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MAN Mei To, part of Pickpocket (2020). Image provided by the artist. MAN Mei To, Crime Scene - Leg (2020). Image provided by the artist.
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MAN Mei To, Little Island (2014). Image provided by the artist.  
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Still shot of Ta Xiang, directed by KWOK Tsz Ki. Art direction and stage design by AU Wah Yan, assisted by 
MAN Mei To and Kensa HUNG. Costume design by CHOW Yik Lam.  

The menu of The Mother Tuck Shop was different every day back then. Photo provided by The Mother Tuck Shop. 
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Lost in Translation —— MAN Mei To

(H) = hoyin@Rooftop Institute  
 (M) = MAN Mei To

(H) 
Where are you based now?

(M) 
I’m studying abroad in London now. I’ll return 
to Hong Kong during the holidays. But I 
haven’t decided whether I will stay here in the 
future. 

(H) 
When did you start thinking about studying 
art?

(M) 
I graduated from the RMIT University and 
Hong Kong Art School with a Bachelor of 
Arts (Fine Art) in 2015. Then I applied for 
MFA in Hong Kong and the US in 2016 but 
was not admitted. Only then did I realise I 
had to apply online to ‘complete the course’ 
and obtain my Bachelor’s degree certificate. 
That’s why I didn’t get it until 2017. Then in 

In one of her early works, MAN Mei To used a wax film 
lifted by a black line to embody the tension of a person 
‘pinching’ and ‘pulling’ their skin. Appeared calm and 
still on the surface, her artistic creations often twist like 
movie plots.

Graduating from the second cohort of the HKSC, MAN 
Mei To is now studying for a master’s degree in Fine 
Art in the UK. Before that, she almost became a fashion 
design student. But, be it a twist of fate or coincidence, 
she eventually became an artist. She knows that things 
don’t come by easily. Therefore, she seizes every 
opportunity with both hands. In this interview, MAN 
Mei To reminisces about the reasons for studying abroad 
and shares views on her art career.
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2019, I received MFA offers from three US 
and UK universities. Unfortunately, due to the 
pandemic outbreak and insufficient savings, I 
didn’t enrol in any of the programmes. As the 
extended enrolment deadlines approached, 
I decided in July 2022 to study in London 
regardless of the consequences. That said, 
I’ve finally determined to further study after 
years of yearning. Although I can only play it 
by ear as I don’t have enough savings or any 
scholarship support, I’ve managed to persevere 
with the support from my family and partner.

(H) 
Why did you choose the UK in the end?

(M) 
I’m now studying for a master’s degree in 
Sculpture at the Slade School of Fine Art at the 
University College London. I planned to study 
in the States initially. But due to tuition fees 
and school structure changes, I chose the UK 
eventually. Besides, the school in the States 
isn’t based in New York anyway. I went all 
out to apply for a scholarship from the Hong 
Kong government. I attended the interview 
in August 2022 but got declined in January 
2023. The Slade is a prominent art academy. 
Most of its department heads and alumni are 
artists I like. But there were many unexpected 
matters over the past half a year. For example, 

the economy here in the UK is not in good 
shape, and the electricity bills have shot up 
lately. I thought the number of MFA students 
would be small, but a dozen people were in 
my class. More importantly, they all are very 
young—some were born in 1999! So, I’m now 
a ‘mature student’. Our views are disparate 
because of our age difference; sometimes, I’m 
envious of their boldness and candidness.

But I slightly regret choosing sculpture as 
trying other subjects may be more enjoyable. 
I chose sculpture probably because I couldn’t 
choose it as a major in the past. So, I wanted 
to try it as I had the chance. After graduating 
from the HKSC, I entered the diploma 
programme in painting at the Hong Kong 
Art School. I was eager to study sculpture in 
the bachelor’s degree programme, but HKAS 
didn’t allow that. Fortunately, the school 
had a broad definition of painting. At that 
time, I liked to experiment with different 
materials, and the instructors were open to 
this idea and encouraged us to do so. I even 
took a sculpture course at the Hong Kong 
Visual Arts Centre in 2021 after accepting 
the master’s degree offer, hoping to lay a solid 
foundation. Unfortunately, the peak of the 
pandemic put the course on halt. The 3-years 
pandemic also sparked the evolution of art 
technology, phrasing out traditional art-
making approaches gradually. We must learn 
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MAN Mei To, Diffusing Linear Body (2022). Commissioned by CHAT by MILL6 Foundation. 
Image provided by the artist.  
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the latest technologies, such as 3D scanning 
and printing, to respond to the changes. But 
after coming to the UK, I’ve faced different 
limitations. For instance, materials are 
expensive here, and the insufficient studio 
space has forbidden me from producing 
large-scale installations. It’s actually more 
convenient to source the materials for stone 
and wood-based works in Hong Kong than 
here.

