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Since the inception of Brutalism in postwar Europe, many exceptional strains of the
architecture have emerged with various mutations around the world. Whether it is

the vernacular from Sweden, the ubiquitous modularity from the Netherlands, the
monumentality prevalent in Eastern Europe, the exuberant geometries from Africa or
the anti-gravity cantilever structures from Latin America, each strain shows its unique
characteristics and historical significance.

How does Brutalism in Hong Kong position itself within this genealogy?

From a historical perspective, an understanding of the characteristics of
British Brutalism is imperative for the understanding of the strain in Hong Kong and
the subsequent deviation from its progenitor, as a majority of the city’s Brutalist
architecture was constructed when Hong Kong was ruled by Britain. Pre-war modern
architecture in Britain was characterised by perseverance and reform, while its post-
war architecture was influenced by the social democratic ideas of the welfare state.
That was the time when Brutalism emerged. The buildings, often civic, manifested the
egalitarian ethos of the middle class, at the same time with a penchant for the popular
street culture of the working class. Conveying the English sensibility of restraint, British
Brutalism tends to appear more subdued than its continental counterparts, presenting
a humanist version of Modernism that reflects an official aesthetic of prudence and
conservatism prevalent during the Cold War period in the 1960s.

In Hong Kong, Brutalism was born upon the emergence of a mass-consumerist
society following the housing boom that catapulted the region into a world financial
centre. While British Brutalism was instrumentalised into a healing effort for both
war destruction at home and transitional issues involving the decolonisation of
former colonies, Brutalism arrived in Hong Kong in the 1960s when its economy was
about to take off. The city was doused in optimism when people’s lives got better
with new opportunities. A series of land reclamation projects spawned new land for
developments that precipitated the commercial and housing boom in the 1970s. Rather
than shiny commercial towers, Hong Kong’s Brutalism represents government support
and vestiges of British welfarism through the building of public infrastructure, such
as new schools, churches, clinics and recreational facilities. The direct expression of
structure and materials and a preference for design over decoration reflect the complex
state of the society featuring the pursuit of stability, government authority and an
antidote to the encroaching consumerism.

Brutalist architecture played a significant role in the cultural and psychological
development of the colony in the 1960s and 70s during the nascent period of economic
takeoff. It was an architecture of pragmatism over flamboyance and informality over
blind veneration. It requires little maintenance and already seems aged when it is newly
built. Unlike many exemplars or iconic models of Brutalist architecture, Hong Kong’s
Brutalism distinguishes itself as being generous and accommodating. Air-conditioning
unitsirregularly installed against exposed plumbing, wavy-patterned window grills
contrastingwith abstract massing or vernacular rubble stonework and mosaic tiles
juxtaposing with modernist horizontal windows - all these reflect the Brutalist latitude
of improvisation and accommodation.
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Unlike Japanese Brutalism, Hong Kong is not preoccupied by a search for national
identity through architecture. Unlike American Brutalism, Hong Kong’s architecture is
not burdened with the projection of a bureaucratic image for Federal institutions. Unlike
European Brutalism, Hong Kong needs not cope with postwar reconstruction but has
been forging a new metropolis. It is an architecture of innocence without historical and
ideological responsibilities. It is never perceived as dystopic as it bears no intention of
anti-utopia in the first place. It is an architecture of stoicism and resilience that reflects
the social and political climate during a specific time. It is an instrumental architecture
to transit Hong Kong from a manufacturing hub to a service centre during a time when
Brutalist buildings towered over a less tall, less dense and less shiny version of the city
compared with that today.
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Yoko Choy is a design journalist and creative
consultant, currently serving as the China Editor of
Wallpaper* Global Edition. Based in both Hong Kong
and Amsterdam, she is dedicated to facilitating
cross-cultural dialogues about design and culture
between the East and the West. She has collaborated
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Week and LVMH, providing curatorial and consultancy
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Actively involved in the global design community,
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(United States), Dezeen Awards (United Kingdom),
Maison&Objet (France) and Designblok Awards
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In the summer of 2023, just as my plane landed at Hong Kong airport, | opened
Instagram and saw a post by City Magazine introducing an exhibition held at Form
Society in Sham Shui Po - Knowing the Unknown - Brutalism Architecture Archive,
Hong Kong. Regrettably, | was a day late for the exhibition, but driven by curiosity, |
hurried to a bookshop and purchased the volume Unknown Brutalism Architecture in
Hong Kong, written by Bob Pang.

