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Editorial@ChatRoom

[clkwok@lcsd.gov.hk]

At the ‘Cold War Factor in Hong Kong Cinema’ conference, participants let their thoughts run wild in the

intricate web of ideas woven by scholars from various disciplines. It’s indeed a fulfilling experience. What comes

next to the fruitful exchange is, however, more exchange on the way ahead for further exploration of the

subject—Discussions all packed within two to three days proved way too intensive. Taking into account the

experience this time, we look forward to other possible ways to proceed with our research efforts.

Lee Pui-tak, Wong Ain-ling, Sam Ho and Mable Ho all ‘made it their calling’ to share their views. A string of

‘unresolved’ problems have surfaced while we are savouring what we achieved yesterday—All are nonetheless

interesting lead-ins to uncontested terrains waiting to be tapped.

It is none other than the Archive to plough, sow, fertilise and water the soil, yet success would never be

possible without the support of academics and researchers to probe into it and make full use of what it offers.

After another cycle of discussion, publication, screening and further discussion, the sprouting tree under care

will certainly bear fruits that please. [clkwok@lcsd.gov.hk]
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(From left) Albert Lee, Wong Ain-ling, Sam Ho, Dixon Lau, Chu Hak, Law
Kar, Huang Ren
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(Front row, from left) Grace Ng, Stephanie Chung, Yang Kuisong, Huang Ren, David Faure, Anthony Yeh (Dean of HKU Graduate School, Chairman of Provisional
Council for Contemporary China Studies), Wong Siu-lun (Director of HKU Centre of Asian Studies), Albert Lee (Chief Manager/Film and Cultural Exchange,
LCSD), Lau Shing-hon, Lee Pui-tak, Li Yizhuang, Stephen Teo, Law Kar; (Back row, from left) Lai Chi-kong, Han Yanli, Lawrence Hui, Vyvian Liang, Wong Ain-ling,
Michael Chun, Sam Ho, Wang Chaoguang, Zhou Chengren, Kenny Ng, Grace Mak, Yung Sai-shing
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After the WWII, as winds, treacherous and icy, howled in the great

divide between the East and the West, the British colony of Hong Kong

became a haven for south-bounders and capital from the South Seas.

On this tiny island tucked away in the fissure between the Communists

and the Kuomintang, the film industry thrived. Organised jointly by the

Hong Kong Film Archive and the Centre of Asian Studies of the University

of Hong Kong from 27 to 29 October, the Conference on the Cold War

Factor in Hong Kong Cinema, 1950s-1970s, cum seminar delved into

this important topic in the history of Hong Kong cinema.

I. Symposium
Scholars and researchers from the mainland, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and

Singapore were gathered to examine the relationship between the Cold

War and Hong Kong cinema. Studies were made from the perspectives

of history, sociology, film studies, and filmmakers actively involved in

the industry during the Cold War years.

Hong Kong Characteristics In his analysis of the Hong Kong spy film

and its many variations, Sam Ho (Hong Kong Film Archive) suggested

that apart from adopting the James Bond mode of spying operations

and glamorous lifestyle, the genre sought to avoid politics under the

colonial rule and veered towards issues concerning social justice. The

maintenance of justice, however, fell into the hands of the female ‘Jane

Bond’.

Han Yanli (Kyoto University) revealed the process of depoliticalisation

of postwar Hong Kong cinema with special emphasis on family films.

Stephen Teo (National University of Singapore) talked about the bizarre,

sorrowful ghost films adapted from the Chinese literary classic Strange

Tales from a Chinese Studio, in which filmmakers found an outlet to

their pent-up feelings in the suffocating political climate.

This Side and That The early 1950s saw many filmmakers moving

politically towards the Communist regime. It was against such a backdrop

that the Hong Kong and Kowloon Cinema & Theatrical Enterprise Free

General Association Limited was established in mid 1950s as a

counterweight. Huang Ren, a Taiwan film researcher, gave a detailed

account of the intense competition for film stars between the two camps.

He also highlighted the ‘watchdog’ function of the association in

reinforcing Taiwan’s foreign policy and its contributions to Hong Kong-

Taiwan collaborations.

