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HER FEEYANEH ERE

Winnie Fu Programmer, Hong Kong Film Archive
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In 2012, the Film Archive acquired from San Francisco some immensely
precious 1930s and 40s Hong Kong motion pictures, which subseguently
went through digital scanning, test screenings and preservation work. Among
them, director Lo Duen’s Follow Your Dream (1941) has been selected for
2K digital restoration. These vintage films, which bear witness to all the trials
and tribulations Hong Kong society had been through in the 1930s and 40s,
offer lots of insights to look back on the past for a better future. Of the eight
titles we are presenting, apart from The Light of Women (1937) and Incident
in the Pacific (1938) which were released last this year in "Transcending
Space and Time — Early Ginematic Experience of Hong Kong" programme,
the remaining titles are all new discoveries that have yet to see the light.

These eight titles have filled many of the voids in Hong Kong cinematic
history. Be it directorial knowhow, aesthetic achievement, humanistic value,
scope of production, or significance in terms of genre and screenplay, these
works show clear traces of the legacy passed down by their predecessors.
Incident in the Pacific and Fortress of Flesh and Blood (1938), two “national
defence” films by Hou Yao, are exemplars of one’s resolution to protect the
country against foreign aggression. Ko Lei-hen’'s The White Gold Dragon,
Part Two (1937) and Yeung Kung-leong's Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole
(1947), early flm works by Cantonese opera greats Sit Kok-sin and Ma
Si-tsang, are both attempts to integrate Chinese operatic art with the
melodrama and detective thriller in Western motion picture. Lo Duen’s Follow
Your Dream and Hung Suk-wan's The Rich House (1941) are realistic and
romantic portrayals respectively of social realities in wartime Hong Kong.

These precious titles are valuable memorabilia of an era long gone, and
tell a lot about the film industry in the 1930s to 40s. In order to deepen the
public's awareness and understanding of these fims, we have consolidated
the analytical efforts of a number of renowned and experienced scholars,
who will not only conduct serious research on the film, write an in-depth
essay on their point of views, but also host post-screening seminars and
select a reference film for comparison purpose. The Fim Archive would like
to express our utmost gratitude to Law Kar, Wong Ain-ling, Sam Ho, Mary
Wong, Yau Ching, May Ng and Lau Yam for their efforts in dissecting and
analysing the cultural and historical contents of these newly discovered
moving images. (Please refer to seminar themes listed on p163.)

We owe our special thanks to Mr Jack Lee Fong, owner of the Palace
Theatre in San Francisco which had been home to these nitrate films until
the theatre closed its doors in the 1970s. If not for his tireless efforts over the
decades as a guardian, these gems would not have survived to this day.
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In New Women, Ruan Lingyu plays the writer Wai Ming, who
represents the modern woman of the 30s. Dumped by a man
and plagued by poverty, she commits suicide by taking poison.
This is twisted by the press as a "warning to romantic women”.
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for men.
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In New Women, the female worker
Aying is a model of the progressive
woman, but not an object of desire
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In The Light of Women,
Mo-jing refuses to enter
the marriage with a
factory owner with several
concubines arranged by
her elder brother.
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Mo-jing (Lee Yi-nin) runs
away from marriage and
enrolls in a free girls’ school
in the neighbouring county.
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Yearning for free love,
Mo-jing falls in love with
a rich young master
(Kwong Shan-siu).
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Fed up with her
lover’s cowardice and
helplessness, Mo-jing
breaks off her engagement
and goes with her adopted
daughter (Leong Tim-tim)
back to the charity school.
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After running away from marriage twice, Mo-jing decides to remain single and
takes over the girls’ school, dedicating herself to education.
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Set up by self-combed women, the charity school offers weaving classes.
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Following in her foster mother’s footsteps, Sau-wah also wants to be independent and runs
away from marriage. As mother and daughter escape by boat, their destiny is uncertain.
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Allusions to the “self-combing
culture” — encouraging women
to be independent and to throw
off the shackles of the family.
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The Difhculty of

Imagining Southern
Women/China in Modernity

/] Yau Ching

The first Chinese sound movie was born in 1931". From
1931 to 1935, Chinese cinema gradually evolved from
silent films to the talkies. Many historical data show that
the 30s were a heyday of Cantonese films, so much so
that the Nationalist government felt that Mandarin cinema
was threatened and had to ban the making of Cantonese
films in 1937.7 However, due to the melting down of films
for silver nitrate by Japanese troops during the Japanese
occupation of Hong Kong,® we can only study the (at least)
several hundred Hong Kong films made from the 20s to the
40s through photos and texts (such as scripts and publicity
materials) today.

The earliest Hong Kong Cantonese film that we can now
see is The Light of Women (1937). Prior to the discovery
of its print in the basement of a cinema owner’s house in
San Francisco and its shipment back to Hong Kong,* our
only impression of old Cantonese movies came from Twin
Sisters of the South (1939) sparingly aired on late night TV,
Both films are dominated by female characters. Is this a
coincidence?

In his work Da Tong Shu, Kang Youwei wrote, “When
we enrol students and hold examinations to pick talent, the
only criterion should be ability rather than appearance.” He
advocated that women should be allowed to sit for imperial
examinations and participate in politics. In 1912, Tang
Qunying, the first female member of the United League
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(“Tongmenghui”) to return to China after studying in Japan,
petitioned Dr. Sun Yat-sen to give women the right to vote
and be nominated for election in the nation’s constitution.
In the same year, while serving as education secretary
of the Provisional Nationalist Government in Nanjing, Cai
Yuanpei introduced co-ed primary schools. In 1914, ten
female students went to study in the US on government
scholarships. By 1920, the Beijing University had enrolled
female students.

During the May Fourth Movement, part-time female
students started organising working women’s mutual-
help study groups and set up tutorial schools for women.
In 1919, these organisations sprang up in Beijing,
Shanghai, Guangdong and Tianjin. In the same year, the
Tianjin Patriotic Women Comrades' Association set up a
Common People's Girls' School with free tuition. In 1922,
the Common People's Girls' School set up by the Chinese
Women's Federation in Shanghai offered subjects including
English, Mathematics, Chinese, Economics and Sociology.
Its students also manufactured clothes to pay for board.
During the same period, women were also encouraged to
receive vocational education (women’s vocational schools
offered additional subjects such as Medicine, Agriculture,
Industry and Commerce), or even study abroad under the
work-study scheme. Women's organisations, such as the
Women's Martial Arts Society, the Tianjin Patriotic Women
Comrades' Association, the Beijing Society for Women



in Politics, the Guangdong Women’s Liberation Society,
the Hunan Women's Work-Study Society for Studying in
France, among others, actively engaged in politics on
top of education. The Women's Rights Movement League
advocated abolishing the constitution that protected men’s
rights, especially men’s monopoly on inheritance. They
demanded "gender equality" leg including marriage laws,
laws banning concubinage, prostitution, mui-tsai and foot-
binding. Xiang Jingyu, who went to study in France in 1919
and joined the Chinese Communist Party in 1922, set up 30
evening schools for silk factory female workers in Shanghai
in 1923, In 1924, she organised a strike by some ten
thousand female workers from 14 silk factories. The 1920s
were a momentous period for women's liberation and the
advocacy of equal rights for women in China. But in contrast
to the social and political contexts, few early Chinese films
had depicted women advocating for social and political
changes, as political or educational activists.

Nevertheless, Chinese films in the 30s abound in women
as protagonists and as subject matter. Popular movies
included Three Modern Women (1933), Little Toys (1933),
The Goddess (1934) and New Women (1935) starring Ruan
Lingyu, who played various roles such as factory laborer,
peasant woman, sex worker, writer and teacher. Women
as subject in films of this period provided intellectuals a
convenient venue for the reflection, construction, debate,
projection and consumption of Western/modern concepts
such as “civility", “democracy” and “freedom”. The mass
medium of film, amongst the male-dominated state and
ideological apparatuses, served to alleviate male anxiety
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while it was being challenged in the process of rapid
modernisation. These complex processes of construction,
projection and consumption are often full of contradictions.
While the solidarity and independence of working women
in New Women for example, is apparently portrayed in
positive lights, the heroine participating in various public
spheres, from writing, teaching to sex work, was not
particularly satisfied in any. As a modern, educated woman,
Weiming (Ruan Lingyu) says contemptuously in one of
the opening scenes, “Marriage! What good is marriage to
me?" Her translation of “lifelong companion” into “lifelong
slave” expresses her critiqgue of women's oppression within
the institutions of marriage and the fedual family. But as
the plot unfolds, this “celibate” is shown as a loser, first
abandoned by a man, then incapable of taking care of
her daughter or herself, and finally, attempts to kill herself
after being "fallen". However, the mise-en-scene of the
film directs the audience' gaze on Weiming as the only
object of desire. The male elite literati projects his own
desire for revolution against and liberation from old powers
onto the "New Woman" as he clings onto consuming and/
or identifying with the glamorous femininity from old life. In
contrast to Aying the female factory worker as an epitome
of "progressiveness", the representation of Weiming in the
film swings between sympathy and mockery. Aying signals
politically correctness but she is not desirable. Aying's
rising and Weiming's fallenness speaks to the contradictory
identifications and desires of new people in the Republic.

Not unlike New Women, The Light of Women projects
the desire for social reform and constructing Chinese



modernity onto women, while men become the spokesmen
of feudal society. Even the “seemingly modern” man who
shares ideas of “equality” and “self-empowerment” with the
female protagonist, the rich young master wearing a Western
suit and a tie played by Kwong Shan-siu, turns out to be
bound by premodern ties, failing to meet Mo-jing’'s modern
requirement. “Have you completed the divorce formalities
with your ex-wife?” Even though he remonstrates with his
mother, saying, “There are no emperors now!”, to emphasize
his modern thinking, his entanglement with his ex-wife and
her family, his “lack of spine and indecisiveness” (ex-wife’'s
words), and his mother who wants him to marry someone
of his own status, render him not up to standard for Mo-
jing climbing up the ladder of becoming an independent new
woman. In the breakup scene with Mo-jing, he expresses
hope that his daughter Sau-wah could become her “mui-
tsai”, contrasting with her wish to bring Sau-wah up to be
a “useful person”. This conflict between the two characters
highlights the contradiction between feudalism and
modernity, and how the film seeks to build identification with
and desire the modern. In Mo-jing’s journey to modernity, the
elder maiden ladies become her role models and advisers,
and at times, plot commentators for the audience. They
help to dispel the illusions of marriage, and teach her to “do
good for society”. The representation of the “self-combing”
(zishu) tradition serves to signify here early modern South
Chineseness that the film tries to inherit and explore.

What was “self-combing" like? Could it be modern or
traditional? Did it serve to reaffirm the institutions of family
clans or rather, facilitate women's escape from the tyranny
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of marriage? The scramble to interpret this custom also
reflects the changes in modern state power and intellectual
desires. When the “self-combing” tradition began is still
a matter of contention. The Chronicles of Shunde County
during the Ming Dynasty in 1585 already contain records of
women who remained single all their lives. In Panyu, many
women chose not to marry during the reign of Qianlong of
the Qing Dynasty (circa 1774). During the reign of Guangxu
and Xuantong (before and after 1908), in the south village of
Panyu with a population of a few thousand, only a handful
of women got married in a year. In the year 1909, there was
no record of any woman marrying. ‘Self-combed women
(zishunl) were a unigue social phenomenon in the history of
the Pearl River Delta. From the 18th century, due to factors
such as the development of mulberry fish ponds and the
silk industry, a group of self-combed women emerged in
the Pearl River Delta who made a pact not to marry. This
practice gradually spread. By the mid-20" century, women
went through a ritual to put up their hair and tie it into a
bun, making a vow to remain single. This spawned a series

of special customs...”, such as “lesbian relationships” and

“sworn sisters”.” “This custom was only widespread in
the Pearl River Delta, and was rare in other regions. The
Pearl River Delta was rich in cash crops and had a thriving
handicraft industry, so that women had more opportunities
to make a living. During the boom of the silk industry in
Shunde, there was a host of female silk workers. The 'self-
combing' and 'delayed marriage' (buluojia) practice was
especially rife.”® Historian Wu Qingshi said that both his
younger sisters were “self-combed” women: “My second

sister set up the Wing Wah Silk Sock Knitting Factory in



Guangzhou. The few hundred knitters were all 'self-combed
women' from the same village. My third sister set up a
private school in the country with a few hundred students.
The older ones all became ‘self-combed’ women later, and
entered the same professions as their predecessors.”” The
‘self-combed” women and married women who moved back
with their parents (buluojia) mostly worked as cotton cloth
or towel knitters or embroiderers. Those in Shunde and
Nanhai worked mainly in the silk factories and silk industry.
By the late 20s, raw silk from Shunde could not compete
with Japanese artificial silk on the international market. As a
result, they switched to other knitting industries, while some
moved to Guangzhou and Hong Kong to become “amahs”.

As a collective tradition of celibate women peculiar to
South China since the 18" century, “self-combing” was often
formulated (by scholars) as indecent and even “rebellious”
vis-a-vis Confucian ethics, family values and heterosexual
marriage. In his Twenty-four Admonitions, Weng Xincun, an
educational supervisor in Guangdong between 1825 and
1828 during the Qing Dynasty, wrote: “The eastern part of
Guangdong, being near the border area, is especially out
of track. Its men are seduced with evil thoughts, giving rise
to the fraternal organisation known as Tiandihui; its women
become sworn sisters, such as the Sisterhood of the Ten.
Such degenerates are certainly not allowed among our
upcoming generations”. In order to condemn it as “evil” and
“degenerating,” the convention of sworn sisters here was
categorically analogised to the revolutionary Tiandihui which
aimed at overthrowing the Qing Dynasty and restoring the
Ming Dynasty, and both reinforced the idea of Guangdong
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as an ungovernable “border” region. During the Daoguang
and Xianfeng era, Peng Changzuo condemned the “intimacy”
between sworn sisters as “lustful”, and expressed his
outrage: “As | understand, nothing is more corrupting than
lust. In ancient times, profligate and homosexual behavior,
indecent as it might be, was still within the bounds of
human nature. Today, no profligate and homosexual behavior
exceeds that demonstrated by the relationships between
women in east Guangdong, known as baixiangzhi. Even
worse, there are virgins who make mutual vows not to
marry. Their intimacy is more lascivious than the intercourse
between husband and wife!” ©

Since extant copies of South Chinese films before World
War Il are hard to come by, we have no way of knowing
how “self-combing” is interpreted in most early films —
such as in Women of Independent Means (like The Light of
Women, it starred Lee Yi-nin). The Light of Women makes
rare references to the popular convention, showing for
example, the ways in which self-combed women set up live-
in vocational knitting schools for young women. We also
see the close ties between the "maiden ladies” from the
“maiden lady house”, the female students and the knitting
factory (“maiden lady houses” were financed by self-combed
women, or sponsored by elderly and rich self-combed
women. Some were built with funds from the clans). It
establishes how the self-combing culture promoted women's
independence through education and the transmission of
skills, creating a tradition of its own. All of these would
probably be self-evident to viewers in the 30s. When the
mother and daughter are forced to run away at the end of



the film, it also suggests the waning of this tradition.

However, the representation of “self-combing” culture
in The Light of Women is also curious in some respects. It
deliberately glosses over the intimacy between women (the
young Mo-jing has to sever her friendship with a girlfriend
before leaving home). It chooses to skip all the rituals and
vows of “self-combing”’---because these might be seen as
“too traditional” and not modern enough. It also downplays
the loyalty of self-combed woman to their natural families
and clans (without mentioning any collaborative efforts
or support of the clan communities), replacing it with
diligence in order to repay “society” and nationalistic ideas
of serving the country. As for the hasty departure of mother
and daughter on a boat at the end, was it an echo of the
expatriation of many self-combed women (to Hong Kong
or Singapore) for work, or a response to the calling of the
nation at the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War, as they
approached the briefly glimpsed national flag? The ambiguity
of this ending aptly captures the dilemma of that generation
of intellectuals caught between modernity and nationalism.

Yau Ching PhD in Film and Media Arts, University of
London. Currently teaching in the Department of Cultural
Studies, Lingnan University, Hong Kong.

[Translated by Christine Chan]
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1 The first Chinese talkie released was the sound movie Song Girl Red
Peony by Mingxing Film Company released in March 1931. See Cheng
Jihua, Li Shaobai and Xing Zuwen (eds.), A History of the Development
of Chinese Cinema, Vol. 1, Beijing: China Film Press, 1981, pp61-163
(Chinese only).

2 Sam Ho, “Beyond Virginity: A Precious Glimpse of Women Sensibilities
in 1930s Hong Kong Cinema”, Newsletter, Hong Kong Film Archive,
Issue 66, Nov 2013, p.8.

3 “One of the most destructive actions by the Japanese against the Hong
Kong film industry was to melt down a large number of the pre-war
films to use the silver nitrate for military purposes.” David Carter, East
Asian Cinema, Harpenden, UK: Kamera/Oldcastle Books, 2010 (Kindle
Edition).

4 Priscilla Chan, “Mr Jack Lee Fong and His Time Capsule’, Newsletter,
Hong Kong Film Archive, Issue 66, Nov 2013, pp.4-6.

5 Guo Shenghui, “The Custom of Self-combed Women in the Pearl River
Delta and Its Evolution and Origins”, Folk Custom in China, Guangzhou,
Jun 2009, pp.31-33 (Chinese only).

6 Chen Yuzeng, Li Sifu and Wu Qingshi, “'Self-Combed Women' and
‘Delayed Marriage’”, Literature and History, Nanning, Guangxi Province,
Mar 1994, p.41 (Chinese only).

7 Ibid., p.44.

8 Peng Changzuo, Miscellaneous Notes, Vol. Ill, Three Eccentric Customs
of East Guangdong, 1853, block-printed edition (Chinese only).
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Extended Reading
Lee Yi-nin,
the Southern Screen Goddess

/| Angel Shing

In the 1937 production of The Light of Women, Lee Yi-nin
played the role of a tragic orphan, Luk Mo-jing. After losing
her parents at an early age, Luk is left in the care of her
greedy brother. She runs away when he tries to marry her
off as a concubine to a factory owner. Later, she falls in
love but discovers that her lover is a coward and a failure.
Breaking off the engagement, she strikes out on her own.
After twenty years of struggle, Luk manages to raise her
adopted child Sau-wah into a fine young woman and open
a non-profit vocational school. But as fate would have it,
the new patron of the school, a rich merchant, has designs
on her daughter Sau-wah, and wants to make her his
concubine. With the fate of the school and her daughter at
stake, Luk decides to give up the school to seek a new life
with her daughter. Despite the many setbacks and obstacles
that life throws in her path, the film’s protagonist maintains
a positive attitude in the face of adversity. However, in real
life, the actress followed a very different path.