Like many others, | was deeply drawn to this “unknown” realm of Hong Kong
architecture and could not help but felt a little ashamed that | had never before paid
attention to this chapter of the local design history. Leafing through the pages, a
photograph of a concrete triangular sculpture suddenly caught my eyes, with the wavy
patterns carved on the sculpture in the pool and the familiar backdrop of the green-
and-white public housing typical during the 1990s. All at once, | was transported back
to my childhood. That place was my paradise growing up: when | was in primary school,
I bought cupcakes and malted soya bean milk for breakfast at Mei Lam Shopping
Centre behind the pool every morning. After school, | raced my classmates to the
sports centre on the other side to play sports. In summer, | most looked forward to
catching tadpoles in the pool with my younger brother after the rain. At New Year, |
took photographs with my grandparents by the pool in my new clothes. These resilient
sculptures stood like landmarks in the river of time, as my memories unfurled and
intertwined with the spaces, holding the precious fragments of my life.

British historian Frances Yates, in her classic study on mnemonics The Art of
Memory (1966), wrote that humans had long excelled at organising, preserving and
recalling memories through spaces and architecture. Ancient cultures invented the
“‘memory palace” technique, placing important information within a virtual space in
mind and then retrieving memories by mentally wandering through these locations.
Architecture is not merely a physical structure, but also a medium through which we
craft memories. Memories themselves are more than fragments in mind - itis like a
mental map interwoven with spaces, objects, emotions and experiences.

This discourse on “space and memory” is, in fact, deeply rooted in our everyday
experiences and cultural imagination. It appears not only in real life but is also often
depicted in cinema. Take Christopher Nolan's Inception (2010) as an example, in which
he skilfully materialises the relationship between space and memory: Dom Cobb, the
protagonist, constructs layers of spaces within his dreams, with each layer carrying his
emotions and memories of his late wife. These dreamscapes are more than narrative
settings - they serve as the projections of the subconscious and stages for dialogues
with the past and with himself. Similarly, in real life, we are often unexpectedly struck
by long-buried memories at a certain corner or by a window, with the spaces becoming
catalysts for emotions and memories by bringing past stories vividly back to life.

Years of design observation and editorial experiences have gradually shaped
my way of thinking about the relationships between objects, spaces and people. The
Brutalist values of honesty, functionality, durability and publicness have become vital
tools with which linterpret the meaning of the material world: exposed concrete and
its simple, utilitarian structural language record the social conditions, technological
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imagination and public values of the era during which they were built. This unadorned
honesty allows architecture to openly display the texture of its time and also enables
personal memories to be freely projected onto it. Function-driven design allows
architecture to quietly respond to the needs of daily life, blending into everyday scenes.
Its durability and public nature allow these spaces to persistin collective experiences,
becoming anchor points for our memories. For these reasons, Brutalist architecture not
only thrills through aesthetic expression, but also prompts us to reflect on the essence
of space and the emotional connections involved.

