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A mammoth skeleton on a lifting platform is seen behind water fountains in Cathedral Square in Strasbourg, eastern France, as part of the ‘Industrie Magnifique’ festival. Several art pieces will be shown in different squares
of the city from May 3 to May 13. — AFP 

Neon sign maker Wu Chi-kai is one of
the last remaining craftsmen of his kind
in Hong Kong, a city where darkness
never really falls thanks to the 24-hour

glow of myriads of lights. During his 30 years in
the business, neon came to define the urban
landscape, huge flashing signs protruding hori-
zontally from the sides of buildings, advertising
everything from restaurants to mahjong parlors.

But with the growing popularity of brighter
LED lights, seen as easier to maintain and more
environmentally friendly, and government
orders to remove some vintage signs deemed
dangerous, the demand for specialists like Wu
has dimmed. Despite a waning client-base, 50-
year-old Wu continues in the trade, working
with glass tubes dusted inside with fluorescent
powder and containing various gases including
neon or argon, as well as mercury, to create
different colors.

He bends them into shape over a powerful
gas burner at a scorching 1,000 degrees Celsius.
“Being able to twist straight glass materials into
the shape I want, and later to make it glow-it’s
quite fun,” he said, though it is not without risks.
Wu works without a safety visor and has been
scalded and cut by glass that sometimes cracks
and explodes. 

“The painful experiences are the memorable
ones,” he adds philosophically. Wu’s father used
to scale Hong Kong’s characteristic bamboo
scaffolding while installing neon signs across the
city. Believing the installation work too danger-
ous for his son, he instead encouraged Wu to
learn to make the signs as a teenager. 

Wu became one of only around 30 masters
of the craft in Hong Kong, even in neon’s hey-
day. Although demand is now significantly low-
er than at neon’s peak in the 1980s, Wu says
there has been revived interest and nostalgia
for its gentler glow, immortalized in the atmos-
pheric movies of award-winning Hong Kong
director Wong Kar-wai. Some of Wu’s clients
are now requesting pieces for indoor decora-
tion. “I’ve been working with neon lights all my
life. I can’t think of anything else I’d be better
suited for,” he says. — AFP 

Winning wildlife photo ‘likely’ stuffed animal

The winner of a prestigious wildlife photography
competition last year was disqualified on Friday
after organizers said it was “highly likely” the

anteater depicted was a stuffed specimen usually on
display at a national park visitor center. An image
showing the animal eating from an ant hill in Brazil’s
Emas National Park had won an award at the Wildlife
Photographer of the Year contest in London’s Natural
History Museum. The striking image called “The
Night Raider” was taken by Marcio Cabral and won
the “Animals in their Environment” category.

“Evidence was presented to the Museum by third
parties that it is highly likely the animal in the award-

ed photograph is a taxidermy specimen,” the museum
said in a statement. “After a thorough investigation,
the Museum concluded that the available evidence
points to this allegation being true,” it said, adding
that competition rules state that “entries must not
deceive the viewer or attempt to misrepresent the
reality of nature”. The museum said it had been in
contacted by “anonymous sources” in March ques-
tioning the authenticity of the image and had asked
animal and taxidermy specialists to investigate the
claims. The evidence included photos of a stuffed
anteater on display at a visitor centre in the park
where the image of the anteater was taken that close-

ly resembled the winning entry.
The museum said in a statement that the experts

had “concluded there are elements of the animal’s
posture, morphology, raised tufts of fur and patterns
on the neck and head that are too similar for the
images to show two different animals”. The museum
said Cabral had cooperated with the investigation and
strongly denies the image he took was of a stuffed
animal. — AFP

Neon nostalgia in 
Hong Kong as lights go out

These pictures show neon works by Hong Kong sign maker Wu Chi-kai in Hong Kong. — AFP photos

Neon sign maker Wu Chi-kai looks at one of his works.Wu Chi-kai demonstrates how to make a neon sign.
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