(H) 
How do you see the relationship between 
artistic creation and everyday life?

(M) 
I’d say artistic creation is crucial to my 
everyday life. I wouldn’t persevere in it 
otherwise. When I was in the HKSC, WONG 
Hung Fei (one of the guest teachers at that 
time) once told me that artists had to step 
back and reflect on the core of a piece of art 
after completing it. One wouldn’t realise their 
intention if they buried oneself in art-making. 
By contrast, you would apprehend more 
relaxingly and find inspiration naturally.

(H) 
When did you find yourself taking artistic 
creation too seriously?

(H) 
What did you go through between graduating 
from the HKSC and enrolling in the MFA?

(M) 
I was exploring the characteristics of 
different materials when I was in the HKSC. 
After graduation, I gradually narrowed my 
creative scope. And since I had gained more 
experience, I could talk about specific issues 
with my life experience. But then, I started 
taking artistic creation more seriously after 
becoming an artist, probably because I didn’t 
know how far my career would go or how I 
could maintain this unstable career. I’m not 
an artist fully scheduled with exhibitions; I 
must fight for the chance. But I’m thankful 
that many established artists have given 
me opportunities. And I have been actively 
applying for funding to sustain my art career. 
My art career hasn’t been a smooth one, much 
the same as my application for MFA. It hasn’t 
been easy to come by as things never turned 
out as expected. Yet, I’ve learned much more 
along this rugged road and found many more 
surprises and astonishment. That’s why I 
believe journeying to the unfamiliar scenery 
and seeing the outside world will make me 
understand Hong Kong better.
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(M) 
I wanted to apply for fashion design 
programmes before completing Form 5 in 
2009—I even took fashion courses from 
IVE and the Hong Kong Federation of Trade 
Unions before the Hong Kong Certificate of 
Education Exam. However, I failed to enrol 
in fashion design programmes as my exam 
result didn’t meet the requirement. I still 
remember being frustrated and asking May 
FUNG, the then-principal of the HKSC what 
I should do. Later, she recommended I study 
art at the Hong Kong Art School. I met artist 
Ivy MA there and became her assistant. 
We even became close friends as we made 
art together and chatted. At the same time, 
in 2012 or 2013, I took part in Local Made 
Productions and Field Side Stories, filming 
and producing videos about villagers fighting 
to conserve their villages in Northeast New 
Territories from the perspective of urban-
rural symbiosis. Afterwards, I served as an 
art and stage designer and produced stage 
performances with KWOK Tsz Ki and AU 
Wah Yan (then-teachers of the HKSC). I still 
recall that we made a lot of props for the 
performances. That year, I also took over the 
school tuck shop with an alumna CHOW Yik 
Lam and the support of Kensa HUNG (also an 
alumus). Our teacher Dunet CHAN suggested 
us to rename the tuck shop ‘The Mother’. 

We playfully ran the shop, intervening in 
the students’ everyday life as full-time chefs. 
The students in the HKSC are free-spirited. 
Even though we graduated from the same 
school, we still couldn’t keep up with their 
trend and struggled to sustain the business. 
We made barely a few thousand dollars per 
month. At last, I returned to artistic creation 
in September 2017. 

(H) 
Have you set yourself a goal in the UK?

(M) 
I realised the confine of my creative scope 
when I participated in an exhibition at CHAT 
(Centre for Heritage, Arts and Textile) in 
2022. Compared with other participating 
artists who discussed controversial topics 
appealing to the mass in their works, my 
work appeared trivial. It got me thinking 
about how I see the world, and I discovered 
that my works were subtle and inexplicable. 
This issue became more apparent after I’ve 
come to the UK. Take my work, Pickpocket, 
in 2022 as an example; it talks about the 
social conditions in Hong Kong through my 
emotions. Although foreign viewers spoke of 
the work highly, they couldn’t comprehend 
the context. In other words, they can’t identify 
with the shocks we experienced, the comfort 
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we found by clinging to our fellows, and the 
hollowness of being plundered as they come 
from a different cultural context. Therefore, 
I’m keen to research how to express the core 
idea of an art piece more explicitly while 
expanding the visual language, materiality, 
and narrative approach of my artwork. Being 
in this unfamiliar place, I want to seek an 
alternative set of artistic language to explore 
the cultural phenomenon in the UK, such 
as comparing the views on trivial matters 
between Hongkongers and the British. 
Ultimately local cultures are inseparable from 
people’s experiences.