You do not need to be an expert in Brutalist architecture or have any professional
background to appreciate DETAILS and AESTHETICS: Unknown Brutalism
Architecture in Hong Kong. These buildings transcend urban scenery, carrying people’s
memories, bearing witnesses to the passage of time and serving as a kind of virtual
space deep in our hearts. As you turn the pages, you will discover the unique aesthetic
and spiritual landscape of Hong Kong. A visual journey through Brutalist structures
awaits - a one-of-a-kind memory palace that belongs to you and everyone who has
ever existed in these spaces.
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Hong Kong’s architecture is often covered with thick layers of decorations made of
different materials from different eras, with the original surfaces heartlessly made
disappeared in a city undergoing such rapid development and transformation. To
unearth and research on a style like Brutalism, which values authenticity in design
and material, and to re-document the current state of these aging buildings through
photography had sparked certain discussions in the local architecture culture circle
during the past few years. Even today, this whole journey still seems somewhat like
adream.

A few years ago, Bob led our research team to travel through different Brutalist
buildings in Hong Kong for the preparation of the first publication, resulting in
informative research and comprehensive connection establishment. However, what we
deeply feel important is the support we received from those who walked along with us
and offered help during the process of sharing our findings both online and offline. This
ongoing collective motive force had unquestionably made possible the publication of
this visually-driven, locally rare bilingual architecture publication.

Since | began engaged in architectural photography, what | always hope to convey
through the photographs are the architects’ design concepts and ideas. Every time
| visit a different Brutalist building, my eyes are filled with scenes that have never
been seen by the public. Perhaps in those days when there was a lack of platforms
for exchanging the details and culture of architectural design, just a few photos were
already enough as arecord of local buildings after their completion. This allows me to
keep my curiosity during every single visit made and be able to look with fresh eyes
at these decades-old structures as if they were just newly completed. | hope that all
readers (who have or have not visited these buildings) will be able to effortlessly admire
through the visual narratives of this publication the details that the architects worked
so hard to achieve.

I've also gradually come to realise that this kind of architectural photography,
combined with in-depth research, carries a certain power. Beyond truthfully bringing
peopleinto specific points in time and space, allowing viewers to observe and interpret
from a rational perspective, the overlap between the viewers' daily experiences and
these buildings can also bring unique personal experiences. This is the best way | want
my photographic works to be presented.

Inrecent years, I've been fortunate to hide behind the viewfinder with peace of
mind and concentration to collaborate with the team who shared the same passion
for architectural culture and sincerely appreciate the aesthetics therein. To be able to
share such conceptual architectural topics in the form of a photographic series and to
document this little-known side of the city | love are true blessings for me. | sincerely
hope the power of the research will continue to carry us forward.
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Since 2021, the “Unknown Brutalism Architecture in Hong Kong” research project has
given already rise to three exhibitions, an internationally published architectural map,
over ten guided tours, more than twenty sharing sessions held in Hong Kong, Mainland
China, Taiwan and London, as well as extensive coverages by both Chinese and English
media. These have rekindled public interest in post-war Brutalist architecture that
once flourished locally, along with the intricate social contexts and the stories of the
pioneering architects behind them. The accomplishments have surpassed the initial
objectives, suggesting that the research has reached a fitting conclusion.

However, the aftermath continued. After publishing Unknown Brutalism
Architecture in Hong Kong, the research team considered organising the scattered
archives into a comprehensive database, but lacked the resources to realise this.
Subsequent discussions with publishers about publishing different types of books,
such asillustrated volumes, were also stalled due to mutual uncertainties, with the
primary concern being the potential public perception of the team’s “commercialising”
the subject matter.

In 2024, following another publication of Think Things on Architecture, a casual
conversation with Editor Yuki Lirevisited the idea of a “sequel” to the topic of Brutalism.
We noted that photographer Kevin Mak had taken thousands of photos during the
research, of which only about a hundred had been published. Given that many of the
studied buildings are not easily accessible, a photo book with accompanying texts
could serve as an alternative guided tour, allowing the public to explore and appreciate
the intricate details and aesthetics of local Brutalist architectural heritage. This new
publication could be seen as a visual appendix to complement the original book.