Little information is known about Lee Yi-nin's life prior to
her acting days. We know that her real name was Lee Cho-
hing. She lived in Macao and left school because her family
was poor. As to how she entered the film industry, there
are two conflicting versions. The first version claims that
she joined Lianhua Studio No. 3 as a supporting player and
was later offered a one-year contract after she met Joseph
Sunn Chiu and his associates.' The second version claims
that she attended an open audition at the Grandview Film
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Company in 1934. At the audition, the reportedly 22-year-
old Lee was deemed star material and subsequently signed
a three-year contract with Joseph Sunn Jue.? According to
available records of Lee’s film credits, there is no mention of
Lianhua Studio No. 3. However, the actress did continue to
work for Grandview up until 1936. Hence most researchers
take the latter view, and there is a consensus that she was
born in 1912.

After signing with Grandview, Lee officially embarked on
her acting career. The following year, she made her debut
in Yesterday's Song (1935) that instantly launched her into
stardom. She was subsequently cast in Song of Sadness
(1935), The Modern Bride (1935), Lifeline (1935), Killing
Gossip (1936) and several other Grandview productions.
Lifeline, starring Lee Yi-nin and Ng Cho-fan, tells the
patriotic story of a young engineer who overcomes great
obstacles to build a railway during the Japanese invasion.
Lee and Ng became acclaimed patriotic actors. After this
period, Lee began collaborating with other film companies,
such as Nanyang and Nanyue, in productions such as The
Light of Women, Women of Independent Means (1937), The
Woman Warrior (1938), Shaking Heaven and Earth (1938),
The Luminescent Cup (1939), The Smile of a Woman (1940),
etc. You could say that the five years between 1935 and
1940 represent Lee Yi-nin’s golden era as the Southern
Screen Goddess.



When Shanghai was under siege during the 1937 Battle
of Shanghai, many actors fled the city. In response to the
shortage of performers, famed producer Zhang Shan-kun
traveled to Hong Kong and recruited actress Nancy Chan
Wan-seung back to Shanghai. Their first collaboration, Hua
Mu-lan (1939) was an instant hit and propelled Nancy Chan
to superstardom. Inspired by Zhang’'s success, Yi Hwa Film
Company spent a fortune to bring Lee Yi-nin to Shanghai to
play the lead in the period war drama Liang Hongyu (1940).
Unfortunately, the film only achieved modest results. She
subsequently starred in five Yi Hwa productions, including
The Empress (1940) and Modern Youth (1941) but they all
failed at the box office. Soon afterwards, as war spread
across the country, Lee announced her retirement along with
her marriage plans. She disappeared from public view for
a long period of time. After the war was over, she returned
to the Hong Kong film industry, performing in such films as
Perfect Matching (1948), The Lusty Thief Girl (1948) and
A Moral Hooker (1949). But her draw at the box office was
now a far cry from her former glory. In 1950, Lee formed
the touring theatre troupe "Yi Guang” and performed in
Haiphong. It turned out to be another commercial failure.
Faced with career setbacks and riddled with debt, she
decided to follow in the footsteps of her idol, Ruan Lingyu®
on November 4, 1950, Lee Yi-nin committed suicide with
sleeping pills in Vietnam. The former superstar met her
tragic end.

Among the collection of early films donated to the
Archive by San Francisco theatre operator, Mr Jack Lee
Fong, two of the films feature Lee Yi-nin. For researchers,
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the rediscovered films come as a relief since all of the Lee's
films were previously thought to be lost. When we compare
the two polar opposite roles that Lee played in The Light of
Women, and Incident in the Pacific (1938) they reveal her
range and versatility as an actress.

Notes

1 See Lee Yi-nin, “Nine Years of Words; A Farewell to My Devoted Fans”,
in Artland biweekly magazine, Issue 72, Apr 16, 1940 (Chinese only).

2 See Kwan, Moon (aka Kwan, Man-ching), The Unofficial History of
Chinese Cinema, Hong Kong: Wide Angle Press, 1976, pp.191-192
(Chinese only).

3 Lee Yi-nin expressed her admiration for Shanghai actress Ruan Lingyu
on many occasions, either in writing or during interviews. She talks
about how she watched Ruan’s films many times during their released
and describes how she has dreamed about following in Ruan’s
footsteps and becoming an actress since she was young. See [1] and
also “Southern Screen Goddess Lee Yi-nin", Populace Movie News,
Vol. 1, Issue 12, Sep 28, 1940. Available from: <http://memoire.digilib.
sh.cn/SHNH/star/text.jsp?textld=042005&starld=042&starName=%C0%
EE%E7%B2%C4%EA > Accessed on Mar 1, 2015 (Chinese only).
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As Pak Kam-lung (White Gold
Dragon) Sit Kok-sin has the air of
an elegant rich gentleman.
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IEEREIR - REWAL - Wong Man-lei is slim and charming as the
Known as a “southern beauty”, Tong Suet-hing is resourceful young married woman Yuk-sim.

perfectly cast as Pak’s fiancée Cheung Yuk-neong.
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The ravishing Ng Ma-li (Lam Mui-mui) tries Pak enjoys the attention of three
her best to seduce Pak. beautiful women.
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The key location of the office is depicted with careful mise-en-scéne, so that audiences
can get a sense of Pak’s strategic business planning.
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Wong Man-lei arranges to “run into” Pak at the BERERE TBRMAE, ? BERFE  5IAAE -

dance hall. The film publicity at the time used the slogan: “The bride
turns out to be his own wife!” Who will White Gold
Dragon “end up with"? The unthinkable scenario was used
as a selling point.
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The Love Battlefield,
Business World and Foreign

Influence in The White Gold Dragon,
Part 'Two

/| May Ng

As the film sequel to The White Gold Dragon, an opera
classic of Cantonese opera maestro Sit Kok-sin (1904-
19566), The White Gold Dragon, Part Two was undoubtedly
much anticipated by film fans, opera fans and researchers.
How one story and one fictional character moved from
stage to screen, and got “transplanted” from Guangdong
and Hong Kong to Shanghai and Singapore with
undiminished popularity, is a fascinating example of the
interaction between stage and film in Southeast Asia.

Produced by Shanghai’'s Unique Film Company, The
White Gold Dragon (1933) is one of the earliest Cantonese
films. But since the print had long been lost, we can only
imagine the original version based on the remake New
White Golden Dragon in 1947 (also starring Sit Kok-sin,
but with Cheang Mang-ha replacing Tong Suet-hing as the
leading lady) as well as existing documentation. There was
even less information left on The White Gold Dragon, Part
Two, except for fragmentary copies of theatre synopsis
and newspaper advertisements. The rediscovery of the film
print is incredibly exciting and a great aid to the analysis of
the legendary "White Gold Dragon” series.

As the earliest extant film work of Sit Kok-sin, The
White Gold Dragon, Part Two does not disappoint in
showcasing the charms of the Cantonese opera star. The
dashing rich gentleman he plays is certainly the very image
of elegance and gentility, while the three female stars each
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have a different style: Tong Suet-hing, an actress from
Shanghai and a “famed southern beauty”, reprises the role
of Cheung Yuk-neong; Wong Man-lei, who started out in
the early 30s and transitioned from the silent to the sound
movie era, plays the reserved young married woman Yuk-
sim with great subtlety; Lam Mui-mui plays Ng Ma-li, who
is a rather ambiguous character somewhere between a
socialite and a courtesan. It is not her best role, but the
earliest prototype of her roles as fallen women.

The greatest value of The White Gold Dragon, Part
Two, an early work of Nanyang Film Company, lies in
showing how early Hong Kong cinema followed the
example of Shanghai in drawing inspiration from Hollywood.
Since Nanyang Film Company was previously the Hong
Kong branch of Shanghai’'s Unigue Film Company, its
Shanghainese style is understandable. The film was jointly
directed by Ko Lei-hen, a veteran of Unique Film Company,
and Sit Kok-sin, while the screenwriter was newcomer Tong
Tak-pui. The collaboration between old and new filmmakers
produced a romantic comedy that also reflected the times.
To understand this, we have to start from the ship featured
in the company’s logo in the opening credits of the film.

Among contemporary films produced by Nanyang Film
Company, possibly no other work echoes the animated
company logo in terms of content as much as The White
Gold Dragon, Part Two. It is a ship navigating with smoke



issuing from its chimney. On a nautical chart of Southeast
Asia, it sails from the right to the left. This metaphor is
not hard to understand. It seems to evoke Shaw Brothers,
which had its beginnings in Shanghai and later moved to
Hong Kong and Singapore, expanding into other areas
of Southeast Asia and with sights set on the West.
Interestingly, this image not only embodied the Shaw
family’s film ambitions, it could almost be seen as the first
shot of the film. It may be the ship on which Pak Kam-
lung (White Gold Dragon), the male protagonist, sails from
Shanghai to Singapore for a trip in the south.

Before introducing the story of The White Gold Dragon,
Part Two, let me briefly outline the story of the sequel of
the Cantonese opera. The White Gold Dragon, the Sequel
is basically a variation of part one. Pak Kam-lung and
Cheung Yuk-neong are now married. The villain in part one
who tried to steal Cheung's expensive brooch abducts her
again. In order to rescue her, Pak heads for the bandits’
nest, but stumbles onto the Miao territory. After meeting a
woman escaping from the Miao territory who looks like him,
he swaps identity with her and goes deep into the Miao
territory to save his wife... The opera features a comic
scene in which Pak carries on a conversation with the Miao
people in made-up Miao dialect (a very Jeff Lau touch!),
and shows Sit Kok-sin dressed as a woman and posing as
an old beggar to fool the bandits. Magic tricks are added
to provoke laughter and create exotic effects.”

The story of the film The White Gold Dragon, Part
Two has little to do with the above plot. Instead, it
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continues from the ending of part one of the film. In it, Pak
accompanies his fiancé Cheung Yuk-neong to Singapore.
To please her, Pak works hard at the Guanghua rubber
factory of his father-in-law Cheung Chun-wah (Leung
Yeuk-ngoi). But after having a quarrel with the latter, he
is disillusioned with his work at the factory. A competitor
Sandu Rubber Company tries to win him over to their
camp. Ng Ma-li (Lam Mui-mui), the younger sister of one of
the shareholders of Sandu, volunteers to seduce Pak into
joining them. Yuk-neong is devastated to find out that Pak
and Ng are seeing each other. Her married cousin Yuk-sim
(Wong Man-lei) offers to use her looks to snatch Pak from
Ng, and make him return to Yuk-neong.

The film version was adapted from the Cantonese opera
in 1933 and a sequel to the film, with a plot rarely related
to the original Cantonese opera, was made in 1937. This
shows that producers were now more responsive to the film
market and no longer tried to suit the taste of Cantonese
opera audiences. After all, the Cantonese opera The White
Gold Dragon, the Sequel was from the early 30s. It might
not suit audiences’ taste to adapt it into a film in 1937,
The White Gold Dragon, Part Two also relied less on the
personal charisma of Sit Kok-sin. While the “five great
tunes”, an important element of musicals, were still a focus
of the publicity, the dramatic conflict of “three beauties in

" were obviously

love with one man and more plot twists
the greater draw and reflected the changes in market

orientations.

The film opens with a landscape view completely



different from the Cantonese opera stage. Shot on
location, the first sequence shows Pak and his fiancé
Cheung Yuk-neong riding a luxury car to inspect a rubber
plantation. "Rubber plantations” stood for the dream of
numerous Chinese to make it big overseas (even in the
script of the Cantonese opera The White Gold Dragon, a
villain lied and said: “My Third Uncle runs a gum factory in
Kuala Lumpur. He asks me several times to go there and
be its manager.”!) The screen images allowed audiences to
come close to the real experience. Afterwards, the director
proceeds to unfold the intrigue around the rubber industry
and the plot of industrial espionage complete with beautiful
spies.

In the second sequence, the camera takes us into an
office — one of the sites of fierce business competition.
The tracking shots move across the office and penetrate
the walls, highlighting Pak’s diligence and his ambition to
become an entrepreneur. The use of meticulous camera
shots of office scenes is an indication that the film is
more about rivalry in business rather than in love. Later,
this office sequence is echoed by two scenes. One scene
shows the lack of discipline among staff after Pak neglects
the business of Guanghua Factory. In another scene, the
office is back to its former liveliness after Yuk-neong takes
the cheque issued by Pak from Yuk-sim and takes charge
of business. The same careful mise-en-sc¢ne is missing
from the dance hall or bedroom scenes of the film.

Putting the focus on business rather than love may
have been a wise tactic of Nanyang Film Company. After
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all, they had a limited budget. While it wasn’'t hard to come
up with lavish costumes, creating grand sets was another
matter. As we can see, the dance scenes only feature a
jazz band on stage and some guests on the dance floor.
They can only described as “shabby”, with little mise-en-
sccéne and unspectacular sets, which can hardly rival those
in Hollywood movies. While the film may be deliberately
emulating the glittering social gatherings of high society
in western films, this is only evoked by the acting or
subtle body language of the actors: apart from Sit Kok-
sin's gentlemanly manners, the way Wong Man-lei puts her
gloves on Sit's arm when they first meet to avoid physical
contact, and the jealousy between Wong and Lam Mui-
Mui during their encounter at a fairground similar to those
popular in Singapore are amusing details to watch.

The film The White Gold Dragon, Part Two was not an
original production either. If we look at Hollywood films
of the same period, we can see certain parallels between
the film and the Hollywood silent film Our Modern Maidens
(1929) shown in Hong Kong in 1932 (The film title of Three
Modern Women produced by Shanghai’s United Photoplay
Service may have been derived from this film). In Our
Modern Maidens, Joan Crawford plays Billie Brown, who
befriends the rich and powerful Glenn Abbott to secure a
high diplomatic position for her fiancé. As it turns out, they
develop subtle feelings for each other. The moral crisis
involving betrayal in love is resolved when the heroine finds
out that her good friend is pregnant with her fiancé's child.
She gives him up and starts a new romance with the other.



A few details in The White Gold Dragon, Part Two
contain echoes of this movie. For example, Ng Ma-li's
plan to seduce Pak to win him over is similar to Billie's
motive. The part where Billie walks into Glenn Abbott's
carriage on a train on some pretext to invite him to join a
party seems to be echoed by Yuk-sim using an excuse to
talk to Pak in the telephone room of a club. At the end of
Our Modern Maidens, the film reaches the climax when
the female protagonist declares to the guests that she
will “spend the honeymoon without the groom”. The White
Gold Dragon, Part Two also ends with a dramatic wedding
scene: Yuk-sim tells Pak the truth and Yuk-neong turns up
as the bride. This was used as a publicity gimmick at the
time: “The story has more twists than before, with the bride
turning out to be his own wifel” °

The term “modern” is discussed in the western film
Our Modern Maidens on at least three occasions, though
they would not be described one by one here. At the end
of the film, when the female protagonist declares that she
will be spending her honeymoon by herself and that she
is setting a "modern” trend, her girlfriend retorts ironically
with a pun, “Is this a modern moral... or just another
immoral modern?” Since the moral crisis that arose due
to her “modern” behavior has already been resolved, the
heroine is able to answer back by saying, “Do you think
you'd know the difference, darling?” However, there is no
such exploration of the impact of the “modern” on women
in the comparatively conservative The White Gold Dragon,
Part Two. The women are not defined by whether they
are modern or not, but by the traditional ideas of chaste/
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unchaste (the term with which Wong Man-lei reproaches
Lam Mui-mui).

In the context of film history, The White Gold Dragon,
Part Two can undoubtedly be seen as a bold attempt in
terms of subject matter in early films. Before the “national
defence films” came into vogue a few years later, and
before the appearance of a spate of fantasy monster films,
it was a transitional experiment in which the producers and
filmmakers attempted to emulate Hollywood musicals of the
30s by incorporating local and Southeast Asian elements.
Apart from opening up the musical and romantic comedy
genre, this film sought to explore themes that appealed
to the audience. This is evident in the treatment of the
character Yuk-sim. After she learns of Sandu’'s plot, the
screenwriter turns her from someone trying to help her
cousin win back her husband to a female leader defending
the business interests of overseas Chinese. Since the film
suggests that overseas Chinese can become a driving force
for industrial development in mainland China, Yuk-sim who
persuades Pak to do the right thing becomes a patriotic
national hero. At a time when China was faced with internal
and external troubles and overseas Chinese were bound
by a common hatred for the enemy, the character Yuk-sim
seems to incorporate the public’s wishful thinking about
entrepreneurs: “Let’'s develop the technologies while in
love! Let's promote the industries through songs!”® In the
end, the romantic comedy is framed by the grand narrative
about the survival of the nation.

At the end of the film, Pak speaks at a meeting and



encourages the shareholders to “raise funds from outside
and increase the capital stock in order to expand the
business”, so that they can benefit the nation and their
compatriots. He is embracing the economic principle that
big capital brings big profits. The celebration of capitalism
in the film was like the last dance before the country was
engulfed by war. After that, the party was over,

May Ng Research Officer of the Hong Kong Film Archive,
editor of The Amoy-dialect Films of Hong Kong and The
Chaozhou-dialect Films of Hong Kong etc.

[Translated by Christine Chan]
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Notes

1 About the genesis of this opera and its adaptation to the screen, please
see my article, "Sit Kok-sin’s Classic Opera and Film The White Gold
Dragon”, pp.46-49 in this book.

2 The synopsis of The White Gold Dragon, the Sequel is summarised
from The White Gold Dragon, the Sequel, jointly written by Lu Yourong,
Liang Hua and He Jintang, in Lu Renjie (ed.), Past Deeds and Writings
of the Lu Family in Bubugao of Dongguan City, Dongguan: The Los of
Bubugao, pp.244-263 (Chinese only).

3 Advertisement of The White Gold Dragon, Part Two in Wah Kiu Yat Po,
Hong Kong, Sep 13, 1937 (Chinese only).

4 “The White Gold Dragon, Part One”, jointly written by Lu Yourong, Liang
Hua and He Jintang, in Past Deeds and Writings of the Lu Family at
Bubugao of Dongguan City, op. cit., p.232.

5 See [3].

6 Advertisement of The White Gold Dragon, Part Two, in Zhongshan Daily,
Guangzhou, Jun 15, 1937 (Chinese only).
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Extended Reading

Sit Kok-sin’s Classic Opera and
Film The White Gold Dragon

/| May Ng

In 1929, Sit Kok-sin (1904-1956) founded the "Kok
Sin Sing” troupe. At the time, a tobacco company was
planning to launch the new cigarette brand, Golden Dragon
Cigarettes. To promote the new cigarette, the company
commissioned the “Kok Sin Sing” troupe to create a
Cantonese opera under the same name. Playwright Leong
Kam-tong based his adaptation of the modern Cantonese
opera The White Gold Dragon on the American silent film,
The Grand Duchess and the Waiter (1926). The opera
premiered on December 28, 1929 at the Haizhu Grand
Theatre in Guangzhou. Sit played the title character “Pak
Kam-lung”, and Sheung Ngo-ying the Qian Dan (i.e. male
actor trained to play female roles) played the female lead,
Cheung Yuk-neong.'