Mainland scholar Zhou Chengren discussed how leftist filmmakers

and companies, being increasingly marginalised at the time, survived

the hard times by reaching out to overseas markets while securing the

indispensable backing from the mainland. Lee Pui-tak (The University

of Hong Kong) added that putting aside ideological conflicts, hostility

between filmmakers of the two factions was to a large extent

overstated. Active interactions between camps were not rare, mainly a

result of the need for negotiations in everyday business and financial

interests that were too important to forsake.

Film Industry and Politics Social and political factors shaping the

film industry can also be seen in the mass media, press opinions, and

censorship. Drawing reference from the content and narrative angle of

film reviews in left-wing newspapers, Grace Ng (Hong Kong Film

Archive) maintained that it was Cai Chusheng (aka Choi Cho-sang)

who stood in the forefront to uphold values of 1940s and 50s

Cantonese cinema. Filmmakers sharing those lofty ideals went on to

produce wholesome films on either cooperative or fellowship basis.

Law Kar who had gone through much of the Cold War years working

as a critic and editor, pointed out that the influence of the American-

subsidised Chinese Student Weekly (1952-1974) was felt in cultural

terms rather than political. Contrary to the artistic orientation of

Chinese Student Weekly, The Asia Pictorial, the Asia Publishing

Company’s flagship publication, was overtly propagandist. Yung Sai-

shing (National University of Singapore), using examples of the Asia

Publishing Company and the Asia Pictures Limited which had the same

owner, examined how the United States put into force her containment

and integration policies in Hong Kong and other Asian countries.

When it comes to the interferring with film productions, nothing

matters more than government censorship. Kenny Ng (Hong Kong

University of Science and Technology) traced the background of the

censorship system, the associated regulations and sample cases to

unravel the colonial government’s ‘hidden agenda’—to avoid social

unrest, all sensitive political contents prone to arouse contradictions

were mercilessly banned.

In the Middle Stephanie Chung Po-yin (Hong Kong Baptist

University) rendered a tale about the legendary producer Zhang

Shankun, whose influential presence as an ‘intermediary’ was

summarised in her conclusion: ‘Those who want neither to give orders

nor to receive them can become intermediaries.’

Wong Ain-ling (Hong Kong Film Archive) paid special attention to

the filmmaker’s ‘tug-of-war’ with the times—how they kept their

composure, survived and found their way out under all sorts of

constraints in a specific historical setting. Zhu Shilin and Griffin Yue

Feng were two directors of similar background, only they went their

separate ways to the left and the right after coming to Hong Kong.

Juxtaposing their contrasting paths and works of different stages thus

promised to be thought-provoking.

Another pair tailor-made for comparison is Wang Tianlin and Hu

Siao-fung. Donna Chu (The University of Hong Kong), who has

conducted oral history interviews with over 100 Hong Kong filmmakers,

traced their lives in cinema while at the same time reflected on the

application and inherent limitations of oral history.

As a result of the Cold War and the US containment policy, Hong

Kong film industry constantly found itself linked with Singapore-

The Cold War Factor
in Hong Kong Cinema,
1950s to 1970s
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Malaysia, Taiwan, Japan, and Korea in one way or another. In the light

of this, a fruitful discussion of Hong Kong cinema in the Cold War era

could come about only with a macroanalysis of the entire picture.

II. Seminar: Dialogue with Filmmakers
The seminar was held on 29 October in the HKFA where filmmakers

shared their experiences with the audience. Screenwriter Chu Hak

recounted his days at the Great Wall Movie Enterprise Ltd in the 1950s

when he was given the room to do solid research for the script. Although

political situations gradually changed for the worse and film production

almost came to a halt, he on the other hand came to realise the intricate

ties between the left and right camps. Dixon Lau recalled that when he

first joined Southern Film Co Ltd in the mid 1960s, his colleagues spared

no efforts in bargaining for theatrical release and publicity of their films

against the strict censorship imposed by the Hong Kong British

government. Taiwan researcher Huang Ren focused on the contributions

of Chang Kuo-sin and his American-backed film company, the Asia

Pictures Limited, with special mentioning of the production system built

up by Chang and his meticulous production requirements.