Then, another anecdote came to mind. In 2021, during the “Brutal!-=Unknown
Brutalism Architecture in Hong Kong” exhibition at Openground, | met Dora Tsui,
the Director of the documentary To Be Continued. She suggested that the Brutalist
architecture research should include video records of the explorations. Due to
limited funding, this idea was not pursued, resulting in the regret of not having more
comprehensive records of our interactions with the individuals, some of whom
have since passed away. This anecdote lingered in my mind. While DETAILS and
AESTHETICS: Unknown Brutalism Architecture in Hong Kong focuses on Brutalist
buildings, behind the lens are the team's diligent research efforts and perspectives, as
well as the evidence of the enthusiastic assistance we encountered along the way.

This book serves as the concluding work of the “Unknown Brutalism Architecture
in Hong Kong” research, with the hope of opening a new chapter in the preservation of
local Brutalist architecture.
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Hong Kong is home to super-tall skyscrapers and high-density apartment towers.
Yet there is a bold tradition in the city that has hitherto gone unnoticed: in the story
of global Brutalism, very little has been written about the architecture of this unique
territory.

Between the post-war period and the 1980s economic take-off, Hong Kong, once
ruled by Britain, saw a social atmosphere described by those who experienced it as
“pursuing truth and honesty”, a down-to-earth living style characterised by trust within
neighbourhoods and honest trade among businesses. These influences were clearly
reflected in many examples of local Brutalist architecture.

During early 1960s, Brutalist architecture began to appear sporadically in Hong
Kong. They were mainly public buildings, mostly built in fair-faced concrete, whose
low cost rendered it popular at the time. The construction time of these buildings was
rather short, at an average of a year. Some, such as the production department of film
company Shaw Studios, only took five months. Reportedly, they were builtin response
to rapid changes in the society at the time, rather than “built to last”.

The earliest case discovered was Chan Shu Kui Memorial School by Eric Cumine
(1963). The Hong Kong and Far East Builder noted at the time: “...the true reinforced
concrete structures are exposed... interior finishes are very unpretentious.” In the
mid-1960s, works with a strong sense of design appeared, such as the Chinese
Methodist church North Point by Wai, Szeto (1965) and the Chun Hom Kok Architect’s
Residence by Jackson Wong (1966). Entering the 1970s, the peak period of Brutalism
in local practices saw masterpieces such as the UFO-shaped Stewards Pooi Tun
Secondary School by Ronald Poon (1975), the anti-gravitational cantilevered Science
Centre in the Chinese University of Hong Kong by Wai, Szeto (1972), the line-crossing
Unknown Chapel by Samn Lim (1971), the purely floating cylindrical volume of Hong
Kong Adventist Hospital by Jackson Wong (1971) and the “pre-cast and pre-stressed”
cargo-sized modular Eastern Sea Industrial Building by Peter Pun (1975), all of which
are classics in their own way. Hong Kong’s Brutalist architectures share some common
features: most of them are mixed in functions, catered for multiple social needs in dense
urban areas. Another notable character is the “transparent” facades, such as brise
soleils and ventilation blocks built in reaction to local sub-tropical climates.

At the beginning of the 1980s, the number of Brutalism constructions began to
decrease and they became sporadic again. Only Tao Ho's St. Stephen's College (1981)
and Jon Prescott's Jockey Club Sha Tin Clubhouse (1985) came to light, both designed
under the influence of high-tech architectural languages, a new architecture style
gradually gaining popularity in the UK at that time.

Although Brutalist architecture is not an easy-to-accept architectural style,
over the years, many such buildings have been recognised by the annual Hong Kong
Institute of Architects awards, including the silver medal-winning Bishop Mok Sau
Tseng Secondary Schoolin Tai Po by Dennis Lau (1976) and Kai Tak Aircraft Catering
Building by Russell (1977), the merit award-winning St. Stephen's College Special Room
Block and Tang Shiu Kin Hall by Tao Ho (1982) and the silver medal-scooping Jockey
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Club Sha Tin Clubhouse by Jon Prescott (1986).

