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Good afternoon everyone. Welcome to all of you to this
workshop. 1 just wish to give a brief introduction about
Hong Kong Public Libraries’ work on literature and how
we bring literature to the public and vitalize literature in
Hong Kong.

First of all, I would like to share with you some comments
by Mr. Han Shaogong, a writer of China. In his article
“What’s literature for?”, he raised two questions. What is
the use of literature, and what is the purpose of literature?
The second question is a more critical one as he enquired
whether literature can bring us money or profit? Then
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he concluded that literature cannot bring any profits to
us. Since literature cannot make money, what is it for?
Han said that because human beings are cultivated and
are always assuming some kinds of meaningful life that
is different from animals. Literature has been woven into
human society for several thousands of years as a kind of
cultivation. He concluded that as long as human beings
subsist, as long as human beings still need the sky and
horizon for their minds and spirits, literature will still exist
and must have a lot of accomplishments to be achieved.
“Literature and Cultural Vibrancy” is the theme for this
forum, and it is also the belief of this forum that literature
is a reflection of the cultural vibrancy of a place.

Let’s see what local authors say. Hong Kong writer, Chip
Tsao, said that in a society, a lack of literature is like the
lack of oxygen for the spirit. Another comments from
local author Tau Ran said that he doesn’t realize a city
could reach at spiritual attainment if it doesn’t concern
or even despises literature. Another writer, Xiu Shi, said
that literature has a strong vitality. Like history, it is an
eternally lasting matter because in the spiritual worlds
of human beings, one is always longing for an oasis,
no matter how big it is. So you can see that our local
authors all mentioned the same word — spirit, which is
somehow consistent with the concepts of Han. So that’s
why we still have literature. Literature is a reflection of
its own society. When we read the “Fortress Besieged”
by Qian Zhongshu, the “Love in a Fallen City” by Ailing
Zhang and the “Red Sorghum” by Mo Yan, different
characters in different locations, different times, different
communities, and all their literature reflects different
social environments.

This
is just the same as what Wang Guowei, the scholar of

Conversely, society can also influence literature.

the Ching Dynasty, said, “Literatures are differing from

generation to generation”. There are libraries in the
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society. Of course, these are ideal places to well keep
books, knowledge as well as literature. In the contrary,
literary works add charms to the libraries.

Now it’s promotion time! The Hong Kong Public Libraries
has been established for more than fifty years. As you may
know, the libraries provide daily services in conformity
with the UNESCO Public Library Manifesto. There is a
clearly spelt mission that the Hong Kong Public Libraries
is also serving as a centre for the promotion of literary arts
and literary research in Hong Kong, for the cultivation of
public interest in creative writing and literary research, as
well as a centre to encourage and promote literary writing
and to preserve Chinese literature. So, let’s have a look.

This 1s the core. Let’s look at the structure, and let’s name
it the library. The basic facilities in the core structure of a
library may include the library building, library facilities,
library system and most of all, the library collections.
Outside the core, as we may name it the outer structure,
are the scope of our services that include the community
and patrons. So how can we have interaction between
the core and the outer structure? The interaction outflow
means our services. How we serve the community, and
how we serve our readers. There are different types
of services, the daily information services, circulation
services, and extension activities. It is important that
you need to market your collections and the services of
your libraries to the readers and let them know what there
are, and how to use. Besides, there is also user education

service.

Conversely, we are talking about the feedback. What is a
feedback? That means the activities that the readers from
our community do towards the libraries. For instance,
when they attend some library activities, or donate some
books or some documents to the libraries, raise some

suggestions or something we may dislike most, the
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complaints. These are all feedbacks. The entire process
makes up an act of vitalization. What is vitalization?
Actually, the definition can be quite simple. It is to endow
with life, to animate, to make more lively or vigorous,
to invigorate, just like some community or old buildings
vitalization projects in Hong Kong. You may know
that the whole vitalization process is ever ongoing and
recurring. We provide daily services, and readers give
feedbacks, and it constitutes the circle of vitalization.

Vitalization of literature actually means the construction
of the literature collection and the building up of
interactions with readers. The same, services and
feedbacks. The core is the construction of the literature
collections, and we are going to talk about the literature
part today. How do we construct? For instance, we can
build up a stock of books, newspapers and periodicals,
digital materials and other items related to literature. Also
we have some special collections. You may have heard of
the Hong Kong Literature Collection, and then the special
documents collection. Besides, we have also constructed

a Hong Kong Literary Authors’ Database, and so on.

As you may know, the Hong Kong Literature Collection
is housed in the Hong Kong Literature Room located on
the eighth floor of the Hong Kong Central Library. We
collect, process and preserve local literary works and
information of local literary authors. In this elegant room
we have built up a Hong Kong Literature Collection,
collecting poems, prose, novels, drama, critiques, and
all sorts of literary works such as reportage, biographies,
homegrown literature, urban literature, travel literature,
dietary literature, etc.

I would also like to mention our special documents
collection here. Since the opening of the Hong Kong
Central Library in 2001, we have launched two documents

collection campaigns to invite donations of rare materials
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from the public to the library, covering history, music,
art and culture, and one of which is literature. We
have received a lot of precious documents, and many
unpublished first hand materials. Here you can see some
manuscripts of local writers. We collect them and have
them well kept in the library. Manuscripts are now quite
rare as not many people write on paper nowadays. They
tend to type on a computer and of course this type of
writing lacks character and that makes manuscripts look
even more precious. Do you recognize these materials?
These are some old editions or out-of-print literary
publications. Hong Kong’s history is quite short. We
don’t have any antique publication such as the “Yongle
Da Dian” but all these very important literary books
published in the 1950s and 60s are now all out of print
and are available nowhere else. So it is very good for us
to have collected and kept them again.