One of the productions staged by the “Kok Sin Sing”
troupe in its debut season, The White Gold Dragon
chronicles the romance between Pak, a rich heir in an
unnamed city, and Cheung, a visiting aristocrat from an
unnamed foreign country. When the beautiful aristocrat
arrives at Pak’s hotel, Pak pretends to be a bellhop in order
to approach her. But his ruse soon backfires, resulting in a
series of misunderstandings. Meanwhile, Yu and Ho, a pair
of thieves, have their eyes set on Cheung. They try to steal
Cheung's precious brooch and end up abducting her. In
order to rescue Cheung, Pak disguises himself as a woman
to sneak into their lair. In the end, he successfully saves
Cheung and wins her heart.” The White Gold Dragon was
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an instant sensation and went on to become one of the
most beloved works in Sit's repertoire. The opera’'s most
famous song, “The Garden Argument”, could be heard in
every household. Due to its popularity, the troupe staged
The White Gold Dragon, the Sequel the next season. In
1930, the “Kok Sin Sing” troupe staged yet another modern
opera, The Love Parade, adapted from the 1929 Hollywood
picture of the same name, directed by acclaimed director
Ernst Lubitsch. The opera went on to become another
classic gem in Sit's repertoire.

Sit was also involved in filmmaking as early as in the
1920s. In 1926, he partnered with Huang Gui-chen to
found the Fei Fei Film Company in Shanghai and produced
the silent film, The Shameless Girl. Sit both directed and
starred in the film. He later married the lead actress,
Tong Suet-hing. In 1933, Sit formed the Nam Fong Film
Company and produced a film adaptation of The White
Gold Dragon in collaboration with Shanghai’'s Unique
Film Company (owned by Runje Shaw). It is considered
a pioneering production in Cantonese cinema. Directed
by Tang Xiaodan,® written by Sit Kok-sin and starring Sit
and Tong Suet-hing, The White Gold Dragon (1933) was
released to acclaim and became a box office success in
the Cantonese-speaking world, paving the way for the
golden era of Cantonese musicals that endured for four
decades. The following year, Sit revisited the modern
Cantonese musical genre, serving as writer-director-actor



for Romance on the Stage (1934). Sit and Tong again
headlined the film.

According to a surviving brochure and the copy of
the original script submitted to the censor board, The
White Gold Dragon differs from the opera in many ways,
in terms of plot and background details of the characters.
For example, unlike the opera that omits the origins of the
characters, Cheung and her father are identified as visiting
Shanghai from Singapore. The original purpose of their trip
was also altered. The original ending in which the “hero
saves the girl” was missing in the film version. According
to the surviving archival material, the film ends with Pak
providing the much-needed financial relief to Cheung’s
father’s rubber factory and he thereby wins the girl’s heart.

In 19837, Sit starred in the film sequel, The White Gold
Dragon, Part Two (aka The Platinum Dragon, Part Two),
produced by Nanyang Film Company, co-directed by Sit
and Ko Lei-hen and written by Tong Tak-pui. After the war,
the Great China Film Company, co-owned by Runde Shaw,
shot a remake of The White Gold Dragon and named it New
White Golden Dragon (1947). Directed by Yeung Kung-
leong and starring Sit and Cheang Man-ha, this 1947
version includes the “hero rescues the girl” ending that was
missing in the 1933 version.

Between the 1920s and 1950s, Sit performed in close
to 40 motion pictures from Hong Kong and Shanghai.
Unfortunately, most of these films have been lost. Apart
from The White Gold Dragon, Part Two, Sit's only surviving
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films include New White Golden Dragon, Love with No
Result (1947; starring Sit and Hung Sin Nui) and the
segment “The song of Chan Yuen-yuen” featured in the
omnibus movie Kaleidoscope (1950) that was produced by
the South China Film Industry Workers’ Union.

Notes

1 See “Special Edition in Commemoration of the 50th Anniversary of Sit
Kok-sin’s Death”, Hong Kong Xiqu Newsletter. Hong Kong: Chinese
Opera Information Centre, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Issue
14 & 15 (combined issue), May 31, 2006 (Chinese only).

2 The plot summary here was drawn from: Lu You rong, Liang Hua and
He Jintang, “The White Gold Dragon, Part One”, in Lu Renjie (ed.), Past
Deeds and Writings of the Lu Family in Bubugao of Dongguan City,
Dongguan: The Los of Bubugao, pp.230-243 (Chinese only).

3 Contrary to later records, the script copy submitted for censorship that
the Archive recently obtained from the US, credited Runje Shaw as the
film’s director and Tang Xiaodan as metteur en scene. The discrepancy
could be attributed to the fact that it was only later that Tang assumed
the director role.
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Figs.3.1-3.8
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Figs.5.1-5.7
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Exploitation of the Frame —
The Aesthetic Lessons of
Hou Yaos Pre-war Hong Kong Films

// Lau Yam

Between The Desert Flower released in May 1937 and The Chinese
Tarzan released in January 1940, Hou Yao (19037-1942) directed as
many as eleven films in Hong Kong which were released, and served
as main director or co-director of nine films." They were all Cantonese
sound films. Hou ventured into his sound film period in Hong Kong.
Among his sound films, Incident in the Pacific (1938) and Fortress of
Flesh and Blood (1938) were the only extant works of Hou's Hong
Kong period.

Hou Yao wrote and starred in both films. In Incident in the
Pacific, he is Mr Yi-Gong, the staff officer of the volunteer corps with
the image of an early Republican urban intellectual, with “Yi-Gong”
referring to the pen and the pistol. In Fortress of Flesh and Blood, he
plays Professor Lo Yeung-guo. His look and style of acting may have
been based on the character Zola in the Hollywood film The Life of
Emile Zola (1937).7 Both films were “national defence” films, a number
of which were shot in Hong Kong in 1937 and 1938. With the theme
of resistance and defending the nation against foreign (Japanese)
invasion, they were intended to inspire the patriotism of Hong Kong
people who lived in peace but were concerned about the fate of their
motherland.

This article will attempt to show how Hou Yao created narrative
film space through film style analysis, which forms the core of film
studies and film historiography.

The first question concerning pre-war Hong Kong films such as
Incident in the Pacific and Fortress of Flesh and Blood is the sets and
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movement of characters in the frame, and how the camera is used
in composing and staging the film. In terms of American sound films
whose development was more advanced, the period from 1928 to
19371 was a transitional period in which new and old technologies
were merged to provide solutions. The task was to maintain and
develop the narrative principles of silent cinema, as embodied by
the “continuity style”. After a few years of adjustment, American fims
officially entered into the era of “classical Hollywood cinema’.? In Hong
Kong, sound cinema had a later start. Hence, the two Hong Kong
films Incident in the Pacific and Fortress of Flesh and Blood can hardly
compare with productions of countries with an advanced film industry
in the 1930s, such as Europe, the US and Japan. While adopting
a narrative style similar to that of American cinema, both films
reflected the realities of Hong Kong cinema, such as the production
conditions, the choices made, as well as the creative strategies of a
compensatory nature.

Both films have rather crude sets. There is no flash when shots
are fired. They may have been shot with one camera. The sound
recording is poor and there is no meticulous shot breakdown,
showing that the production conditions were poor. Both films have
little location shooting, and feature multiple scenes with a few interior
sets, and a camera angle of about 180 degrees. Basically, they are
straight-on angles, in order to disguise the inadequate sets. In terms
of the establishing shot of each scene, it is mostly a choice between
long shot, medium long shot and medium shot. Glorifying the crowds
that participated in the war of resistance, Incident in the Pacific opens
with shots of people talking around a table, which may be as long as



one minute. According to convention, after the establishing shot, the
camera will move into the setting of the story and use other angles
and shots to unfold the plot. In terms of the shot/reverse shot and/
or eyeline matching that originated from the silent film era, and the
over-the-shoulder shot popular in the 1930s, there are much fewer
of them in these two films than in European and American films. The
camerawork does not always follow conventions. Sometimes, one
over-the-shoulder shot is followed by a not over-the-shoulder one-
shot of the other person. The camera may also jump back to an
establishing shot after a one-shot or over-the-shoulder shot.

In terms of the use of certain narrative conventions, Incident in
the Pacific and Fortress of Flesh and Blood are not very skilful or they
deviate from the methods of European and American films. However,
they show a remarkable ability in exploiting “screen space”. While
both are “national defence films”, Hou Yao managed to give each
film a distinctive style. Incident in the Pacific makes frequent use of
pan shots and dolly shots, which help to suggest “screen space”. In
the scene at the camp of the volunteer corps, the camera pans to
and fro between Mr Yi-Gong, Ma Yu-long (Chan Tin-tsung), Ma Bik-
chu (Lee Yi-nin) and a guard in the background. Reframing following
the characters’ movements, it pauses about six times, allowing a
conversation between two people every time (see figs.1.1-1.4). It
shows the reactions of the characters after learning that Ha Ching-
seung (Lo Ban-chiu) has been captured without any shot breakdown.
An example of the dolly shot is the scene in the office of Ho King-
cho (Lau Hark-suen). After he sits down behind the desk, the camera
dollies back from the medium shot to gradually reveal the rest of
the office. It pans left when Ma Bik-chu enters. After both of them
sit down, the camera dollies in to a medium shot until the end.
The composition of this shot shifts from small to large, so that we
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gradually see what could not be seen before. The “off-screen space”
becomes on-screen space. Afterwards, the composition shrinks, and
some on-screen space becomes “off-screen space” again.

While pan shots suggest the “off-screen space” on the left and
right, dollies mostly remind us of the areas behind the camera. In
terms of film style, the most remarkable thing about Incident in the
Pacific and Fortress of Flesh and Blood is the exploitation of off-
screen space in the establishing shot. An example of a concise
design is the scene in which Ha Ching-seung’s mother is taken to the
place of execution by enemy troops. She walks towards the camera
shouting slogans (figs. 2.1-2.3). Apart from suggesting the areas
behind the camera — the execution ground, this shot echoes the trial
scene with its many shots of the characters showing their patriotic
fervor facing the camera. In the scene where Ho King-cho goes to
arrest Ha Ching-seung’s family with his soldiers, the left side of the
frame is half a door that opens onto the courtyard, while the right side
shows the whole door of an interior. Tied together by a rope, six of his
family members go from an inner room into the hall, through the hall
and out of the door. That is, they emerge from the off-screen space
on the right, pass through the on-screen space and disappear into
the off-screen space on the left. The whole process is filmed in one
shot. Another scene starts with a single shot. Ma Bik-chu is seen
sitting on a sofa in the living room. A maid dressed in white enters
the frame from the right from behind the camera and walks up to Ma
to pour tea. Behind Ma on her left, another maid dressed in black
emerges from behind the curtains and crosses the set to water the
flowers. The maid in white leaves from where she appears. Ho King-
cho emerges from behind the curtains on the right hand side of Ma
and walks towards her. This shot already suggests the space behind
the camera and behind the set and the off-screen space on the right



and left. After Ho leaves, Ma rushes towards the spot where the maid
was watering the flowers. In the long shot, her back is turned towards
us and her head is slightly bowed. In the next shot, we are suddenly
looking down on a car appearing from the left frame. It passes through
the asphalt road that occupies the whole screen and disappears from
the right frame. Cut to a medium shot of Ma Bik-chu in profile with
her head lowered (figs 3.1-3.8). Through the bird’'s eye view shot of a
car,” as well as one shot before and one shot after, this scene shows
us that the place where the maid was watering flowers is a balcony,
that the living room is upstairs, and there is off-screen space in the
lower part of the frame. Instead of camera movement, Hou Yao uses
shot breakdown and “off-camera” eyelines in continuity editing.

In Fortress of Flesh and Blood, there are also many intriguing
actions in the on-screen and off-screen space. In one long shot, we
see the back of Wah-chiu (Jiang Junchao) tied up inside an arch. Two
ropes are thrown down from beyond the top of the frame. Cut to a
frontal close-up of Wah-chiu's face and back to the long shot of his
back. Two guerilla fighters rappel down from outside the top of the
frame (figs. 4.1-4.4), thus drawing special attention to the off-screen
space at the top of the screen. In the escape scene on the river, we
only see Lo Yeung-guo and Wah-chiu rowing at the front and end of
the boat, with the space between them filled by a stack of straws.
Suddenly the straws are pushed aside and a bunch of students
emerge. Actually, when the straws were there, we could glimpse the
off-screen space behind the set below. There is also an example at
the start of the film with an extremely complex structure. When the
enemy troops attack the school, Lo Yeung-guo and the students
hastily remove the classroom blackboard. There is a door on the wall,
with a staircase behind leading to the basement. This indicates the
space behind the set and beyond the bottom of the frame. Later, the
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camera mainly stays in the basement. The classroom that appeared
before now becomes the space beyond the top of the screen. There
is a wooden box in the basement, in which Lo Yung (Lau Hark-
suen) hides. We see him climbing out of it (see Figs. 5.1-56.7). There
is undoubtedly another space behind the set inside the box, i.e.,
another place of hiding inside the basement. Through framing and
editing, the film shifts between different spaces, from the wooden box
to the basement, the classroom, the corridor outside the classroom
and the sky (the rumbling sounds of enemy planes can be heard over
the classroom shots), connecting them and showing the different
actions taking place.

In Hou Yao's A Poet from the Sea (1927), the interior and exterior
of the lighthouse can be equated with on-screen space and off-
screen space respectively. In Way Down West (1927), the exterior
and interior sets are more authentic, and natural light and artificial
lighting are used to create depth. After entering into the sound era,
judging from Incident in the Pacific and Fortress of Flesh and Blood,
Hou Yao continued to emphasize the frame and its embellishment.
Even though the production conditions seemed less favourable and
he could not spend as much in building sets to enhance depth, it
did not mean that depth staging had to be scaled back. The method
adopted by Hou Yao and his production partners was to exploit the
off-screen space, which is what | meant by “creative strategies of a
compensatory nature”. Off-screen space is featured in Hou Yao's films
all the time, especially space “behind the sets”. This is a continuation
of his style in the 1920s, and a legacy of the meticulous compaositions
of the films in the 10s and 20s. Hou Yao continued to imagine and
create the sets of the story. In eye-level shots, the sets, frame,
lighting, camera movement and staging of characters all contribute to
a sense of depth, with a solemn and dark atmosphere hanging over



the space. At a time when artists were going after style of realism and
themes of conflicts, Hou Yao still saw film as the fine art of light and
shadow. At the end of the two films, he used romantic, poetic and
sorrowful music to mourn the martyrs, before moving on to rousing
war songs and documentary footage.

The sounds of enemy war planes and trains running, the sobbing
of Lo Lan (Nancy Chan) in the background when Lo Yeung-guo
walks down the stairs after killing his son — all these remind us to pay
attention to Hou Yao's use of sounds on-screen and off-screen. How
Hou Yao and Hong Kong filmmakers dealt with sound and picture
in the early days of sound films needs to be discussed in another
article. The significance of the discovery of these pre-war fims and
the lessons they teach us are unmistakable. In order to interpret
great discoveries and pass on the cultural and historical legacy, it is
necessary to conduct a thorough analysis of Hong Kong cinema’s
modes of narration and aesthetics. For It has been delayed for a long
time.

Lau Yam Film scholar, engaged in film history research, teaching
and editing of film publications, with particular interest in Hong Kong
Cantonese and Mandarin cinema, and the history of Chinese cinema.
A former researcher at the Hong Kong Film Archive, he has done
research for and/or edited the following publications: Hong Kong
Filmography Series, Oral History Series (6); Director Lung Kong,
The Mission: Sun Luen Films, Golden Harvest: [eading Change in
Changing Times, Mastering Virtue: The Cinematic Legend of a Martial
Artist, and Chiu Kang-chien: Theatre, Poetry, Film. In 2014, he was
guest curator of the programme “The Writer/Director in Focus Il: Griffin
Yueh Feng” of the Hong Kong Film Archive.

[Abridged version translated by Diane To]
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Notes

1 For Hou Yao's filmography, see Lau Yam (ed.), “Filmography of Hou Yao”, in:
Winnie Fu (ed.), Transcending Space and Time — Early Cinematic Experience of
Hong Kong, Book II: Pioneer Filmmaker Hou Yao (electronic publication: http://
www.lcsd.gov.hk/CE/CulturalService/HKFA/documents/20056625/2007294/
ebrochure_02.pdf), Hong Kong Film Archive, 2014, pp.144-151.

2 Starring Paul Muni as Zola and directed by William Dieterle, who moved from
Germany to Hollywood. The first half of The Life of Emile Zola portrays Zola's
struggle to become a famous writer. The second half is about his campaign on
behalf of Jewish officer Alfred Dreyfus whom he accused the French army of
persecuting. This film won the Oscar for Best Picture in 1938. The film is valuable
for the study of Hollywood film history in terms of themes such as the industrial
evolution, the biographical genre, European immigrant filmmakers, as well as anti-
Nazi and anti-Fascist activities in Hollywood. In the beginning of Fortress of Flesh
and Blood, Professor Lo Yeung-guo announces that it will be the last lesson. This
is reminiscent of the short story La Dermniere Classe by French writer Alphonse
Daudet.

3 For the evolution and consolidation of the Hollywood narrative tradition up to the
1980s, see David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson, The Classical
Hollywood Cinema. Film Style & Mode of Production to 1960, LLondon: Routledge,
1985, pp.194-230 and pp.298-308. David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson,
“Technological Change and Classical Film Style”, in Tino Balio (ed.), Grand
Design: Hollywood as a Modern Business Enterprise, 1930-1939, Berkeley,
London: University of California Press, 1995, pp.109-141.

4 The on-screen space and off-screen space interact with each other. Films are
composed of the images and sounds inside and outside the frame, as well as
the imagination of things that are not shown. Noél Burch interprets the space on-
and off-screen by analyzing films such as Nana (Jean Renoir, 1926). His writings
continue to be inspiring. See Noél Burch, Theory of Film Practice, trans. Helen R.
Lane, Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1981, pp.17-31.

5 This may or may not be Ma Bik-chu'’s point of view.
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Extended Reading

Hou Yao: Brief Biography

// Lau Yam

Hou Yao (19037 — 1942), a first-generation Chinese
filmmaker, wrote and directed many theatre plays while
at university. Between 1924 and 1932, Hou purportedly

directed or co-directed 11 silent films.'

