Can-
topop had become more niche 
than mainstream.

Many Hong Kong artists 
switched to singing in Mandarin, 
but by that time, the phenomenal 
growth of Japanese and Korean 
music markets had already begun. 
Compared with Cantopop’s golden 
age, the bar for Asian pop artists 
is set far higher today. The sheer 
number of fans certain Korean 
and Japanese bands have outside 
their home countries was incon-
ceivable in the last century. Today 
the music scene in Hong Kong is 
part of a pan-Asian landscape.

The internet revolution hasn’t 
spelled only doom and gloom for 
Hong Kong musicians though. 
YouTube and Facebook provide 
platforms for showcasing new 
work before a mass audience 
without financial risk — and as 
with overseas musicians like Jus-
tin Bieber, o� er the chance to be 
discovered by industry bigwigs. 

According to the Hong Kong 
Palace Museum’s Lau, the inter-
net has also enabled Cantopop 
to diversify. “Social media and 
crowdfunding platforms have 
helped nonmainstream musicians 
cultivate their niche markets and 
sustain themselves without the 
support of major record compa-
nies,” she notes. While such musi-
cians may not be as rich or famous 
as their golden-era counterparts, 
they can appreciate their own 
higher degree of autonomy. “Inde-
pendent Cantopop musicians have 
relative freedom in conveying 
their sentiments toward society … 
compared with mainstream artists 
who are still, to a large extent, con-
strained by the protocols of tradi-
tional media and major record 
companies.” The latter, adds Lau, 
continue to prioritize commercial 
considerations over creativity.

Diverse city
Angela Hui Ching-wan grew up 

listening to such stalwarts as Eason 
Chan Yik-shun, Joey Yung Cho-yee 
and Kay Tse On-kay — and found 
fame after posting singing videos 
on YouTube. Having signed with 
Emperor Entertainment Group 
while still in secondary school, Hui 
made her debut in 2010. 

Hui feels there’s reason to be 
optimistic about the future of 
Cantopop. “In the early 2000s, 
people still liked listening to love 
ballads. Today’s Cantopop singers 
have their own unique identity, 
with more external infl uences like 
K-hip-hop, which can be integrat-
ed into Cantopop songs. … Many 
di� erent types of audiences can 
now enjoy the genre.”

Pakho Chau, who got his start 
in 2007, says promotional strate-
gies were simpler back then as 
there were fewer ways to reach 
audiences. “These days, we have so 
many platforms for promotions, 

and fans can get to know their 
idols on a more personal level,” he 
says. “It’s actually a good thing for 
audiences and artists, who have 
better communication.”

Agreeing with Hui, Chau notes 
that Cantopop’s newfound diver-
sity is e� ecting a general uplift in 
standards, saying it “opens doors 
for independent musicians, sing-
ers and bands”. At the same time, 
he considers the ’90s to be Can-
topop’s most interesting period 
to date: back when the “Four 
Heavenly Kings” of Hong Kong— 
Andy Lau Tak-wah, Jacky Cheung 
Hok-yau, Leon Lai Ming and 
Aaron Kwok Fu-shing — reigned 
supreme. 

Celebrating Cantopop
Many Hong Kong people 

remain nostalgic for Cantopop’s 
golden era. In July last year, the 
Hong Kong Heritage Museum 
opened a new permanent exhibi-
tion of local popular culture titled 
Hong Kong Pop 60+. The showcase 
features such golden-era Cantopop 
artifacts as a Sam Hui platinum 
disc, and stage costumes worn 
by Anita Mui, Leslie Cheung and 
Roman Tam Pak-sin.

“Exhibitions related to the 
soundscape and visual representa-
tion of legendary Cantopop icons 
can be organized in the future to 
educate people from all walks of 
life about this important aspect of 
local popular culture, which forms 
part of Hong Kong identity,” Lau 
says. She hopes some of the local 
universities will consider includ-
ing the history of Cantopop in 
their Hong Kong cultural studies 
programs.

Canto Cocktail, a digital com-
mission by M+ museum, explores 
online creative practices at the 
intersection of visual culture and 
technology. The karaoke generator 
uses algorithms to compose med-
leys based on excerpts of 120 Can-
topop songs. Local artist Henry 
Chu Lik-hang is the brains behind 
the project, which he says “refl ects 
the increased use of machines 
for making music, and hints at 
a future when computers can be 
creators rather than just tools”. 
Having grown up on Cantopop 
in TV drama theme songs, on the 
radio and in karaoke, Chu says he 
finds comfort in the AI-created 
melodies.

The fi rst wave of Cantopop may 
have ended, but — as Mirror’s suc-
cess shows — the genre is making 
a comeback in a more modern 
form. “I believe that as long as 
there’s an audience for (Canto-
pop), there will be people making 
it,” says Pakho Chau.