(H) 
How do you understand this cultural gap?

(M) 
Art is a communication medium embodied 
in artworks. I must find ways to transmit my 
ideas to different audiences instead of blaming 
cultural differences. That’s why I’ve been 
observing the daily life here over the past 
three months. For example, I couldn’t find any 
light switch in the toilets here. But eventually, 
I found the light was toggled with a pull cord. 
I hope to spot the differences in daily life in 
the UK and Hong Kong through these trivial 
matters.

(Interview date: 09/01/2023 via Zoom. The manuscript has been edited 
according to the content.) 

HKSC students having class as taken by Capture the photography club. Image provided by Capture. 
Special thanks to MAN Mei To.
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Afterword: The HKSC Spirit?

Does the HKSC represent a distinctive spirit? Or the 
question should be, does it need one?

The HKSC seldom asks its students to follow a specific 
value. I remember during my time studying at the HKSC, 
teachers would always throw questions, prompting 
them to find the answers by and for ourselves. ‘The 
school’s influence is seeded within us. Whether they 
thrive or not depends on our choices and determination,’ 
an alumnus shared his thought on the school during 
one of our curatorial workshops earlier. As curator, 
we knew it from very early on that this exhibition 
will never be about ‘showing-off ’ of the works of 39 
participating HKSC alumni artists. Instead, it is like 
a process for the curatorial team to learn from their 

growth and fruits of thought. After all, the HKSC has 
a relatively short history; its students and alumni are 
used to brainstorming every now and then to devise 
new ideas and tackle unseen challenges, reshaping and 
transforming themselves every day. Therefore, the 
essence of this book is to document the growth and 
developments of these alumni artists have gone through 
over the years.

In the preparation stage of this exhibition, Rooftop 
Inst i tute  conducted group workshops with the 
participating artists, aiming to capture their genuine 
expressions and responses for the exhibition. During 
these sessions, we briefly touched on various issues, say, 
livelihoods and career developments. Almost none of 
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them are fortunate enough to become full-time artists. 
Everyone pops in and out between different identities 
and responsibilities while insisting on making art. There 
is an urge to call for more in-depth dialogue with them. 
So I conducted one-to-one interviews with six of the 
participating artists, covering different age range, to 
learn about their everyday lives. They include Jil WONG 
Cho Yi, who is preparing for university entrance exams; 
J SIN Ho Cheung, who serves several part-time roles; 
TANG Lok To, who is involved in social movements in 
form of a collective; MAN Mei To, who is studying in 
the UK; Prescott LAW Ho Pui, who has engaged in film 
production; and CHOW Yik Lam, who is a mother of 
two. Being smoothed by society, they understand the 

unnecessity of romanticising art and have become more 
approachable than ever as common folks.

Although each of them has a different background, they 
all share the same resoluteness and sensitivity. These 
two traits are perhaps the embodiment of the ‘School 
Spirit’. Their resoluteness lies in their meticulous care of 
the details in their artistic creation. Such as, J mentioned 
that his paintings were representations of his emotions. 
He would not stop hollowing out himself until the 
painting felt right. Yik Lam has given up her private time 
to take care of her children while insisting on creating 
to care for herself and capturing the different stages of 
life. Prescott is obsessed with the accurate representation 
of his fantasies. As for their sensitivity, it lies in their 
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constant reflection and refusal to showcase fabricated 
emotions. For example, when Lok To participated 
in social movements, he devoted himself without 
distraction and saved artistic creation for the right time. 
Mei To is learning to observe cultural phenomena again 
for her daily-life-orientated creations in London. And Jil 
sees questioning her past in every artistic creation as an 
inevitable process of understanding herself.

Every student and alumnus of the HKSC is a pioneer 
in their own right. All of them are striving to position 
themselves in society after graduation. Precisely because 
they do not follow the established path (such as the 
clichéd pathway of pursuing tertiary education and 
getting employed), they experience a more down-to-

earth life. These six episodes are only samples. If the 
‘HKSC spirit’ does exist, I call on everyone to ponder 
what it means to you and how they would apply it to 
your everyday lives.

 

Harry LEUNG Ho Yin 
Member of Rooftop Institute's Curatorial and  
Research Team; HKSC alumnus
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