Along with his
cohorts Mei Xuechou and C. Y. Lee (aka Li Zeyuan) who
just returned from the US, he helped found the Great Wall
Film Company and later worked for the China Sun Motion
Picture Co Ltd after Lai Man-wai, one of the pioneers of
Hong Kong Cinema, moved the company to Shanghai.
Hou was a central figure in the creative stables of the
two very different studios; one focused on well-crafted
social dramas while the other pursued large-scale genre
productions. During the early thirties, Hou branched out
into journalism, education and politics and was involved
in the resistance movement during the Japanese invasion
of the Northeastern region. He also managed the United
Photoplay (aka Lianhua Film company) studio facilities
in Beijing for a brief period, and directed the Hong Kong
production, The Fool Pays Respects (1933) for Jan Yip
Company. He returned to Hong Kong in 1934, possibly due
to frustration.” Hou was born and raised in Guangdong.
There is evidence that Hou visited Hong Kong much earlier
on. Lai Kung-tsi, the Editor-in-chief of Kung Sheung Daily
News, described how they met when Hou left Guangzhou
for Hong Kong during the May Fourth Movement. Lai
recalled how Hou denounced Japan as a threat to China
and how “his words and deeds marked him as a true
eccentric.”® Hou traveled to Hong Kong again in 1926 to
direct A Poet From the Sea (1927) and A Reviving Rose



EARLY CINEMATIC TREASURES REDISCOVERED

(1927) for China Sun Motion Picture Co Ltd. Hou initially
returned to Hong Kong in 1934 “in search of a temporary
refuge amidst grieving tears®” but stayed until 1940. At the
start of this 6-year period, Hou wrote serials and editorials
for newspapers and also taught in schools. But as the local
film industry boomed, he soon returned to the fold. Hou
directed a total of 11 Hong Kong films that were released,
and also co-directed nine other films, serving as the
director-in-chief. In April, 1940, the Shaw Brothers offered
Hou a contract, along with such Hong Kong filmmakers
as Wan Hoi-ling and Miu Hong-nee, to produce Malay-
language films at Shaw Brothers’ Malay Film Production
Limited in Singapore. In 1942, Japan invaded Singapore.
Hou remained in hiding until he went to apply for a
Certificate of Clearance. He was never seen again and was
eventually included in the list of Chinese Expatriates war
victims.

Notes

1 For Hou Yao's filmography, see Lau Yam (ed.), “Filmography of Hou
Yao”, in: Winnie Fu (ed.), Transcending Space and Time - Early
Cinematic Experience of Hong Kong, Book Il: Pioneer Filmmaker Hou
Yao (electronic publication: http://www.lcsd.gov.hk/CE/CulturalService/
HKFA/documents/20056525/2007294/ebrochure_02.pdf), Hong Kong
Film Archive, 2014, pp.144-151.

2 Hou Yao, “Author’'s Preface”, in Incident in the Pacific, Kung Sheung
Daily News Book Series Book 2, Hong Kong: Kung Sheung Daily News,
Aug 1935 (Chinese only).

3 Ibid. Lai Kung-tsi, “Foreword 4”.

4 See [2].
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People of Paradise

/] Wong Ain-ling

Follow Your Dream (1941) begins with scenes of a gloomy sky and
the scorched earth, which transition, in two simple shots, to a view of
signboards written in both Chinese and English, a common sight in
Hong Kong where East meets West. That was the old Tsim Sha Tsui
train station, the destination of many of our elders who arrived from the
Mainland and started living in this one-time British colony.

In the film, a mother and her daughter, plainly but tastefully dressed,
are making their way up a flight of stone steps, a small leather suitcase
and a roll of blanket in hand. They tum into an alleyway typical of those
on the Hong Kong Island. Prominently displayed on the pillars flanking
the bottom of a staircase are the words ‘Double-Distilled Rice Liguor with
Fermented Bean Flavour’ and ‘Ng Ka Py Wine from Tianjin’. The two of
them laboriously climb up four flights of stairs of an old building. Snatches
of Cantonese operatic tunes come out from behind a door. When it
opens, they are greeted by some odd-looking grassroots tenants. The
Cantonese aura of yonder days is thus invoked by these little touches.

At the end of 1938, Guangzhou fell into the hands of the Japanese,
and many people, like most of the tenants in the film, escaped to Hong
Kong. Many of them were still using the ‘Red Bonds', the currency then
in circulation across Guangzhou. The landlord and the landlady own
property in Guangzhou but choose to move south to run away from the
chaos there. Chu Tse-ching is an educated young man who aspires
to save the country; and yet having a mother and a younger sister to
provide for, he barely makes ends meet by writing for a newspaper.
Shing is an over-the-hill Cantonese opera actor, who brags about his
mesmerising charm on stage. Bill the Bull is a circus strongman, who
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used to ply his trade in the rooftop fairground. Elephant is demobilised
from the army for health reasons, but the other tenants joke about his
‘desertion’. Cheung Kit-ling and her mother also come from Guangzhou,
the provincial seat. Like the other rooftop squatters, they have been
dislocated from their homes. Fate has brought these people together,
where they spend their time reliving memories of the sumptuous food
of Guangzhou and declaring their wishes to serve their country in some
ways.

Also among the dwellers are courtesan Jenny and a songstress
named Wandering Girl. While it is not sure if they were born and bred
in Hong Kong, the courtesan speaks both Chinese and English and
the songstress makes a living on stage, quite a measure of the distinct
culture of this city. The landlady persuades her prospective tenant to take
up the innermost room down the corridor, advertising its great air flow:
‘Westerners are picky about this, and that's why rich people all live high
up on the Peak.” She is apparently playing up the Westemers’ ways with
things. There is as well an overseas Chinese returee Johnny (played by
Fung Ying-seong), well-clad in suit and flaunting his American English.
This boastful, lustful man looks unaffected by the war, which ironically
seems to have made life even rosier for him. ‘Now we have more
Sichuan restaurants and Shanghainese dancing girls!” he adds.

Advertisements of the day emphasized the Hong Kong flavour of
Follow Your Dream, describing it as ‘a veritable record of the local scene’’
and ‘a biting satire of the strange phenomena of wartime Hong Kong'.”
In retrospect, these refugees come together like streams of water to
become a river, giving our city the enduring life force that makes Hong



Kong what it is today.

Interestingly, Hong Kong and the Greater China have had a love—hate
relationship that is strewn with contradictions. In 1937, the Nationalist
government issued a ban on dialect fims, the main target of which were
the Cantonese productions of Hong Kong. Naturally, in the face of this
threat of survival, the local film circles did their best to stall and resist.
Similar to the national war effort against the Japanese, they adopted the
strategy of ‘trading space for time’. On the one hand, they incorporated
short Mandarin films into their productions and screenings; on the other,
they gradually increased the production of feature-length Mandarin films.
In the end, the ban did not come to effect until 30 June 1940.°

Looking at the several fims from that period, one can see that the
ban was hardly ever enforced. Follow Your Dream, for example, is a
Cantonese film through and through, with only two Mandarin songs
added in the beginning and at the end. The few rooftop dwellers in the
film get together every day under the placard ‘Hall of Heroes'. On the wall
behind them is the portrait of Chiang Kai-shek, the Highest Commissioner
of Defence of the Nationalist government at the time. On the two sides
of his portrait is a couplet quoting his famous words: ‘All are equal, men,
women, the old and the young; the Country is one, the north, the south,
the east and the west.’ In 2003, one of the characters in Wong Kar-wai's
The Grandmaster intones, '‘Boxing styles may be divided between the
north and the south, but the country is not.” The two fims are separated
by 70 years, but one hears the echoes down the long corridor of history.

Yet, national pride and noble personal sentiments are not the
monopolies of men alone. Each in their own way, the female characters
in Follow Your Drearm measure up to their male counterparts. It has been
said that men should set their sights far and wide. With progressive
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books such as Red Star Over China by Edgar Snow and The Complete
Works of Lu Xun on his shelf, Chu Tse-ching (played by Cheung Ying)
is no doubt a left-wing intellectual. Yet, crushed by the burdens of
life, he spends his depressing days confined to his home, lacking the
broad outlook expected of someone like him. On the other hand, Chu's
bosom friend, Cheung Kit-ling (played by Mei Fung), readily puts her
wealthy past behind her, selling her body but not her heart. With her
deep understanding of things, she urges Chu to pull himself together.
Then, there is the itinerant songstress (played by Wu Mei-lun), who
is by no means unconcemed with the fate of the country. Her song,
‘Fallen Petals’, with lyrics penned by the educated Cheung Kit-ling,
bespeaks the pain of separation in war. Yet, she sings it with the repose
of someone who has seen through life’s many vagaries. Similarly, another
tenant Jenny (played by Lam Mui-mui), who eams a living as a courtesan,
may not have much to say about national matters, but she supports a
whole family of more than ten. At ease with her lowly profession, the
chivalrous woman is always ready to help others out. The young Lam, so
alluring yet so uniquely natural, reminds one of the French actress Arletty
of the same time.

It is touching to see these women befriend each other. The day
before the songstress sets off to Nanyang, she thanks Cheung for the
lyrics; after helping Cheung out, Jenny speaks her heart as one who's
been through the same hardship. By a twist of fate, the three distinctly
different women are brought under the same roof; they engage in no
empty talk but share a profound understanding of life.

Compared with other works from the same period | watched this
time, Follow Your Dream is more mature and complete in terms of
structure, characterisation and rhythm. Cheung Kit-ling is the central
character that puts the different parts of the narrative together. The film



starts with a shot of a cloudy sky, when she and her mother first arrive
in town and toil up the staircase. At the film's end, she and Chu Tse-
ching decide to return home to serve the country, walking up the same
staircase side by side in great spirits. The concluding shot tilts up to a
clear bright sky, forming a contrast with the opening.

Follow Your Dream is an ensemble piece with a wide array of
characters. Each of them comes on screen in an orderly fashion, just like
a pearl necklace with every piece being part of an organic whole. The
way Wandering Girl and Jenny come on the scene is well thought out:
Bill the Bull on the rooftop lip-synchs the female sound in Cantonese
opera. As the camera pans down, one realises that the singer is actually
someone else, as Wandering Girl is seen through the windows practising
downstairs. Heard before she herself appears, her voice lilts and flows
like a river, exuding an allure beneath a mood of propriety. Jenny, in the
landlady’s words, is the well-off new tenant. Prior to her appearance is a
parade of her own possessions and furniture, followed by the click-clack
of her high-heels and then her sensuous, high-pitched voice. Which
brings to mind the lead-in for the dan (female lead) in Chinese opera
before she graces the stage.

The plot of Follow Your Dream was created by its director Lo Duen,
whereas the treatment and dialogue were co-written by Lo and Lee
Sun-fung. Lo and Lee were high-school friends in Guangzhou and
they shared a passion for film and drama. They studied together at the
Guangdong Film Academy and apprenticed under Ouyang Yugian at the
Guangdong Drama Research Centre for three years, when they were
actively involved in stage dramas. In July 1938, they formed The Times
Troupe,* with the likes of Ng Wui, Lee Yuet-ching, Wong Hang, Cheung
Ying, Ng Cho-fan as core members. Among them, Ng, Lee and Cheung
starred in Follow Your Dream. This group of veterans would later evolve
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into the creative mainstay of The Union and Sun Luen film studios.

The effect of wen ming xi (civilised plays) on early Chinese cinema
was enormous. And vet it was Cantonese opera that influenced Hong
Kong cinema the most, as singing was almost like a must in Cantonese
films and most actors hailed from the stage. Lo Duen and Lee Sun-fung,
as opposed to their peers, watched Hollywood movies such as Way
Down East, Ramona, Seventh Heaven and Sunrise, and studied Western
theatre and the ideology of Stanislavski.” Their works were basically
marked by a realist aesthetics. The experience they accumulated on
stage would lay the groundwork for their film career. Compared with
Cantonese films of the day, theirs were more fleshed out and their acting
closer to real life.

Likewise, the impact of Shanghai cinema on Lo Duen cannot
be overlooked. The most notable examples were United Photoplay
productions such as Spring Dream in the Old Capital (1930), Flowers
in the Wild (1930) and Big Road (1934) directed and written by Sun Yu;
and Three Modern Women (1933) scripted by Tian Han.® During the mid-
1930s, Lo Duen lived in Shanghai for two years and wished to further his
career there, so he made an effort to mingle with both the theatre and film
people. That was a critical time when the nation was in crisis. The cultural
sector championed ‘national defence literature/drama/film’ to answer the
need of the day. The left-wing cinema and culture circles certainly had a
bearing on Lo Duen who had harboured progressive thoughts. After his
retun to Hong Kong in 1936, Lo advanced his career in both film and
theatre along similar lines. In 1940, he acted in the national defence film
Homeland under White Cloud directed by Situ Huimin in Chongging,
where he felt the dire need for young people in nation-building. He
thus began to conceive the plot for Follow Your Dream, with which he
sought to encourage the younger generations to serve the homeland



and not to succumb to the comfort of colonial life in Hong Kong.” Filming
started once he returned to Hong Kong, and in that same year Lo made
another national defence film — The Homeland in Turbulence (1941), an
adaptation of Chen Baichen’s stage play, The Devil's Hideout. Research
indicates that Turbulence gained critical acclaim while little had been
written about Follow Your Dream. Today when | view these national
defence works, they come across as dry and insipid as they tend to put
the theme above all else. Regardless, Follow Your Dream breaks free
from such confines and contains elements both serious and humorous. It
is a vivid, realistic portrayal of life and the complexities of human psyche.

From the second half of the 19th century to the early 1920s, a
community culture that took root in alleyways evolved in Shanghai, where
old met new and East met West. The densely populated Hong Kong also
witnessed an urban culture that involved multiple households — mostly
everyday folks — living in the same compound in old tenement buildings.
This unigue pattern of communal existence became a common sight
in 1950s and 60s Hong Kong cinema. Leftist ideology emphasised
the collective strength of the working class. The aforesaid human and
ethical network also lent itself to dramatic expression. The Dragon-
Horse productions from the 1950s such as The Dividing Wall (Zhu Shilin,
1952) and Between Fire and Water (Zhu Shilin, 1955), The Union’s In
the Face of Demolition (1953), Sun Luen’'s A Flowers Reborn (Lee Sun-
fung, 1953) and Typhoon Signal No.10 (Lo Duen, 1959) are some all-
time classics made against such a social backdrop. Considered in this
context, the significance of Follow Your Dream in Hong Kong cinema
history is definitely worth pondering. The fim is a gem in that it isn't bound
by the trappings of political ideclogy despite its progressive premise; it
has shades of idealism and yet retains a clear understanding of the ways
of the world.
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Wong Ain-ling Veteran film worker, formerly Hong Kong International
Film Festival Programmer and Hong Kong Film Archive Research Officer,
and a freelancer at present. Author of An Affair with Film and Dreamy
Talks; editor of Fei Mu — Poet Director, among many other titles.

First appeared in Newsletter, Hong Kong Film Archive, Issue 68, May 2014, pp.18-20;
expanded on 29 January 2015.

[Translated by Elbe Lau]
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Extended Reading
Follow Your Dream:

A Response to the Times

/| Angel Shing

Somewhere in Hong Kong, there is a 4-storey tenement
building inhabited by residents from all walks of life. There
is the landlord and his wife who fled Guangzhou to escape
the war, the impoverished writer with many mouths to feed,
the nightclub hostess who sells herself to support her
family, and the young schoolteacher who fled south and
looked for her brother. Representing every strata of society,
their stories reveal the true face of life in Hong Kong during
wartime. At the same time, the film is a genuine response
to the times by a group of filmmakers expressing their love
for the motherland.

The writer-director, Lo Duen, the production manager,
Lok Hark, the writer responsible for dialogue, Lee Sun-
fung, and the actors such as Cheung Ying, Ng Wui, Lee
Yuet-ching etc. — everyone involved in making Follow Your
Dream (1941) lived through the turbulent period. Since
the emergence of the New Culture Movement (1910 to
1920), traditional culture and values had been constantly
challenged. The influx of western art and culture spawned
a new generation inspired to create a new art movement.
As early as 1927, future Hong Kong filmmakers Lo Duen,
Lee Sun-fung and Ng Wui enrolled in the Guangdong Film
Academy, for training based on western dramatic arts
theory. After completing the course, along with fellow
graduates, they formed the amateur theatre group, Calling
Troupe to put their training into practice. In 1929, they were
accepted to the Guangdong Research Institute for Dramatic
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Arts founded by acclaimed dramatist, Ouyang Yu-qgian.
Over the next three years, they studied under such famed
mentors as Quyang, Tang Huai-giu and Hu Chun-bing, and
performed numerous plays, both domestic and foreign in
the institute-run theatre. In 1931, the institute was shut
down for political reasons. However, Lo Duen, Lee Sun-
fung and their peers continued to be active in amateur
theatre productions and founded the Contemporary Actors
Group, dedicated to promoting Cantonese drama education
in schools.

These young, educated dramatic arts enthusiasts later
migrated to Hong Kong. They continued to be active in the
local theatre scene even as they entered the world of the
Hong Kong film industry. In 1937, the Macro Polo Bridge
Incident sparked a full-scale conflict between China and
Japan. In response, Lo Duen, Lee Sun-fung, Ng Wui, Au
Oi and Wong Hang, former alumni now in residing in Hong
Kong, formed the South China Drama Research Agency,
performing for free in solidarity and patriotic support of
the war effort. In 19838, the agency was reformed and
was renamed The Times Troupe. As the troupe’s founding
manifesto stated, “We'll never forget that The Times Troupe
was born in war with the fate of the nation at stake. We will
not forget our mission or the weight of our responsibility!”’
The troupe toured extensively in Macau and Hong Kong,
hoping to capture the wartime zeitgeist and awaken
patriotic fervor through theatre. The troupe went on to



found Shidai Film Company in 1940 with support from film
distributors, and subsequently produced Encounter with the
Gods (1940, Lo Duen’s directorial debut) and Three Heroes
(1941, Lee Sun-fung’'s and Ng Wui’'s directorial debut)
— two folklore-based fantasy films infused with patriotic
sentiments. After Three Heroes, Shidai Film Company
was purportedly planning its third production, Follow Your
Dream.? For reasons unknown, the film was produced
under Zhongguo Lianye Film Company. However, as with
the two previous Shidai pictures, the cast and crew were
culled from the Times Troupe stable. Content-wise, Follow
Your Dream was also infused with social consciousness, in
step with the times.