A©  rms Chu: “I see new genera-
tions of songwriters, performers 
and groups with a love for Can-
topop that will never change. We 
all know that nothing can replace 
Cantopop.”

Film
By AMY MULLINS 

Unless you’ve been under a rock 
for the last couple of years, you’ll have 
heard about the metaverse, cryptocur-
rency, non-fungible tokens (NFT) and 
the democratization of art. NFTs in 
particular have taken up a lot of space, 
with critics calling them a 21st-centu-
ry scam, and enthusiasts seeing them 
as a fun, accessible, authentic way to 
consume art. This month, seven pro-
grams at the new M+ Cinema and the 
classic fi lm exhibition Cryptyques are 
asking audiences to reconsider how 
NFTs are connected to cinema.

Whatever your feelings, it seems 
NFTs are here to stay, and so Hong 
Kong startup Beam+ Lab on June 8 
launched the interactive NFT exhibi-
tion Cryptyques. Under the direction 
of Hong Kong photographer Wing 
Shya, the collection is based on clas-
sic moments from Hong Kong fi lms, 
and designed to reenergize traditional 
fi lm intellectual property as well as 
stimulate refl ections on the human 
experience. On top of that, Cryptyques 

aims to defy “the norms of the enter-
tainment industry, and set the tone 
of entertainment in the Web3 era — 
bringing forward a fairer and more 
collaborative model for creators”.

With 3D technology, Cryptyques 
is re-creating 1,320 classic moments 
from 600 notable Hong Kong fi lms, 
including Patrick Tam Kar-ming’s 
crime romance My Heart Is That 
Eternal Rose (1989) as well as 1982’s 
Nomad (starring the late Leslie 
Cheung Kwok-wing), about a group of 
disa� ected friends trying to fi nd their 
place in the world. The pre-minting 
exhibition (if you buy an NFT, you’ll be 
“minting”) is designed to “bridge the 
gap between the physical world and 
Web3 by o� ering a hybrid experience 
that unlocks the metaverse”. There 
will also be workshops, screenings 
and talks to help many of us better 
understand the emerging art land-
scape.

While Beam+ Lab pushes the 
boundaries of the future of media art 
and engagement, M+ Cinema (which 
also opened June 8) looks back to 

survey the landscape of cinema as a 
medium of expression, and puts it into 
context for past, present and future. 
But in many ways, Beam+ Lab and 
M+ are exploring similar themes and 
concepts of how we connect with art 
and media.

With three intimate auditoriums 
(the biggest holds 180 people), M+ 
Cinema’s programs trade in shorts, 
features and documentaries about 
art and artists, as well as experimen-
tal fi lms and video art. The idea is to 
engage with audiences through artist 
talks, and cultivate an understand-
ing of fi lm as a discipline in a visual 
landscape that complements, rather 
than competes with, traditional art — 
M+’s core disciplines being visual arts, 
design and architecture. Watching a 
fi lm and then waltzing into the main 
gallery to see a partnered artwork 
brings new meaning to both, and it’s 
among the reasons M+ has cinema 
in its DNA.

A perfect example of this is the inau-
gural screening series Hong Kong: The 
Establishing Shot, a program in direct 

dialogue with the museum’s current 
centerpiece exhibition, Hong Kong: 
Here and Beyond. Together they sur-
vey the city’s evolving “capacity as 
an activated stage where time, space 
and action intersect in compelling 
narratives”.

The series’ nine films span the 
1980s to the present — including Che-
ang Pou-soi’s breakout Accident and 
Ann Hui On-wah’s The Way We Are — 
and illustrate how the city has shaped 
identity and visual culture over the 
years. It’s a visual culture not limited 
to movies but extending to commer-
cials and music videos, a selection of 
which will screen before the main 
features. The series also reassesses the 
defi ning action genre and how it has 
imprinted Hong Kong onto the global 
consciousness.

Music

Left and below: The versatility 
and stage presence of iconic 
singer-actors Leslie Cheung 

Kwok-wing and Anita Mui 
Yim-fong defined the golden era 

of Cantopop music, spanning 
the 1980s and early ‘90s. PHOTOS 
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Left: Jacky Cheung Hok-
yau is considered one among 

the “Four Heavenly Kings” ruling 
the Hong Kong Cantopop scene in the 

1990s. Center label: Hong Kong’s homegrown 
Cantopop boy band Mirror is credited with reviving 

local interest in the music genre.

Brave new worlds

Hong Kong’s native pop music genre is seeing a resurgence, but 
in a form unlike its original incarnation. Faye Bradley reports.

Accident  
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IF YOU GO
Cryptyques
Date: Through June 26
Venue: Haus of Contemporary, 
9 On Lan Street, Central
cryptyques.com

My Heart Is That Eternal Rose NFT Nomad NFT

Cryptyques poster NFT clips play alongside a photo 
exhibition at Haus of Contemporary.

House 1, M+ Cinema
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