Besides, there are some newspaper clippings, diaries
or letters. Why do I emphasize on clippings? You may
know that in the good old days of the 50s and 60s, when
publication industry was not yet so well developed, many
literary works were published in the special columns of
the old newspapers. So when you do newspaper clippings
of the literary works, you can build up a very resourceful

local literature database. That is why we also collect the
clippings.

We have also built up a Hong Kong Literary Authors’
Database by digitizing and putting together some old
information of local literary authors. Every day, our
colleagues are collecting and editing the background
information of local writers, their literary works, some
critiques as well as part of the images of their manuscripts
and integrating them into the databases. Something very

interesting is the audio files of the local authors.
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We interviewed some old local writers, recorded their
voices and put them onto the website. So other than the
manuscripts and their backgrounds, we can also listen to
their voices. These are what we can do and keep for them.

We have talked about construction and now let’s move
to the vitalization part, or say, the deconstruction part.
How we can extend these out to the outsiders, what I had
just mentioned, the daily services, including information
services, circulation services and extension activities
services, etc. The libraries have their own mechanism
in maintaining their collections. A reader may not fully
understand how he can search for the information inside
a library. As such, it is the duty of the librarian to process
the materials, search them for the readers and inform
them how they can use the materials. Circulation services
and user education are also integral parts of library
services. Extension activities may be familiar to all of
you, and this is the means we promote our collections
and services. One of them is the thematic exhibition.
In the Hong Kong Literature Room, we have literature
related thematic exhibitions all year round. You can
see here some exhibitions on local authors, featuring
their manuscripts in the show cases. We have other
types of extension activities. For instance, the Monthly
Literary Talk that we invite famous authors, scholars to
We

also have creative writing workshops and children’s

share their experience in creating literary works.

creative workshops. Creation is a critical element in the
vitalization of literature as it brings vibrancy. Therefore
we have to provide encouragement for the creative
activities. We have creative writing competitions. For
instance, starting from 1979 we saw the first Awards in
Creative Writing in Chinese and in 1995, we organized
a Competition on Story Writing in Chinese for Students.
The purpose of the competitions is to encourage people
here in Hong Kong in creative writing, reading and

appreciation of Chinese literature. We also have the
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Chinese Poetry Writing Competition and 4 - 23 World
Book Day Creative Competition. We have a larger scale
Hong Kong Biennial Awards for Chinese Literature. The
first Award was organized in 1991 and it takes place once
every two years. Last year in 2013 we had just run the
12th award to appreciate the published literary works of

some local authors.

Another major activity is the Hong Kong Literature
Festival, which was started from 1997. The purpose of this
festival is to arouse the interest of people from different
walks of life here in Hong Kong in literary arts and to
promote reading. Last year in 2012, we organized the
9th Hong Kong Literature Festival. It was a two-week
event and throughout these two weeks we had arranged a
series of seminars, talks and reading workshops. Another
popular activity in the festival is the Literary Walk and
Talk, which is hosted by some scholars or writers who
curated the different sites that were mentioned in their
literary works. I think you may have already learnt of
such literary activities.

Publication is another area of work that we are doing to
encourage literary creativity and public access to literary
works. We often publish awards winning works from
different literary competitions. To the participants, this is
in fact a very encouraging means to them.

Finally, I’d like to talk about feedbacks.
understand that the entire process of vitalization is an

You may

ongoing cycle. We encourage participation, we encourage
donations, we also encourage suggestions and complaints.
No matter thumbs-up or thumbs-down, we should have all
of them well-attended. Thumbs-up is an encouragement,
but thumbs-down sometimes is not necessarily bad.
These will encourage us to discover some short-
comings and have them improved. So don’t be afraid of
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complaints, sometimes they are lovely. It is important to
note that “Vitalization is not completed without feedback
and participation”. We give encouragement for people to
participate through services provision, and they create
through their participation, and creation give rise to
vibrancy, and this brings vitalization, brings something
alive, and this in turn gives new encouragement back
to the public, the community. This is a recurring circle.
How to vitalize literature from a piece of paper to the
entire society and vividly becomes a culture, a literary art,
is also in such a cycling process, and this is exactly one of
the missions of the library in its literature works.

I would like to conclude my speech today with what Mr.
Su Dongpo said. Mr. Su was a very famous poet and
literary author of the Song Dynasty. Mr. Su once said
that, “If we do not eat meat, we become very skinny. If we
do not live with bamboos, then we become very vulgar.”
Actually, he used meat and bamboo as a dichotomous
metaphor. What is meat? Well, meat actually means
the materialistic side of our life, the economy, trading,
monetary or business activities, or it could be your iPhone
or your iPad. What about bamboo? Bamboo symbolizes
your spiritual livings, or means the culture. In case you
cannot take both meat and bamboo, or when you have
to take one more than the other, how will you choose?
How will Mr. Su choose? Mr. Su said, “I’d rather eat
no meat, but I cannot live without bamboo.” From the
time of Mr. Su up till now, the vibrancy of literature still
exists, and this is simply because of such a belief in the
cultural vibrancy of literature, and it will be still on going.
Finally, Mr. Su and I say thank you to all of you. Thank
you very much.
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