With advent of war and the fall of Hong Kong, most of
the Times Troupers fled to the French Concession in the
Chikan district near Guangzhouwan. They continued to
perform in the Guangzhouwan area under the new name,
Stars Troupe. Later, the troupe continued to escape the
war by touring in Saigon, Hanoi, Phnom Penh, Singapore
and Malaysia.® When the Japanese surrender brought an
end to WWII, the exiled filmmakers gradually returned to
Hong Kong and rejoined the film industry. In 1949, with
the city in ruins, Lo Duen was instrumental in founding the
South China Film Industry Workers' Union. In 1952, he co-
founded the Sun Luen Film Company, a non-hierarchical
studio that prioritized the collective over the individual. In
the same year, Ng Cho-fan and 20 other members of the
film industry founded the Union Film Enterprise, a company
that adopted the motto, “one for all, all for one.” These
efforts were an extension of the patriotism and social
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consciousness of a generation of Cantonese film workers
whose work reflected the times in which they lived.

Notes

1 “Regular Shows of the Times Troupe” Artland biweekly magazine, Issue
35, Aug 1, 1938 (Chinese only).

2 ‘Lo Duen Is to Write-and-Direct Shidai's 3rd Picture Follow Your Dream”,
in Artland biweekly magazine, Issue 84, Oct 16, 1940 (Chinese only).

3 For more details about the wartime experience and touring efforts of Lo
Duen, Lee Sun-fung and other film workers, please refer to: Lo Duen,
Half a Century as a lLunatic, Hong Kong: Xiangjiang Publishing, 1992
(Chinese only); Kwok Ching-ling, “Lo Dun: The Films of My Era” in Kwok
Ching-ling (ed.), Hong Kong Here | Come (Oral History Series 1), Hong
Kong Film Archive, 2000, pp.134-140; Wong Ain-ling (ed.), The Cinema
of Lee Sun-fung, Hong Kong Film Archive, 2004; Law Kar, “On Dramatic
Interaction — Starting with Lo Duen”, Hong Kong Economic Journal, May
31, 2000 (Chinese only).
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“Building Roads Across the Boundary™:

Lui Lun and Several Stories
Related to The Rich House

/] Wong Shuk-han, Mary

The first time | saw The Rich House (1942), | did not know
what to make of it. On the one hand, the romantic and
passionate performance of Cheung Wood-yau came as
a total surprise. Viewers familiar with Cantonese films of
the 50s and 60s would have a hard time adjusting. It's
like seeing an innocent girl wearing sexy clothes. More
important, we rarely get to see Hong Kong films from the
30s and 40s nowadays. Thus, there is not enough image
data in our mind to help us understand them, so everything
looks new. While watching, we couldn’t help but whisper
and marvel at the details. “Wow! Look! Hong Kong people
were already eating crackers packed in a tin in the 30s!”
The strangeness of The Rich House is both real and distant.
That is where its charm lies.

The Rich House was produced by Nanyang Film
Company. According to the screenwriter and author of the
original story Lui Lun, it was completed before the outbreak
of the Pacific War,' that is, before December 1941. The
release date now named by the Hong Kong Film Archive
was December 24, 1942, meaning that it was only officially
released after the fall of Hong Kong.” The film tells of
the young and beautiful Clara (played by Lo Ming) from a
poor family who works in a café to support her family, and
receives help from the client Carlito from time to time. The
two have a dubious relationship. Later, writer Yu Fan (Cheung
Wood-yau) falls in love with Clara. But he is jealous and
suspicious of her relationship with Carlito. He returns to
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the mainland to work in order to build a future for the two
of them. After he leaves, Carlito pulls tricks to make Clara
lose her job. Desperate to find money as compensation for
trouble made by her brother, she is forced to become a taxi
dancer. When Yu Fan comes back from the mainland, he
misjudges her as being materialistic and the two break up
due to misunderstandings. Later, when Clara is dying from
a lung disease, Yu Fan rushes to the hospital. After clearing
up their misunderstanding, Clara dies, leaving a deeply
remorseful Yu Fan.

This is a tragic love story about a girl working as a
hostess. We can find similar themes in Shanghainese films
of the 30s. Frankly, if we only look at the main love plot,
we can't see what is special and endearing about this
film. Actually, The Rich House is not just a tragedy, it is
also a hilarious comedy. While it is about a love affair, it
also depicts the life of artists in great depth. It is a Hong
Kong film with plentiful traces of Western culture. These
different elements were deftly handled by the director and
screenwriter. Compared with other contemporary films
such as The Light of Women (1937) and Twin Sisters of the
South (1939), The Rich House is an even more remarkable
experiment in a hybrid cultural context.

Lui Lun’s Clara and The Fog

We certainly have cause to credit these characteristics
of The Rich House to Lui Lun (1911-1988), the screenwriter



and author of the original story. Born in Kowloon, Lui Lun’s
real name was Lee Kuan-lam. While his novel Dead End
(1952) from the 50s is more notable today, he started
writing poetry in 1926,° and his novels in the 30s were not
only readable, but also extremely popular. A “letter from a
reader” dated 1948 talked about the “large readership” of
his pre-war novels in Hong Kong, and said that they were
‘indispensable to middle and higher-class households,
beloved by young people who had lived in Hong Kong
for some time”.* From this, we can gather that Lui Lun’s
readers were more educated young Hong Kongers. Many
critics have highlighted the exotic touch of his novels. This
is clearly evident in the “Clara” collection of short stories.®
Clara® consists of seven stories, including Clara (1937), The
Fog (1936), Woolen Sweater (1935), Will-o’-the-wisp (1937),
Spanish Girl (1936), The Eternal Song (1937) and Stories
Told by My Mother. Some of them show a rich exotic flavor,
For instance, Spanish Girl is a love story between a Hong
Kong man and a Spanish girl living here. The Eternal Song
tells a German love triangle against a Chinese background.
Lui Lun was skilled at depicting city life, and was particularly
good at stories about middle-class families. In my view,
Woolen Sweater is the best work in the collection, exploring
the psychology of a middle-class husband and wife who
suspect each other but dare not show it. With a simple
structure, the plot reveals the complex psychology of the
characters layer by layer.

Lui Lun was the first generation of Hong Kong writers
active in both the literary and film circles. However, he
modestly said he did not belong to the film industry, so he
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did not mind whether he was successful or not. He wrote,
‘I worked in the film industry. As a saying at the time goes,
| was ‘building roads across the boundary’.”” This suggests
a kind of pioneering work. According to the data of the
Hong Kong Film Archive, Lui Lun wrote the scripts of ten
films. He had also worked in the publicity department of
Nanyang Film Company.® In retrospect, he thought he was
comparatively satisfied with the screenplay of The Rich
House.”In an article, he mentioned that it was adapted from
his story Clara. While the main plot was undoubtedly taken
from Clara, The Fog, another story from the collection, also
provided important elements for the film. We can think of
The Rich House as being based on both stories.

In the novella Clara, the hero is the first-person narrator.
Thus, it is full of his feelings about Clara. He describes his
observations of Clara in detail. During an encounter in the
rain, he takes off his coat and gives it to the shivering Clara.
The novella goes like this, "Her petite figure was wrapped
in my overcoat; touching her half-bare arm, | seemed to
be touching a piece of ice.”'” This scene is also in the
film. But the male protagonist's sensitivity is replaced by
a more impetuous personality. We can see this change
more clearly from another example. Towards the end of
film, Yu Fan comes back from the mainland but cannot find
Clara. When they meet by chance at the dance hall, the
misunderstanding between them reaches a climax, and then
they part forever. In the novella, the male protagonist has
more analytical power. After returning to Hong Kong, he
doesn’t believe in the slander that calls Clara a little whore,
thinking that it is Carlito’s trick. However, the hero in the



film is hot-blooded but stubborn. This change makes the
character and the plot more dramatic.

Since it is a first-person narrative, the novella Clara
only sees things from the male protagonist’'s angle. If this
is translated into film, it will limit the point of view. With
Clara’s point of view added to the film, the audience know
about her hesitations, while Yu Fan is ignorant of them. Lui
Lun incorporates the plot of The Fog to provide material
for the feminine angle in the film. One scene of The Rich
House reveals the inner struggles of Clara. After returning
home, she sees the note that Carlito slipped into her pocket
asking her to meet him at a hotel, with the suggestion of
an indecent bargain. At first, she treats it with disdain. But
when she thinks of her family desperately in need of money,
she pieces together the torn note, thus showing her inner
conflict. This scene is absent from the original story of
Clara, but is a key scene in The Fog. The latter uses a third-
person narrative to reveal the inner thoughts of the heroine
Ching-chi. The story is quite simple. After returning home at
night, the escort girl Ching-chi recalls the row that broke out
when she turned down a rich boss at the dance hall. Later,
she finds a note from the boss asking her to meet him at a
hotel. She tears it up and then pieces it together, when she
remembers her artist boyfriend who's in need of money to
get medical treatment. The whole novella is just an episode.
It ends at dawn, when it is hinted that she will sacrifice
herself for her boyfriend. Lui Lun skillfully combines the two
novellas to give sufficient treatment to both the male and
female protagonists. Interestingly, The Fog was published
one year earlier than Clara. In terms of artistic merit, it is
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superior to the latter."”

Actually, the quality of Clara is not as high as other
works in the short story collection. But it is the one most
suited to be adapted into a commercial film. Since other
it
would be more difficult to adapt them into a gripping drama.

works place more emphasis on interior characterisation,

The novella Clara consists of 13 chapters. Each chapter is
basically a movie scene, as indicated below:

Chapter 1:  The writer meets Clara at the Peacock Café

Chapter 2:  They meet in the rain in Tsimshatsui

Chapter 3:  The writer runs into Clara who has been transferred at
the ABC Café

Chapter 4: Clara tells him her life story in the café

Chapter 5;: At the ABC Café, the writer offers to support Clara

Chapter 6:  While watching Camille, they fall in love

Chapter 7:  Clara goes to the writer's home and they profess love for
each other.

Chapter 8:  Domestic life of the hero and heroine

Chapter 9:  Clara disappears for a few days. The writer is in a bad
mood after hearing rumours.

Chapter 10: They quarrel at home. Clara is injured. Later, they make
up and have sex.

Chapter 11. The blissful life of the couple. But Clara becomes more
seriously ill.

Chapter 12: The writer leaves Hong Kong. They have dinner one last
time at Boston Restaurant in Tsimshatsui.

Chapter 13. The writer returns to Hong Kong. Clara is already dying
in hospital.



The fact that the film closely follows the novella shows
the importance of the original story in the adaptation.
However, as mentioned before, The Rich House is not just
a tragic love story, but also a comedy. Apart from being
faithful to his own story, Lui Lun’s script intersperses the
main narrative with portrayals of the life of artists, making
the film more appealing and light-hearted despite its heavy
subject. The film features painters, writers and musicians,
showing the audience the Bohemian life of artists. |
particularly enjoy the scenes of eating, such as drinking
coffee, eating crackers and bringing a whole loaf of bread
home and eating it together happily. These details of life
emphasize the alternative lifestyle of artists. Whether they
are realistic or not may not matter so much.

A Hong Kong Camille

The story of Clara contains echoes from La Dame Aux
Cameélias (1848). This is not hard to recognize, as many
readers have also pointed it out. The novel by Alexandre
Dumas, fils (1824-1895) was very popular. In Clara, Lui
Lun also referred to this prototype positively. La Dame Aux
Cameélias had been adapted into many silent films prior to
the 1930s. The version Camille starring Greta Garbo (1905-
1990) in 1937 was probably the most talked about. It was
likely that this film had an influence on Lui Lun’s novella and
The Rich House.

The confessional male narrative voice of Lui Lun's Clara
clearly recalls Armand from La Dame Aux Camélias. But
since they were written in different contexts, there are great
differences between the French text and the Hong Kong
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text. One important difference is that the reason for the
breakup of the couple in the French version is the hero's
father. Due to class difference, he privately convinces
Camille to leave and give up this love. In the Hong Kong
text, whether it is the novella or the film, the breakup is
preordained by Clara being forced to work as a hostess due
to poverty, the suspicious personality of Yu Fan, which lead
to multiple misunderstandings, as well as her poor health.
The domineering father is absent. Even the rich Carlito is
not a patriarchal figure. Clara’s fate is different from Camille
after all.

Lui Lun’s focus is on the love story. He portrays the hero
and heroine as more equal in social status. Class is not the
reason that separates them. If we look at other stories in
the collection, such as Spanish Girl, The Eternal Song and
Stories Told by My Mother, we can recognize the romantic
and sentimental style of Lui Lun. Romantic love lasts forever,
even if the couple is separated by war or by death. Several
stories in the “Clara” collection were published between
1935 and 1937, while the collection was published in 1941,
As he said, “While the war is raging, the publication of this
little book is extremely ill-timed.”"® His novellas put love in
the forefront, just like Eileen Chang's Love in a Fallen City.
In those turbulent times, he had chosen the personal above
the social.

Lui Lun's Clara was undoubtedly also influenced by
Chinese fiction. However, with La Dame Aux Camélias as
a clue, we can make the following connections. Alexandre
Dumas, fils wrote La Dame Aux Cameélias under the influence



of the French novel Manon Lescaut (1731). The love story of
La Dame Aux Cameélias unfolded from the plot of this novel.
In Hong Kong, Lui Lun’s Clara was influenced by the French
novel La Dame Aux Camélias. The popularity of the novel
and its adaptations into American films also attracted the
attention of the Hong Kong film industry. Hence, The Rich
House was evolved from a range of sources.

Dr. Mary Shuk-han Wong Associate Professor in the
Department of Chinese, Hong Kong Lingnan University.
She is also the Director of Centre for Humanities Research.
She received her Ph.D. at the Department of Comparative
Literature of University of Hong Kong. She is the author of
Hong Kong Cinema: Writer, Literature and Cinema (2013).
Feminine Writing: Cinema Literature and Everyday Lives
(2014). Major edited books include Hong Kong Film and
Literature Filmography (2005), Hong Kong Stories in Cinema
(2010), Liu Yichang and Hong Kong Modernism (co-ed,
2010) and “Hong Kong Literature and Culture of the 1950s
series” (6 vol., co-ed, 2013). Her short story collection
Surviving Central (2013) received Best 10 of the 25"
Secondary School Students’ Book Award.
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Notes

1 Lui Lun, “My Screenplays and Films — The Film Industry and I,
concluding part”, Notes from Heung Shui Uk, Hong Kong: Joint
Publishing, 1985, p.172 (Chinese only).

2 |bid. Lui Lun mentioned that he was told that The Rich House had been
screened during the fall of Hong Kong. This information needs further
verification.

3 For the timeline of Lui Lun’s literary works, see Hui Ting-ming, “The
Chronology of the Works of Lui Lun”, Selections of Lui Lun’s Works,
Hong Kong: Cosmos Books, pp.390-400 (Chinese only). This
chronology was edited from Wan Tsan-cheong, “A Concise Chronology
of Lui Lun's Works”, Bafang Literary Journal, Vol. 9, Jun 1988, pp.66-
81 (Chinese only).

4 Wah Ka, “Lui Lun’s Novels — Letter on a Winter Night”, in: Wong
Chung-ming (ed.), Criticisms of Lui Lun’'s Works, Hong Kong: Hong
Kong Literature Study Publication, 2010, p.57. The original letter was
published in Wen Wei Po, Literary and Arts Weekly, Issue 156, Dec 26,
1948 (Chinese only).

5 For example, see Lo Wai-luen, “Exploring Lui Lun’s Early Novels”, in
Wong Chung-ming (ed.), Criticisms of Lui Lun’s Works, op. cit., pp.66-
80. Originally published in Bafang Literary Journal, Vol. 9, Jun 1988
(Chinese only).

6 Lui Lun, Clara, Shanghai and Hong Kong: China Book Company, 1941
(Chinese only).

7 Lui Lun made direct references to his film work in three articles. See
Lui Lun, “The Film Industry and 1", “In the Film Circle - The Film Industry
and |, part 2", "My Screenplays and Films — The Film Industry and I,
concluding part”, Notes from Heung Shui Uk, op. cit., pp.164-174.
Quote from “The Film Industry and I", p.164.

8 Lui Lun said he had written more than ten film scripts, but two or three
of them were not filmed. See "My Screenplays and Films — The Film
Industry and I, concluding part”, op. cit., p.171.

9 The other two screenplays he was more satisfied with were Broken
Strings and Children of the Earth. See "My Screenplays and Films — The
Film Industry and |, concluding part”, op. cit., pp.172-173.

10 Lui Lun, Clara, op. cit., p.5.

11 The Fog is included in the recently published Selections of Lui Lun’s
Works, Hui Ting-ming (ed.), op. cit., pp.127-144,

12 Lui Lun, “Preface”, Clara, op. cit., p.2.
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Extended Reading

About Author and

Screenwriter Lui Lun

/| Angel Shing

The Rich House, a Nanyang Film Company production
directed by Hung Suk-wan, was completed prior to the
Japanese invasion of Hong Kong in 1941. With the onset
of war, the film release was delayed until December 1942,
The screenwriter Lui Lun, adapted his own short novel,
Clara' for the screen. Lui was a major figure in Modern
Hong Kong Literature and much research has been
conducted on his works from this period.” Many Hong
Kong literary scholars consider Clara a classic example of
his early work. For researchers, the recent discovery of
The Rich House in San Francisco is even more precious
because the film is the only surviving example of Lui's
screenwriting efforts that the Archive has been able to
secure. As veteran film critic and researcher Wong Ain-ling
wrote, The Rich House offers us much to discuss; from the
differences between the adaptation and the original to the
intricate relationship between Shanghai and Hong Kong.®

When he entered the film industry in the late 1930s,
Lui was already an established writer and journalist. To
offer some context, a brief biographical account of his life
follows:

Lui Lun (September 30, 1911 — March 26, 1988) was
born Lee Goon-lum (aka Lee Lum) in Hong Kong, with
ancestral roots in Bao'an, Guangzhou. He was the firstborn
son. His father was a sailor. Due to poverty, he left school
early by the age of 8. During the time of the Northern
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Expedition (1926-28), Lui traveled to Guangzhou and joined
the National Revolutionary Army as an administrative clerk.
After the alliance between the Nationalists and Communists
fell apart, Lui returned to Hong Kong and began actively
pursuing a career in writing. The article "Test” featured
in the “First Kiss Edition” of the local literary magazine
Companion (Issue 5, Oct. 15, 1928) is his earliest cited
work, Around the same time, he adopted the pen name “Lui
Lun” (it rhymed with his given name “Lee Lum”) but later,
also published under many other pseudonyms, including
Betsy, Lum Fung, Lee Lum-fung and Lum Ha-fung. In 1931,
Lui was hired by the local newspaper South China Daily
News. Initially, he served as an editor for the newspaper-
owned magazine but was later promoted to the post of
chief editor of newspaper’s literary section. In 1937, the
Second Sino-Japanese War erupted. Lui resigned from
South China Daily News because of the paper’'s pro-
Japanese stance. He turned to the film industry for work,
serving as the in-house screenwriter for such companies
as Hezhong and Nanyang. His writing credits during this
period include Felicity and Luck (1938; directed by Lee Fa),
The Price of Amour (1938, directed by Chiang Oi-man),
The Thief Who Is a Filial Son (1940, directed by Yeung Tin-
lok), The Rich House, Gone with the Song (1943, directed
by Ko Lei-han) and Children of the Earth (1945; directed
by Yeung Kung-leong). The last film was a patriotic film
that promoted national security, and literally put a target
on his back. In 1942, after escaping from the Japanese-



occupied territory, Lui joined a large collective of patriotic
writers and artists migrating to the Dong River region. He
settled in Guangdong’s Zijin County where he worked as
a primary school teacher. After the war, Lui returned to
Hong Kong and wrote sporadically for the screen. His later
screenwriting credits include More Love, More Bitter (1947
directed by Hung Suk-wan), Behind the World of Secret
Agents (1948; directed by Yam Pang-nin), Flying Dragon,
the Strange Hero (1949, directed by Ku Wen-chung) and
Blessings Come in Pairs (1955; directed by Yeung Kung-
leong). During this period, he continued to work as a
newspaper editor while completing his novel, Poor Alley.
Originally published as a serial in Hua Shang Daily [Hong
Kong], Poor Alley explored the lower strata of society
and was considered a groundbreaking work, marking a
shift from romanticism to realism in his writing. In 1955,
Lui teamed up with a group of friends and founded an
independent news agency named Choi Fung News Agency.
Over the next 30 years, Lui focused on being a journalist
but never stopped from writing creatively. He remained an
active member of the literary community from the 1920s to
the 1980s, serving as a living testimony to the development
of Modern Hong Kong Literature.”
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Notes

1 The novella was first published in Universal Forum, Hong Kong:
Universal Forum Society, Vol. 2 / Issues 12 & 13 (Jun 20 & Jul 5, 1937).
It was included in the short story collection published under the same
name by China Book Company, Shanghai, in Jul 1941 (Chinese only).