The disappearance of Brutalist architecture could be highly related to Hong Kong's
economic take-off during the 1980s, when aesthetic preferences were adjusted as the
society became wealthier. Lifestyles changed dramatically, and naturally, the pursuit
of architecture also become completely different. The rise and fall of architecture and
cities are inherently intertwined.
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Hong Kong Island

AENHBEZERISAHERD TRREM) SHBEBEETETRBRRIE -
AEFAEEARERENME  THRAERGEHEENHTEE  RILEEME
ERREHEE ELREFNABRER RSEARFEENRS > MBEERFE
BMEBGLAEREEEEMEAERETITARLAERMMRE - URKRENE
TRERERBZZNNERE A EBFF2NMBERENNELEER  E—
TEAREHEERERL

Brutalist architecture on Hong Kong Island is relatively rare, with existing
examples typically modest in scale, being primarily low-density residential
buildings and educational facilities. As the first developed area in the city,
the Island had already achieved a considerable level of urban density prior
to the war, leading to a slower pace of construction after the war. Surviving
Brutalist structures have largely retained their original appearance. Notably,
Chinese Methodist Church North Point and the Residence of Jackson
Wong can still be easily admired up close from the sidewalk. Meanwhile, St.
Stephen's College Special Room Block and Tang Shiu Kin Hall in Stanley are
open for exploration during public historical tours organised by the school,
providing visitors with deeper access to the campus to learn about its
architectural character.



::5%2

- £ &R

The Residence of
Jackson Wong
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Architect

Year
Location
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Jackson Chack Sang, Wong

1966

80 Chung Hom Kok Road,

Chung Hom Kok, Southern District
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Completed in 1966, the Residence of Jackson Wong is located at 80 Chung
Hom Kok Road, a prestigious residential areain Hong Kong’s Southern
District. The three-storey structure follows a top-heavy, tapering form, with
its spatial layout closely tied to the sloping terrain. The lowest level, near the
bottom of the slope, houses utility spaces such as servant quarters, kitchen
and storage rooms. The ground floor, functioning as the main living space,
features the living and dining area, with its centre positioned at mid-slope
to create the primary entrance. Adjacent to the foyer, the small bar serves as
an entertaining space. The upper floor, offering greater privacy, sits at the
highest point of the slope, overlooking the breathtaking sea views of Chung
Hom Wan.
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ARCHITECTURAL DETAILS

The Residence stands out among well-preserved Brutalist structures. Its
bold architectural features are clearly visible from Chung Hom Kok Road.
The Residence is constructed with thick and powerful fair-faced concrete
slabs with horizontal slabs on the upper floor and vertical shear walls on the
ground floor, interspersed with floor-to-ceiling glass doors and windows
to create a striking contrast between solid planes and transparency. The
pure geometric forms and dramatic cantilevered structures give the home
a floating presence above the slope. Its elongated horizontal windows
and sculptural rooftop elements align with Le Corbusier’s Five Points of
Architecture, reflecting a clear influence of the modern masterpiece of
Villa Savoye.

A closer look at the fair-faced concrete facade reveals meticulously
crafted details by the architect. The wood formwork panels used for casting
are narrower than standard, resulting in fine vertical textures that create
a rhythmic visual effect, while preventing large-scale cracking over time.
Throughout the Residence, groove lines are intentionally incorporated into
the concrete surfaces, enhancing the horizontal and vertical geometry,
while serving the practical function of rain drip edges and ensuring long-
term durability. The window frames, made with mirror-polished stainless
steel, reflect the images of surrounding landscape, subtly integrating
the Residence with its environment. Additionally, the slightly protruding
horizontal concrete slabs cast shadows over the window frames, visually
sliming their appearance and contributing to a much cleaner and minimalist
facade. With its dynamic Brutalist expression, the Residence embodies
rational and refined design sensibilities, blending bold structure with delicate
craftsmanship in a perfect manner.
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