2 To learn more about studies on Lui Lun’s early works, please refer to Lo
Wai-luen, “An introduction to Lui Lun’s Early Novels” in Bafang Literary
Journal, Vol. 9, Jun 1988, pp.55-63 (Chinese only).

3 Wong Ain-ling, “Some Thoughts on The Rich House”, Newsletter, Hong
Kong Film Archive, Issue 70, Nov 2014, pp.3-6.

4 For more information about Lui Lun, please refer to Wan Tsan-cheong, “A
Concise Chronology of Lui Lun's Works”, in Bafang Literary Journal, Vol.
9, Jun 1988, pp.66-81 (Chinese only).
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Referencing on Hollywood film The Thin Man, the film is in fact more a screwball comedy
than a detective thriller. William Powell and Myrna Loy together made one of the most
memorable portraits of husband-and-wife rapport in cinema history.
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The detective and his wife (played by Ma Si-tsang and Cheung Yuet-yee) engage in witty
banter throughout the film, going at each other with flirty insults and teasing wisecracks.
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Ma Si-tsang seizes the chance to strut his stuff with his signature Beggar Sound and perform
his most popular piece of the time, “Love Confession at the Temple”.
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From Lavishness to Poverty:
Dramatic Plot Twists in
Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole

// Sam Ho

Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole (1941) is fascinating in more
ways than one. The film features one of the most colorful
married couples in the history of Hong Kong cinema, with
Cantonese opera star Ma Si-tsang playing a master detective
and singer Cheung Yuet-yee as his wife, rollicking in witty
banter, flirty insults and delicious wisecracks. It is adapted
from a popular Cantonese opera of the same Chinese title,
which likely made Ma famous and which in turn was made
famous by him.'

Yet the film is apparently very different from the original.”
While the original opera, according to newspaper accounts,
focused on the suffering of two female characters — hence the
“bitter’ and the “sorrowful” in the title® — the film indulges in the
upscale lifestyle of the detective and his wife for much of its
length. In the opera, Ma played a beggar, a character which,
as mentioned earlier, made him famous. So famous, in fact,
that his singing was known thereafter, often affectionately, as
the Beggar Sound. But in the film, not only is Ma’s character
not poor, he actually leads a leisurely life, exempt from back-
breaking work or leg-fatiguing duties. He is a detective, the
soft-boiled kind in the same vein as Sherlock Holmes or
Hercule Poirot and not the gum-shoed kind like Philip Marlowe
or Sam Spade. He does become a beggar at one point, but
in a highly dramatic plot twist that switches the film onto very
different gear in its last segment.

The film goes out of its way to highlight the swanky lifestyle
of Ma’s detective. He is finely coiffed and fetchingly drabbed
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in tailored suits. He lives with his wife in a spacious home
handsomely appointed in mostly Western-style furnishings,
complete with sculptured busts that cast giant shadows on
walls, realizing the kind of proto-noir expressionism found in
1930s Hollywood. Such a lifestyle is a far cry from the 1950s
Cantonese cinema we are familiar with, which frequently
associates wealth and high living with corruption, even evil.
The film’s departure for much of its length from the downscale
setting of the original and eventual return to it is illuminating.

The unigue relationship between the detective and his wife
is obviously based on the Hollywood film The Thin Man (1934).
The latter is an American classic. A minor classic, in that,
although much admired and apparently enjoyed throughout the
years, it was made by a director not considered by critics and
scholars as an auteur — one W.S. Van Dyke, known primarily
as a “loyal and efficient house director” marked by “speed
and impersonality with which he cranked out projects”,” whom
Andrew Sarris, godfather of American auteurism, consigned
to the less-than-remarkable category of “Miscellany” in his all-
important tome The American Cinema, noting that Van Dyke
has a “reputation for carelessness and haste” but that “perhaps
carelessness and haste are precisely the qualities responsible
for the breezy charm of... The Thin Man”.® The film also does
not belong to a genre that lends itself to handy readings in
philosophical, sociological and/or aesthetic terms. It is a crime
story, but hardly qualifies as film noir; it's a comedy, but not
nearly as groundbreaking as Chaplin-Keaton silents or as
socially subversive as the screwball funnies.



The Thin Man was loved and esteemed not for its
directorial excellence or profound genre expressions but for its
characters. And, as a testimonial to the magic of film art, those
characters do not include the one in the title!

In one of cinema’s many ironic delights, the title character
that gives rise to the The Thin Man series is a minor character
who dies early in the original. The film was so popular that
five sequels were made and, since William Powell, who plays
the soft-boiled detective who solves the murder of the title
character, was fortuitously lissome, the Thin Man moniker was
kept and Powell's character became bonded to the series title.

It is this later Thin Man that Ma Si-tsang plays in Bitter
Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole, made seven years (but not released
in Hong Kong until after the war, in 1947) after The Thin
Man was shown in Hong Kong in 1934,° the same year of
the latter’'s American release. As mentioned above, The Thin
Man was treasured for its characters. It's also relished for
the chemistry between characters. The relationship between
Powell's detective and his wife, played by Myrna Loy, is so
breezily charming that it is now considered one of the most
memorable portraits of husband-and-wife rapport. No wonder:
it was adapted by the husband-and-wife team of scriptwriters
Albert Hackett and Frances Goodrich from a novel of the same
title by famed noir author Dashiell Hammett, who supposedly
based The Thin Man on his own relationship with his long-time
partner, the renowned playwright Lillian Hellman.’

The relationship between Ma and his leading lady Cheung
Yuet-yee is obviously modeled after Powell and Loy. Like
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Powell, Ma plays a detective. Like Loy, Cheung plays the
detective’s wife. Together, they make one of the most unique
and memorable married couples in the history of Hong Kong
film. Taking after the American detective and his wife, Ma
and Cheung engage in witty banter throughout the film, going
at each other with flirty insults and teasing wisecracks. It
is obvious theirs is a devoted marriage and the sneering
repartees are at once expressions of their affections and a
process through which they cement their love, exercising fond
feelings while exorcising tensions of gender and personality
differences inherent to marriages. This is not a typical Chinese
marriage, but a very modern one in which husband and wife
relate to each other in their own terms. It is far from likely a
realistic portrayal of 1940s marital relationships, but more an
attempt to project an alternative picture of the ideal marriage.®

The landscape of Hong Kong cinema throughout its
history is densely decorated with copycat works that borrow
generously from foreign films. No doubt attempts to milk
proven success for ready entertainment, they are also part
of an on-going effort to come to terms with modernity and
westernisation. We are familiar with Chinese literature and
Cantonese cinema’s cry for free love — no, not the push for
sexual liberation in the West in the latter half of the 20th
Century, but the wish of young people in China in the first
half of that century to love and marry the persons of their
own choices. Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole goes one step
further, extending audience imagination beyond free love by
celebrating an alternative marriage that does not conform to
tradition.



That celebration is made with adjustments likely aimed at
connecting with the local audience. First of all, the title. The
film, despite its prevalent glee and playfulness, retains the
melodramatic title of the original opera. There is actually truth
in advertisement, at least with the Chinese title — perhaps
better translated as “Sorrowful Phoenix, Sympathetic Oriole”.
One of the film's major female characters is named Phoenix
and another, Oriole. Phoenix is indeed sorrowful, for her
father is revealed to be murdered near the end, and Oriole is
indeed sympathetic, offering the young girl support. Once the
obligation for familiar melodrama is satisfied, the film revels
in its lightheartedness, introducing its newfound model of
marriage to the audience.

Then, as mentioned above, Ma has to surrender his
lifestyle, albeit temporarily. In an awkward plot twist, the
detective is forced in the last section of the film to flee his
luxurious surroundings and pose as a beggar on the other side
of the track. There, he indulges in a performance that seems
to have taken him back to the opera stage of the original.
Gone are the fashionable, prime-cut wardrobe and greased,
groomed hair, replaced by tattered clothes and disheveled
manes. He runs into a lineup of colourful characters who live
on the street, each doing whatever it takes to survive. Perhaps
most importantly, Ma is given an opportunity to resume his
well-known downtrodden persona, back to an environment
of poverty to present a song from the original in his signature
Beggar Sound. A line of dialogue even has him self-reflexively
declares: “I can sing in the Ma Si-tsang Sound!”.

Such a reversion to the familiar — the environment, the
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persona, the tune — is more than just an attempt to connect
the film to its original, a task readily fulfilled by the title
and obligatory marketing measures such as newspaper
advertisement. It also animates a co-existence and even
an integration of the divergent of rich and poor, familiar and
novel, tradition and modernity, film and opera, Hong Kong and
Hollywood, East and West... The schizophrenic awkwardness
of that drastic plot twist from the detective’'s splendid living to
one of a homeless panhandler, switching from a celebration of
upper-class lifestyle to a commemoration of lower-depth roots,
in addition to the obvious box-office considerations, also
signifies efforts to choose, to assimilate or to mix.

The modern history of Hong Kong, China and much of
Asia is a history of dramatic adaptations. In trying to catch
up with the developed world, the people of this land had
been trying frantically to adjust their cultures to the powerful
forces that had descended upon them. Questions were raised
about traditional ways and attempts were taken to emulate
the West. Throughout the years, the people never stopped
trying to get adjusted, adopting modern ways with which they
were comfortable and abandoning others that they were not.
The efforts could be devastating. The Civil War of China in
the 1920s and 1940s, for example, was in some regards the
Chinese people’s attempt to choose between capitalism and
communism, both Western ideas. Millions were killed in that
attempt.

Ma Si-tsang himself was well known as a maverick devoted
to pushing the limits of Cantonese opera. In the 1930s, a few
years after Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole became a hit on the



opera stage and a few years before the film version was made,
it was reported that he had launched an ambitious campaign to
modernise opera, with plans to put on shows that challenged
established conventions. That effort failed miserably — rejected
by audiences, at times fervently — and he was forced to tone
down his reforming ways.’

And in adapting Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole to film, Ma
and his fellow filmmakers managed to embrace two divergent
lifestyles in the same story. They may seem incongruous
to one another, but they co-existed. But adjusting Western
ways to local traditions also gave our own Thin Man a leg
up on his Hollywood source of inspiration. The Powell and
Loy characters, loving couple that they are, have to sleep on
separate beds, prohibited by America’s strict Production Code
from spending the night on the same piece of furniture. But in
Hong Kong's Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole, Ma and Cheung
are free to sleep — and frolic in slapstick fun — on the same
luxurious bed!

Sam Ho Veteran curator. Former programmer of the Hong
Kong Film Archive.

(This article is an adaption of “The Thin Man and the Bohemians: Discoveries in Pre-war
Hong Kong Films”, an earlier one | wrote for Newsletter, Hong Kong Film Archive, Issue
69, August 2014. Also, special thanks to the Editorial team for providing research material
for this and the earlier effort.)
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Notes

1 The opera Sorrowful Phoenix, Sympathetic Oriole is frequently cited in
literature as the work with which Ma Si-tsang shot to fame and itself
had thus been afforded a place in Cantonese opera history. Though
evidence strongly suggests that the opera had indeed contributed
greatly to Ma’s rise in popularity, | had not been able to consult primary-
source material of the time when the opera was first staged, presumably
in the 1920s, to confirm that the opera had in fact catapulted Ma to
fame. Other reports suggest that Ma was already enjoying a steady
growth in fame before Sorrowful Phoenix, Sympathetic Oriole. Suffice it
to say that further research is warranted.

2 Information of the opera is based on newspaper reports, mostly from
the 1980s and 40s but none from the contemporary period, and not
from the libretto, which is unavailable at time of writing.

3 The Chinese adjective that describes the Oriole in the title — lian
in pinyin — can mean both “sympathetic” and “sorrowful”. The use
of “sympathetic” is more appropriate for the film, while the use of
“sorrowful” may be more appropriate for the opera.

4 “Trivia and Fun Facts About The Thin Man”, tcm.com. http://www.tcm.
com/this-month/article/133586%7C0/Trivia-The-Thin-Man.html.

5 Andrew Sarris, The American Cinema: Directors and Directions, 1929-
1968, New York: Da Capo Press, 1996, pp.266-267.

6 The film was not released in Hong Kong until after the war, in 1947,

7 “Filmsite Movie Review: The Thin Man”, http:.//www.filmsite.org/thin.
html. The relationship between Hammett and Hellman is by turns
celebrated and maligned in the literary circle and is portrayed in the
film Julia (1977), based on Hellman's book Pentimento, for which Jason
Robard won an Oscar playing Hammett.

8 The Thin Man, despite its relatively low budget, had been very
influential, spawning homages such as Woody Allen’s Manhattan Murder
Mystery (1993), an American television series of the same title in the
1950s and several husband-and-wife comedy series in the 1970s and
1980s. A remake starring Johnny Depp had also been planned. More
appropriate to our discussion here is Satan Met a Lady (1936), based
on the novel Maltese Falcon, also written by Hammett, but, unlike the
hard-boiled adaptations of 1931 and 1941, takes on the light-hearted,
breezy approach of The Thin Man.

9 Title of the article is “Big Failure of Ma Si-tsang’s Cantonese Opera
Reform” written by Fenmien Shisanlang, Ling Sing, Guangzhou, Issue
56, Feb 10, 1933, pp.17-20 (Chinese only).
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Extended Reading
Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole —

the Ma Si-tsang Cantonese
Opera Classic

/| May Ng

Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole is a 1924 Good Harvest
Cantonese Opera Troupe production, featuring Ma Si-tsang
(1900-1964). Originally written by Lok Kam-hing, the opera
tells the story of Fung (“Phoenix”) who is framed by an
adulterous aunt and her lover, Mo. They later murder Fung'’s
uncle. After Fung is banished by husband, she encounters
famed courtesan Ung (“Oriole”), who sympathizes with her
predicament. With the help of a beggar, who uncovers the
adulterous couple’s evil plot, Ung and Fung petition the
authorities and eventually clear Fung’s name.

When the opera was first performed, Ma Si-tsang
played the role of the adulterous lover, Mo. It was a difficult
role and failed to showcase Ma’s talent for playing Nan
Chou (“male clown’s role” in Cantonese opera tradition).
When the production received lukewarm response from
the audience, Ma decided to take a different approach.
He eventually focused on the minor role of the beggar,
originally played by Chan Sing-wai, a student of the opera
writer; Ma decided to switch roles with Chan and even
wrote a number of songs for himself. He also developed
a new singing style known as the "Beggar Vocal” (also
known as the “Lemon Vocal”’) and worked hard to capture
the mannerisms and spirit of the beggar character. In the
end, his remarkably convincing performance along with
his new vocal style, brought him popular acclaim. In the
original opera, the beggar character has few scenes. His
one key scene involves a visit to his sister who works as
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a maid in the household of the adulterous aunt. Hoping
to borrow money from his sister so that he can visit the
gravesite of their parents, the beggar accidentally uncovers
the adulterous couple's evil plot. That is when the beggar
character gets to sing a full song. Due to the popularity
of Ma's performance, the opera writer, Lok revised the
script, expanding the role of the beggar and tailoring it
to suit Ma’s performance style. The beggar role (Yu Hup-
won) established Ma's name in the Cantonese opera
world. One of the beggar’'s songs written by Ma, “Love
Confession at the Temple” (also known as “Yu Hup-won’'s
Love Confession”) continues to be a topic of conversation
among performers and enthusiasts even today.'

Qin Lei-kwui, Sheung Ngo-ying and Ma were the leads
of the opera when it was first staged by the Good Harvest
Troupe. Ma continued to revise the script, streamlining the
plot and highlighting the chivalrous nature of the beggar
and the courtesan characters.® After the war ended, Ma
renamed his touring opera troupe, “Victory Troupe” and
added Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole to the repertoire,
this time starring Hung Sin-nui and Ma. Fung was played
by Ma Sui-ying, an actress who later became known for
playing the role of the evil shrews in numerous movies.®

A film was produced under the same title in 1941 and
released in 1947. Described as "a sensational detective-
mystery film adapted from the opera classic” (in the film’s



title sequence), the film has absolutely no relationship
to the opera. It was obviously a marketing tactic by the
investors to name the film after Ma's opera classic in order
to draw the opera audience into movie houses. However,
the film does feature the legendary Ma performing some
of his most famous songs. Today, the film serves as a
remarkable document that preserves the cultural heritage
of Chinese opera.

A decade later, yet another film was produced under
the same name (released under the English title, Pity the
Poor Girl). In 19567, even as Ma and Hung completed
a tour of Guangzhou with the Guangdong Cantonese
Opera Troupe, the Yueguang Film Company in Hong Kong
released a film adaptation of the opera. Directed by Chiang
Wai-kwong, the film version starred Law Kim-long in the
role of Kwan (Fung’s husband), Mui Yee in the role of Fung,
Fung Wong Nui in the role of Ang and Leung Sing-po —
the King of Nan Chou — in the role of Yu the beggar. The
synopsis from film’s promotional pamphlet suggests that
this latest adaptation is more faithful to the opera than the
original film. Slogans for the film even read “the classic
opera dramatized on the silver screen for the first time”
and “Leung Sing-po as Yu Hup-won has been transformed
into the old Ma.”® The film also received positive reviews:
“although the plot has been altered, audiences can still see
the essence of the original opera.”® Unfortunately, there are
no surviving prints of the film available for us to be able to
compare the differences in the plot and Leung Sing-po’s
interpretation of the beggar role.
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Notes

1 For information related to Ma's involvement in the production of the
opera and the opera synopsis, please refer to: Yu Bak-lok, (Column:)
“The acting Career of Ma Si-tsang”, The New Evening Post, Hong Kong,
Mar 1-Sep 26, 1956; “Bitter Phoenix, Sorrow Oriole” and “Ma Si-tsang”,
Cantonese Opera Art Lexicon, Cantonese Opera Art Lexicon Committee
(ed.), Guangzhou: Guangzhou Publishing House, 2008, pp.116 & 866-
867; Collected Writings in Commemoration of the Centennial of the Birth
of Cantonese Opera Maestro Ma Si-tsang, Guangdong Opera Institute
(ed.), Beijing: China Drama Press, 2000; Lai Kin, A Discourse on Hong
Kong Cantonese Opera Art, Hong Kong: Joint Publishing, 2010 (Chinese
only).

2 “Bitter Phoenix, Sorrow Oriole”, Cantonese Opera Art Lexicon, op. cit.
(Chinese only).

3 Wai Choeng. “Bitter Phoenix, Sorrow Oriole — Ma Si-tsang — Ma Siu-
ying”, Ling Sing, Hong Kong, 16th year, Issue 236, Mar 9, 1946, p.7
(Chinese only).

4 The film’s printed ad featured in Wah Kiu Yat Po, Hong Kong, Dec 12,
1957 (Chinese only).

5 Lee Mo-cheung. “Bitter Phoenix, Sorrow Oriole”, Ta Kung Pao, Hong
Kong, Dec 17, 1957 (Chinese only).
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Rich Hong Kong heir Lu
Jinglun (Wang Hao) goes
to Java, Indonesia to
recuperate and falls in love
with an Indonesian-born
Chinese woman (Ji Hezi).
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in the foreign land Gu Gao (Yao Ping) is saddened that his
beloved is marrying someone else.
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determined to break up the couple.
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Unrequited Love and Regret in
Love Song of the South Island

/]| Law Kar

The making of Love Song of the South Island in 1947 can
be seen as a rare case in Hong Kong cinema. The film tells
a story that takes place in Java, Indonesia: a rich Chinese
merchant (Lo Duen) sent his son (Wang Hao) to recuperate in
Java just after the war. He falls in love with a native girl with
Chinese blood (Ji Hezi) and they exchange marriage vows,
but his stubborn father breaks up the couple. Another native
young lad (Yao Ping) who has a crush on her accompanies
her to Hong Kong to look for her husband. A number of
Hong Kong films in the 50s dealt with the stories of overseas
Chinese in Nanyang (a region that includes Malaya, Indonesia,
Vietnam, Thailand, Cambodia and the Philippines, as called
by the Chinese) but none in the 40s. There had been plans
to make this film in 1938-1940, but none was successful.
Thus, Love Song of the South Island was a pioneer on this
subject. Upon careful viewing, one would find some elements
of subversion in it.

Apart from making allusions to the clash between
Chinese and Nanyang culture, Love Song of the South
Island is also an example of the collaboration and cultural
exchange between Northern and Southern film cast and
crew. Producer Yung Kwok-yiu was the owner of the World
Wide Motion Picture Studio in Hong Kong. Bringing together
director and screenwriter Tam Sun-fung and a Cantonese film
crew including the photographer, sound man and assistant
director, he made a Mandarin film for the first time. Among
the cast, Wang Hao was a veteran actor who had returned
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from Chongging; Yao Ping was a Malaysian Chinese who had
been active in Cantonese and Mandarin cinema before the
war; Ji Hezi was a newcomer from the mainland; Wu Chia-
hsiang who played the servant and Luo Bi-xia who played the
fiancée were also Mandarin film actors; Lo Duen who played
the father, Lee Hang the uncle and Li Ming (later renamed
Leung Ming) the hotel cashier were educated in Guangzhou
who later came to Hong Kong. However, they all spoke
Mandarin in the film. One could say that this was an early
collaboration among actors who came to Hong Kong after
demobilisation.

Here, | want to briefly describe the situation of Hong
Kong film before the outbreak of war. In 1937, with all-out
war being waged against the Japanese, there was an influx
of capital and actors from Shanghai to Hong Kong to make
Mandarin films. After making anti-Japanese propaganda tours
in the Mainland, many theatrical troupes passed through
Hong Kong to tour to Southeast Asia. Some of their members
stayed to work in theatre and film. This helped to revive
Mandarin stage works and films in Hong Kong. The exchange
and collaboration between Northern and Southern actors also
continued between 1937 and 1941,

During the same period, Hong Kong Cantonese cinema
also grew rapidly with the influx of talent from the north
as well as the surge in capital. With the rapid increase of
mainland immigrants, the market also expanded. The Anti-



Japanese War led to the exodus of mainlanders and the
spread of mainland culture overseas. On the other hand,
bound by a common love for the country there was a growing
demand for Chinese-language films. Ever since sound movies
were first produced in the 1930s, Hong Kong films relied on
Nanyang market. The outbreak of war resulted in even closer
ties.

For the sake of unification, the Nationalist Government
had always advocated Mandarin and was prejudiced against
Cantonese films. Politically, the Nanjing Government was wary
of the opposition of local Guangdong forces to the central
authorities. Culturally, it also saw Cantonese films as vulgar
and having a bad influence on people. From 1936 to 1937,
the Nanjing Government banned the release of Cantonese
films on the Mainland. After repeated negotiations, the ban
was suspended for three years in June 1937." However,
the Nationalist Government continued its discrimination
against Cantonese cinema. During the war, it accused
Cantonese films of being full of “depraved subject matters”,
‘fantasy” and “propagating sex and violence”. In addition to
tightening control and censorship, it also mobilised public
opinion against it. After the war, the Nationalist Government
reinstated the ban on Cantonese films, causing the Hong
Kong film industry to come to a standstill. Among six new
movies completed and released in 1946, five were Mandarin
films made by filmmakers who had moved to the south. They
were mainly catered to the mainland market. The first postwar
Cantonese film My Love Comes Too Late was released in
late January, 1947. Due to its popularity in Nanyang, it was
profitable even without being released on the Mainland. As a
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result, local producers continued to make Cantonese films.
One could say that the support of Nanyang audiences helped
to resurrect Cantonese cinema which was being suppressed
by the Nationalist Government.

Despite plans to make Love Song of the South Island in
1938 and 1940, none of them were carried out. According
to Artland biweekly magazine, due to the internal problems
of Nanyue Film Company, the shooting of the film had to be
halted.? In January and February 1939, Artland reported that
the film would be made by Minzu Film Company instead.’
From May to July, it carried long articles reporting on its
preproduction and shooting. The film was said to be written
and directed by Kwun Siu based on the novel he had written
in Singapore years before. “Set in a tropical country in
Nanyang” and “with music and singing playing a central role”,
it was to star Nancy Chan newly returned from Shanghai.
Apart from a Cantonese version, Mandarin and English
versions were to be dubbed.® In August, it was reported
that Nancy returned to Shanghai after just three days of
shooting, resulting in the “cancellation of Love Song of the
South Island’.” However, in 1940, there were reports that
Grandview Film Company wanted to make Love Song of the
South Island, to be directed by Tang Xiaodan and starring
Cheung Ying.® The continual interest of film companies in
the film shows that it had an intriguing subject matter. It also
suggests the large market for Cantonese cinema in 1938
and 1939, with the emergence of cross-boundary and cross-
cultural subjects.

What about the postwar making of Love Song of the



South Island? Directed by Tam Sun-fung, it was not an
opportunistic or cheap work that pandered to the market.
Despite the shortage of equipment and poor production
conditions after the war, one can see the efforts made under
the various constraints. As photographer, Pak Ying-choi was
Ho Look-ying’s equal. His meticulous work is evident in the
lighting, composition and the contrast between foreground
and background. While the costumes, sets and music are
rather rudimentary, they have an exotic flavor. The native
clothes and singing of Lotus (Ji Hezi) help her to project
a warm and sexy image. Yao Ping, as the native musician
Gu Gao, had vocal training. His acting is as solid as his
piano playing and singing. In contrast, the personality of
the hot-blooded intellectual played by Wang Hao is not too
outstanding.

Tam Sun-fung's directing and screenwriting were still
immature, even though he was creative. By setting the film in
Java, he wanted to highlight Lotus’ purity and love of singing
and dancing, but the folk dance and singing scenes were
not well shot. However, some details were well thought out.
When Wang Hao first arrives at his house in Java, his uncle
Lee Hang names the intellectuals and revolutionaries who
have been to Nanyang, and talks about the shadow puppets
hanging on the wall, thus drawing attention to the cultural
background of the film. When Lotus sings a Southeast Asian
song with Chinese lyrics and discusses Chinese current
affairs and music with Wang Hao, it reveals her patriotic
feelings and her admiration for the Chinese visitor. This is
a good start, but the love affair is still not given adequate
treatment later on. In my view, one of the better scenes is the
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one showing Yao Ping’s sadness when he learns that Wang
Hao and Ji Hezi are about to be married. The happy couple
is contrasted with Yao Ping sitting there playing the piano
in a daze. His face remains expressionless when the scene
cuts to their wedding. The dreamy cut aptly expresses his
stupefied state. Unfortunately, the treatment of the part where
he accompanies Lotus to Hong Kong to look for her husband
is rather coarse. The same goes for the ending when Wang
Hao finds out the truth and travels to Java to see the dying
Lotus. This is hastily done, and fails to convey the drama and
tragedy of the situation.

What is remarkable about the film is its novel subject
matter and strong viewpoint. Basically, the main plot comes
from common stories about exotic love affairs, such as La
Dame aux Camélias and Madame Butterfly. Tam gave it a
twist by setting a familiar love story between postwar Hong
Kong and Java (both were colonies). In terms of characters,
it has a conservative father from China living in Hong Kong
(Lo Duen), an uncle who's more open to change (Lee Hang),
and a son that supports reforms (Wang Hao). He has served
to fight the Japanese, and the dialogue suggests that he still
wants to serve the country (by joining the war of liberation?).
However, he is prevented from doing so by his father and
forced to go to Indonesia to “recuperate”. Among the
overseas Chinese in Southeast Asia, there’s an indolent older
generation (Lotus’ father), and a new generation that identifies
with but is rejected by the motherland, such as Lotus and Gu
Gao. The film shows their cultural difference and their diverse
attitudes towards China’s new culture and old traditions.
The hero’s father tries to undo their marriage not only due



to class difference, but also because he sees her as an
alien and rejects the customs and culture. This is where the
film diverges from the formula of La Dame aux Cameélias or
Madame Butterfly, in which class or racial difference is the
reason for the separation of the lovers, and carries other
implications. That is, the screenwriter deliberately used a
melodrama to illustrate the tragic plight of overseas Chinese
snubbed by the traditional establishment due to differences
in cultures or customs. The film also obliquely criticised the
Nationalist Government for ignoring diasporic culture in the
name of “unification”. While the film is somewhat immature
and has its flaws, it is still a commendable effort.

As a young man, Tam Sun-fung was active in theatre
in Guangzhou along with Lo Duen, Lee Sun-fung and Lee
Fa. He was a film and theatre buff. In the late 1920s, they
received academic training in theatre and film in Guangzhou.
After graduation, Lo, Lee and others came to work in Hong
Kong. But Tam did not join the film industry in the1930s.
Some say that he went to Germany to study medicine and
only joined the film industry after returning to Hong Kong.
So far, there are no records of his pre-war participation in
the film industry. Love Song of the South Island may have
been the first film written and directed by him. It was not
easy for him to make this film at a time when the Nationalist
Government discriminated against Cantonese cinema and
diasporic culture. Tam Sun-fung was not prolific. He was
mainly active in the 1940s and1950s. He wrote more than 11
Cantonese films in Hong Kong, directed 11 films and made
a documentary Guangzhou After the Liberation (1949). He
stopped directing in the 1960s and only wrote screenplays
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from time to time. His masterpiece is Prince of the Woods
(1950), which he spent one year directing in 1949. An
animation feature using marionettes, it was hailed as “the
first puppet film in Chinese film history”. The film uses a
fairy tale to show how authoritarian rule is overthrown by a
people’s revolution, with obvious suggestions of welcoming
the overthrow of Chiang Kai-shek’s regime and the liberation.
In early 1948, he was called a “progressive director” in the
Hong Kong press, suggesting that he already displayed
“leftist” inclinations in his postwar works and thinking.

Law Kar Veteran film scholar. Former programmer of the
Hong Kong International Film Festival and Hong Kong Film
Archive.

[Translated by Christine Chan|

Notes

1 See Law Kar and Frank Bren, Hong Kong Cinema — A Cross-cultural
View (Chinese expanded version), Peking University Press, 2012,
pp.125-6.

2 “Reorganisation of Nanyue Film Company”, in Artland biweekly
magazine, Issue 38, Sep 15, 1938 (Chinese only).

3 “The Adaptation of Two Daughters from Wet Paint”, in Artland biweekly
magazine, Issue 46, Jan 15, 1939; “Minzu Film Company’'s Way to
Brightness”, in Artland biweekly magazine, Issue 48, Feb 15, 1939
(Chinese only).

4 “Two New Works by Kwun Siu: Love Song of the South Island and The
Secret of a Female Escort”, in Artland biweekly magazine, Issue 54, May
15, 1939; “Love Song of the South Island Begins Shooting”, in Artland
biweekly magazine, Issue 57, Jul 1, 1939 (Chinese only).

5 “Love Song of the South Island is Rumoured to be Cancelled”, in Artland
biweekly magazine, Issue 59, Aug 1, 1939 (Chinese only).

6 “Pay Rise for Yao Ping’, in Artland biweekly magazine, Issue 72, Apr 16,
1940 (Chinese only).
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Extended Reading

A Short Biography of Tam Sun-fung

/] Angel Shing

Due to the ravages of time and the destruction of WWII,
much of the information about the filmmakers from the
1930s and 40s has been lost. It is almost impossible to get
a clear picture of the industry’s key figures. Tam Sun-fung,
the writer-director of Love Song of the South Island (1947)
is a prime example. When we interviewed Mr Tam for the
Archive’s Oral History Series in 1997, the filmmaker was
already well into his nineties. He was unable to recall many
of the details of his filmmaking days. Based on the more
lucid parts of the interviews about his family and formative
years, scattered press clippings and the recollections of
other filmmakers, this article intends to sketch an outline of
Tam'’s life.

Director Tam Sun-fung (May 23, 1904 — April 19, 2003)’
was born to an affluent family in Toishan, Guangdong.
He was the second of three sons. His father had spent
time doing business in the US and his family owned
a considerable amount of land. Tam spent his middle
school years in Guangzhou, where he befriended several
students from the north and became fluent in Mandarin.
After completing his high school education in Beijing, Tam
continued his studies overseas.’

According to Lo Duen, somewhere between 1927 and
1928 Tam entered the Guangdong Film Academy where he
studied for three months. He was among the academy’s
first graduates, along with Kwong Shan-siu, Yuen Yiu-hung
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and Lee Fa. Tam later became a teaching assistant at the
academy and got to know the second crop of students that
included Lee Sun-fung, Lo Duen and Ng Wui. Together,
they formed an amateur drama group called “Calling
Troupe”. Apart from performing on stage, Tam also ventured
into playwriting.® According to the book Yesteryears of
Hong Kong Cinema written by Leung Chan, Tam studied
medicine in Germany. Upon his return to Hong Kong, with
the encouragement of cinematographer Pang Nin, Tam
abandoned the career in medicine to pursue filmmaking. *

Existing records identify Love Song of the South Island
as Tam’'s debut as writer and director. According to Wah
Kiu Man Po (“Expat Chinese Evening Post”), “Director Tam
Sun-fung finished writing Love Song of the South Island
before the war began, and cast Cheang Man-ha as the
female lead. Later on, as war spread on the mainland, Tam
returned to China to serve the motherland. As a result,
the principle photography on the film came to a complete
halt...”® How Tam'’s film differs from the rumored, pre-
war production of the same name, directed by Kwun Siu
and aborted after three days of production,® and what
relationship Tam had with Kwun Siu (also known as Tam
Kwun-siu),” are some of the many unanswered questions.

After completing South Island, Tam went on to write
and/or direct Ways to Make Money (1947), Gold Fever
(1947, co-directed with Tso Kea), A Very Special Tie



Between Husband and Wife (1948), Uncompromising
Fellow (1948), The Three Swordsmen (1948), Prince of the
Woods (1950), | Want to Be Famous (1951; co-written-
and-directed with Tso Kea), Pretty Girl Homeless (1951),
May Fortune Grow and Sons Come in a Row (1952), etc.
The most notable being Prince of the Woods, the first-
ever Hong Kong film shot with marionettes. Adapted from a
foreign folklore, the production process of this marionette
film — from scriptwriting to set and character design, to
marionette construction, photography, scoring, dubbing,
etc. — lasted a full year.

In 1954, the South China Film Industry Workers Union
produced the omnibus film, This Wonderful Life as part of
their fundraising efforts. One of the three shorts featured,
Poor Pui-ka was adapted by Chu Hak and Tam from a
Russian literary classic.®

From the late fifties to mid-sixties, Tam made occasional
guest appearances in movies but rarely worked behind the
scenes. During this period, he wrote screenplays for just
three films, including Whither Spring (1957), The Magic Box
(1968) and The Plight of a Lonely Girl (1965; co-written
with Cheung Ying and Poon Fan).



EARLY CINEMATIC TREASURES REDISCOVERED

Notes

1 Tam Sun-fung’s dates of birth and death were provided by the South
China Film Industry Workers Union.

2 See “Tam Sun-fung Interview”, conducted by Donna Chu, The Oral
History Project, Hong Kong Film Archive, Jan 25, 1997.

3 Ibid. and also: Lo Duen, Half a Century as a Lunatic, Hong Kong:
Xiangjiang Publishing, 1992: pp.17 & 29-31 (Chinese only).

4 |eung Chan, Yesteryears of Hong Kong Cinema, Hong Kong: Hong
Kong Literature Press, 1998, pp.16-17 (Chinese only).

5 “Coming Soon: Love Song of the South Island”, Wah Kiu Man Po, Hong
Kong, Jan 4, 1947 (Chinese only).

6 For more details about the short-lived production of Kwun Siu’'s Love
Song of the South Island, see Law Kar, “Unrequited Love and Regret in
Love Song of the South Island”, pp. 140-147 in this book.

7 Examples of Kwun Siu being referred to as Tam Kwun-siu include: Mui
Ling, “Two Daughters Are Getting Married”, The Chinese Mail, Hong
Kong, Jan 21, 1939; “Tam Kwun-siu is Returning to the Embrace of
the Motherland”, Screen Voice Pictorial, Singapore, Issue 51, Aug 16,
1939. It's noteworthy that there were many background similarities
between Tam Sun-fung and Kwun Siu; both returned to the mainland to
serve the country during the war. (See [5] and “Love Song of the South
Island is Rumored to be Cancelled”, in Artland biweekly magazine, Issue
59, Aug 1, 1939.) Kwun Siu allegedly also studied in Europe. (See “Two
New Works by Kwun Siu: Love Song of the South Island and The Secret
of a Female Escort”, in Artland biweekly magazine, Issue 54, May 15,
1939.) A columnist also stated in his article that Tam Sun-fung directed
Two Daughters before the war began. (See Gut Fu, "Recommending
Gold Fever", Wah Kiu Man Po, Hong Kong, Dec 23, 1947.) But the film
was indeed directed by Kwun Siu in 1939. As to whether or not Gut
Fu’'s memory was flawed, or whether the two directors were actually
the same person, the answer is inconclusive due to lack of evidence.
(Sources available in Chinese only)

8 Kwok Ching-ling (ed.), Hong Kong Filmography Volume IV (1963-1969).
Hong Kong Film Archive, 2003, p.60.
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1937 B|H DCP EFE 837E

Dir: Ko Lei-hen Scr: Ying Ming-ha

Prod Co.: Nanyang Film Company

Cast: Lee Yi-nin, Kwong Shan-siu, Leong Tim-tim,
Wong Cho-shan, To Sam Ku

1937 B&W DCP Cantonese 83min
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Luk Mo-jing (Lee Yi-nin) moves to a nearby town to escape from being married off to a rich
factory owner. In her new life, she finally meets a man she loves, only to discover that he,
too, is Mr. Wrong. With her adopted daughter Sau-wah (Leong Tim-tim) in tow, Mo-jing
establishes a vocational school for girls from poor families. Showing the harsh obstacles
that face a woman in 1930's Chinese society, the film depicts a new generation of women
who pursues a freer life and independence. It also gives us a chance to see legendary
actors like Lee Yi-nin, Wong Cho-shan and To Sam Ku at work. The image and sound
quality of the long lost film may not be ideal but the highly original story depicting working
class women struggling against class and gender oppression continues to be moving and
daring in today's lights, and serves to significantly talk back to our lack of knowledge and
imagination regarding the possibilities of modern South Chinese culture.

YSHORZEERE © ¥EF Guest Commentator: Yau Ching
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1937 2H DCP EZE 11198

Dirs: Sit Kok-sin, Ko Lei-hen Scr: Tong Tak-pui

Prod Co: Nanyang Film Company

Cast: Sit Kok-sin, Tong Suet-hing, Wong Man-lei,
Lam Mui-mui, Fan Kok-fei

1937 B&W DCP Cantonese 111min
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In 1933, Shaw Zui Weng of Shanghai's Unique Film Company joined hands with Cantonese
opera maestro Sit Kok-sin in putting onto the screen The White Gold Dragon, a stage play
adapted from the 1926 American silent film The Grand Duchess and the Waiter. Later in
1937, Nanyang Film Company enlisted Sit again for this new instalment. A romantic comedy
revolving around one man and three women, it takes as well an incisive look into the dog-
eat-dog business world. The film is especially precious in that it has preserved for posterity
the art of Sit Kok-sin in his prime. Another attraction is Wong Man-lei, who takes on an
unusual part as a seductress, stealing the limelight even from her co-star Lam Mui-mui. The
choice of material and the fim's setting also reveal Shaw Brothers’ intent to extend its movie
empire to Southeast Asia.

#E : RETE « 3% Speakers: May Ng, Winnie Fu



BE/RE/RE &R
W E= B ERrE
B : APERE MM R—

BE  TEF - BmiEE - BRRAE

=8 -~ FIRt - &R

2’\' 1938 EH DCP BEFE 11594
Dir/Scr/Orig Story: Hou Yao
,‘3‘_’- Prod: Runje Shaw Prod Co.: Unique Film Company
Cast: Lee Yi-nin, Lo Ban-chiu, Chan Tin-tsung,

~ P Lau Hark-suen, Tsi Hau Tsat, Hou Yao

7EF‘ é{] 1938 B&W DCP Cantonese 115min
Y
Incident in the Pacific
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1938 EH DCP EFE 9843iE
Dir /Scr: Hou Yao
Prod: Yeung Yam-ming Prod Co.: Wen Hua
Cast: Hou Yao, Nancy Chan, Jiang Junchao,
Wong Sau-nin, Lau Hark-suen, Wong Cho-shan
1938 B&W DCP Cantonese 98min

Fm R

Fortress of Flesh and Blood

1920s Shanghai silent film director Hou Yao first ventured into sound cinema in Hong Kong
during the 30s. Incident in the Pacific centres on two lovers who defend their country
fearlessly against the Japanese. This wartime epic not only sets its sights on the salvage
of China but raises a shout against Fascist aggression.

The newly digitised Fortress of Flesh and Blood sees a patriotic scholar forgoing the pen
for the pistol, leading his students to the war front. Hou Yao is no ordinary flmmaker; his
“national defence” cinema is distinctly different from the realistic and leftwing premise of
his Mainland counterparts. While based on real life, his works are larger than life as well,
featuring a mixture of suspense and romance plus the animated turns by chou (clown)
masters in Cantonese opera. An auteur-director who also plays his own characters, his
assertiveness is a far cry from other Mainland productions which tend to be clichéd and
propagandist. This might be due to the fact that he made such fims in Hong Kong, a
highly commercialised city where entertainment matters above all else.

Guest Commentator: Lau Yam
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1941 BH DCP EFE kN FE 97938
j" Dir: Lo Duen Scr: Lo Duen, Lee Sun-fung
Prod Co: Lianye Film Company
Cast: Cheung Ying, Mei Fung, Wu Mei-lun,
t Lam Mui-mui, Ng Wui, Ko Lo-chuen,
Fung Ying-seong
1941 B&W DCP Cantonese
A Chi & Eng subtitles 97min
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Follow Your Dream

EFRENBENRSE  RIRESEBNEIRMANCIRER  B= « O+ERENNE
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(fEgErE) (1953) RE+"FIE |
This realist tragicomedy is a microcosm of wartime Hong Kong where life is full of strange
absurdities. It mirrors as well the close interactions between Hong Kong and Guangzhou
in the 1930s and 40s. In the film, a twist of fate brings some working-class folks under the
same roof — a dirt-poor writer with many mouths to feed, two itinerant singers, a money-
grubbing landlady, and a prostitute. Their encounter with Cheung, a kind, optimistic and
educated woman, ignites their concem for the common good, as they become more selfless
to each other in times of hardship. Central to the plot is the patriotic move taken by the poor
man who, disillusioned with Hong Kong's realities, goes back to serve the motherland. An
entire decade earlier than director Lee Tit's classic In the Face of Demolition (1953) which
champions the very spirit of “One for All".

SHAEEE - T Guest Commentator: Wong Ain-ling
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1942 2H DCP EZFE

hRNFE 105938

Dir: Hung Suk-wan . AR

Scr: Lui Lun Orig Story: Lui Lun’s Clara >
Prod Co: Nanyang Film Company, Shaw & Sons
Cast: Cheung Wood-yau, Lo Ming,

Yung Yuk-yi, Fung Ying-seong F ﬁ
1942 B&W DCP Cantonese
3%

Chi & Eng subtitles 105min

e Righ House

BERBRI1937EMERANG (REL) - REFRE LEMANERBRE AR
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Clara, a 1941 “new-school cosmopolitan novella” by Lui Lun, depicts the tragic romance
of a poor author and his luckless lover against the backdrop of 1930s and 40s Hong Kong
where East meets West. The Rich House, the screen adaptation of the novella by Lui
himself, retains to a certain extent the exotic touch of the original. Cheung Wood-yau plays
the struggling writer, who develops an affection out of sympathy for waitress Clara (Lo Ming),
their affair yet tuming into a complex love triangle with the intervention of rich man Carlito.
Signatures of Westerm modermnity are found here and there, such as café with live band, self-
made sandwiches and enjoying coffee and fresh milk. One major difference from the source
material is the addition of the comedic, freewheeling painter couple (Yiu Ping and Yung Yuk-
vi), who imparts on this melodrama a feel-good, light-hearted tone.

MRS | ZiR Guest Commentator: Wong Shuk-han, Mary
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1947 2H DCP HEFE 12598E

Dir: Yeung Kung-leong Scr: Mok Hong-si

B Prod Co: Nanyang Film Company
Cast: Ma Si-tsang, Cheung Yuet-yee, Lam Mui-mui,
Lau Hark-suen, Wong Cho-shan
}%(‘ 1947 B&W DCP Cantonese 125min
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BDitte™Phoenix, Souwrowfirl @riole
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BERS  THMBISHENELEARLE  MAREEERR  18RNELFHE
BEY TIAK ) MBI - SRPBER194FERBEEERER (ARERY T/
%, AEBHNAERK TEADHARFENRD - SEEREANEFNFIRERTER
WAKEREAE - BASIER ", DRNRHESR  BEEW  SAEENRRENRG
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REBENESRMIERHRE MR - HRRZEENTRERNE  REEFEEREE
BIHFETENFCBEAEY - SERERRZER - RABHMB RSN SR
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Featuring one of the most uniquely colourful married couples in the history of Hong Kong
cinema, Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole is a delightful genre-blender, mixing touches of
comedy, crime story, Cantonese opera and more. The film is obviously inspired by the
Hollywood classic The Thin Man (1934), with Cantonese opera star Ma Si-tsang playing a
master detective and singer Cheung Yuet-yee playing his wife, rollicking in witty banter, flirty
insults and delicious wisecracks. It also stays close to home despite its leaning towards
the West. With a Chinese title identical to a famous opera, the film takes a dramatic plot
twist, taking Ma away from his upscale environ to a beggar's haven, giving him a chance
to perform a cherished tune from the original. The mix of plots and styles in Bitter Phoenix,
Sorrowtul Oriole may be at times awkward, but the very awkwardness is a testament to
Hong Kong cinema'’s longstanding penchant to boldly negotiate between the traditional and
the modem.

HTZCEE - [ME5E Guest Commentator: Sam Ho
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46
Sit

Dir/Scr: Tam Sun-fung

Prod Co: Nanlian Film Company

Cast: Wang Hao, Lo Duen, Ji Hezi, Yao Ping, Li Xiang

1947 B&W DCP Mandarin 99min pul;

Love Song of the South Island

BRERBTERY "HEEY ) WES  REEBNEFFBIMR - ARRERE
EEPIRMHBABREER - LEFRER  RBIR IEXERENEHER - &
BERX (ER) EEREXENRT (5 ) ZEmFNEARE  BELENRELT
(FRF) MBLR (M65%) - BEEFR - WNE LXEEF - NSRS CER
HERITE - FAFEHEREESR - ROAT LBIWE - MEZEIE () - 4l
DIBEE IR B IEBT AR IS - RIBRIIEAEARAFIS - HEHEBEE © 5L
AEESARARE - 2 RAREEASHE - AEAS IR T4 W AAREE
HHEERFENRA - SRERUGEMEKE - A58 EHES

After WWII, the Nationalist Government's ban on “dialect pictures” threw Cantonese film
workers into a frenzied panic, and considerably hindered the production of Cantonese films.
This cross-boundary production was the conserted efforts of film and theatrical talents from
north to south, setting the story's background in Southeast Asia. This Camille-esque story
traces the luckless lot of a Chinese songstress (Ji Hezi) in Southeast Asia. Despite her strong
identification with her native country, the woman's affair with Lo King-lun (Wang Hao), a rich
heir from the Mainland, is thwarted by Wang's domineering father (Lo Duen) who snubs his
overseas compatriots. Arguably an allusion to the Nationalist Government's discrimination
against diasporic culture and Cantonese cinema, the film could have gone further if it had
dug deeper into the subject. This studio-shot piece exudes an exoticism which, rudimentary
as it is, offers a gimpse of the struggles faced by postwar Cantonese filmmakers who went
all out to cater for overseas markets.

HEAISEEE | ZBK Guest Commentator: Law Kar
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28/3 7NSat  2:00pm B Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole
4:30pm & EERXE : HE  GRERANRIE
Seminar: In Search of the Perfect Marriage
7:30pm  JELRIEIR TheThin Man *
29/3 HSun 2:30pm  XK_E A FollowYour Dream @
4:30pm % EME ABREFTHERE
Seminar: The Aesthetics of Left-wing Cinema
7:30pm  BAESCLHAYISEIT The Crime of Monsieur Lange * M
3/4 A Fri  2:30pm  EBEEBE Bitter Phoenix, Sorrowful Oriole
5:00pm  KFFEAIEZE Incident in the Pacific
7:30pm MAKEH Fortress of Flesh and Blood
4/4  7xSat  2:30pm  ZMEZFE The Light of Women
4:30pm & EEME  REBNEEHESE
Seminar: The Conflict and Reconciliation
between Family and Nation
7:30pm ERELEK Sworn Sisters *
10/4 A Fri  7:30pm  KIFFERIEZE Incident in the Pacific
11/4 75Sat  2:30pm IR Fortress of Flesh and Blood
4:30pm % ERE : EEHNEER—
mERN=+FRBEEERNLE
Seminar: A Rare Self-portrait: On Hou Yao
and Filmmaking in 1930s Hong Kong
7:30pm  FHEEITH March of Youth *
12/4 HSun 2:30pm  K_EAR FollowYour Dream @
7:30pm  ZEPJEE TheRichHouse @
17/4 FAFri 7:30pm M ZIE The Light of Women
18/4 75Sat  2:00pm  #&H & HBE White Dragon, Part Two
4:30pm & EEHME I FR > ERHEER
Seminar: Western Clothes, Cantonese Opera and Cinema
7:30pm  ERFE ELAFFE The Grand Duchess and the Waiter * @
19/4 HSun 7:30pm FIESHEEM Love Song of the South Island
23/5 7~Sat  2:30pm  FEIEMEHM Love Song of the South Island
4:30pm & EHRE : (EEHEH) NAK
Seminar: The Story behind Love Song of the South Island
7:30pm  FEZREZZ## Malaya Love Affair *
24/5 HSun 2:30pm #&BE®BE White Dragon, Part Two
30/5 75Sat  2:00pm  EFJEE TheRich House ¢
4:30pm % EHRE  FEREN:
(EMEE) IXBEEBRZOEH
Seminar: Camille - A Hong Kong Rendition: The Interaction
between Literature and Film in The Rich House
7:30pm  HRIEL Camile *

% BB A Free admission

* BETEE Reference Film

& R MIthZESZ=E With Chinese and English Subtitles
B R HIZRFE With English Subtitles

® R MIRITFHEAFE With English Intertitles
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IN SEARCH OF THE PERFECT MARRIAGE
[ 25 BL7E B BITTER PHOENIX, SORROWFUL ORIOLE ]
28.3.2015 4:30pm

W52 2% Guest Commentator: i EFS:4: Mr Sam Ho
HRHE T H R E - &% RE A Ex-Programmer of HKFA and veteran curator
W+ Co-speaker : Zff David Chan ##FEA Film Critic

EHTHHES
THE AESTH ETICS OF LEFT-WING CINEMA
[ X LA FoLLow YOUR DREAM ]
29.3.2015 4:30pm
AT 228 % Guest Commentator: ¥ ER L+ Ms Wong Ain-ling
BRI AT - BEREAREEAN

Ex-Research Officer of HKFA, veteran curator and film critic

R 6 4% K g
THE CONFLICT AND RECONCILIATION BETWEEN FAMILY AND NATION
[ M2 5% THE LIGHT OF WOMEN ]
4.4.2015 4:30pm

A5 EEE Guest Commentator: i+ Dr Yau Ching
S KR SL I 58 REIBUZ

Associate Professor, Department of Cultural Studies, Lingnan University

FHE A E]
—wEER =+ FREBETN T E
A RARE SELF-PORTRAIT:
ON HOU YAO AND FILMMAKING IN 1930s HONG KONG

[ K-F & Loyl T Bt 1 RIR
INCIDENT IN THE PACIFIC & FORTRESS OF FLESH AND BLOOD
11.4.2015 4:30pm

A5 EE Guest Commentator: B854 Mr Lau Yam
BEEAEA ~ BRREIEE RS
Veteran film critic and Ex-Project Researcher of HKFA

W# Co-speaker : ZERJ4 Mr Law Kar

FE o BRER

WESTERN CLOTHES, CANTON ESE OPERA AND CINEMA
[ 4 & £ #& WHITE DRAGON, PART TWO ]

18.4.2015 4:30pm

#¥ Speakers :

RWHEEAL L Ms May Ng

BRI % 34 Research Officer of HKFA

HE#HZ+t Ms Winnie Fu

R H 3] Programmer of HKFA

(gmed) sgH %
THE STORY BEHIND LOVE SONG OF THE SOUTH ISLAND
[ % B 48 28 LOVE SONG OF THE SOUTH ISLAND ]
23.5.2015 4'30pm

FAIE 522 Guest Commentator: ZE-R764: Mr Law Kar
B P R 7 v [ PR A R ST R B E SR E SRR REA

Ex-Programmer of HKFA and HKIFF and veteran curator and film critic

~ 4#— - = % b ==
FBritR: (EMER) WXBRTZELY
CAMILLE - A HONG KONG RENDITION: THE INTERACTION BETWEEN
LITERATURE AND FILM IN THE RICH HOUSE
[ 2£F7% £ THE RicH HOUSE )
30.5.2015 4:30pm

FEIM5EE4#E Guest Commentator: il i+ Dr Wong Shuk-han, Mary
SRR A SCER S L AR

Dlrector of the Centre for Humanities Research, Lingnan University

BEE T . B A Conducted in Cantonese - Free Admission
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