III. Thoughts on Cold War Studies
Lee Pui-tak (Centre of Asian Studies, The University of Hong Kong)

Hong Kong was a British colony. Since the 19th century, the local

Chinese had acquired the suppleness of cooperating with the British

without offending the mainland Chinese authorities. Hong Kong Chinese

have always had a knack for surviving between the two towering

regimes. In 1949, the People’s Republic of China was founded, the

Kuomintang moved to Taiwan, and the political ecology of the Chinese

in Hong Kong underwent unprecedented changes. From the deportation

of leftist filmmakers in 1952, to the abolishment of Taiwan’s National

Security Act During the Period of National Mobilisation for Suppression

of the Communist Rebellion in 1986, Hong Kong Chinese had been

caught in the Communist-Kuomintang crossfire. This diametric

opposition lasted over 30 years. But interestingly, this very same period

had been pivotal in terms of talent, technology, capital, and foundation-

laying to the flourish of Hong Kong cinema and its fame among Chinese

societies all over the world. How did Hong Kong cinema take off amidst

the Cold War and drastic changes in the global and cross-strait political

situation?

I am very pleased that the occasion of this conference has brought

together friends from the film industry and academia who share a

common interest in cinema. The truth is, from the 1950s to the 1970s,

Hong Kong had been lacking in studies on not only its cinema, but also

its politics, economy, culture and society. This is a first step. It has been

almost ten years since Hong Kong became a special administrative

region of China, yet we know very little about the relationship between

the two, especially the political and cultural aspects. In a certain sense,

this conference has been insightful.

Wong Ain-ling (Research Officer, Hong Kong Film Archive)

Since the planning stage for Monographs of Hong Kong Film Veterans

2: An Age of Idealism: Great Wall and Feng Huang Days, the words

‘cold war’ have been flashing on and off in my mind. Going through

options for the book’s title, my favourite was my friend Michael Lam’s

‘Screen Left’—Two simple words that nail the relationship between

cinema and politics while still leaving space for imagination. Yet, after

extended discussion, the present title was chosen to sidestep the

sensitivity of the word ‘left’. This goes to show how difficult it is to

look history in the eye. Of those born in the 1950s, who did not grow

up breathing the air of the Cold War? Like the pollutant-saturated air

now, it found its way through our respiratory system to every cell of

our bodies, no matter how hard we tried to avoid it.

Organising the Conference on the Cold War Factor in Hong Kong

Cinema with HKU’s Centre of Asian Studies seems most logical. As

the Hong Kong Film Archive, we hope to do more groundwork for

historical research, but this requires the help of other dedicated parties

with whom we can pool efforts.  As we journey back to the throbbing

tension of the Cold War era over half a century ago, we discover plenty

of unresolved questions, but at least, some have become clearer. For

example, why did the Hong Kong Government formally establish the

Film Censorship Ordinance only in 1953? Were the ‘left’ and ‘right’

camps in Hong Kong cinema really that diametrically opposed in the

1950s and 60s? Some conference participants also raised questions

regarding the very nature of film studies. For instance, can one study

film history without watching films? Would too much emphasis on

interdisciplinary studies make one lose sight of the wood, that is,

film, for the trees? It was a pity we did not have time to continue our

discussion, but I believe these are fundamental problems deserving

further reflection.

Returning to the Film Archive, I sat listening on a late autumn

afternoon, to Uncle Chu Hak, Mr Dixon Lau, and Mr Huang Ren as

they recounted the past, while left and right settled in the whirling

dust of the afternoon, becoming history.

Sam Ho (Programmer, Hong Kong Film Archive)

Discussing the Cold War, I thought of football and oil.

The three-day conference reminded us that politics infiltrates our

lives in many different ways. Not only through movies, but also

newspapers, magazines, music and other channels. Like football. I

remember in the 1960s, athletes were divided into ‘Hong Kong

players’, those who represented the then colony in international

matches, and ‘Chinese players’, those who played for China. They all

played in Hong Kong, in the same league and were not bitter

ideological rivals. The China the ‘Chinese players’ represented was

actually Taiwan, not the mainland.

This amusing bit of information not only tells us how successful

Hong Kong football once had been, but also how the Nationalist camp

had enjoyed a huge advantage in everyday life during much of the

Cold War period. Just as one conference participant pointed out, there

were only ‘left-wing films’ and no ‘right-wing films’, because the latter

were in fact mainstream films.

Many of the papers presented in the conference are inspiring. I am

particularly impressed with Kenny Ng’s study on film censorship. In

our work at the Hong Kong Film Archive, we often came across

interesting topics. Yet, due to various reasons such as the nature of

our work, time constraints or a lack of either training or habit in in-

depth research, we often had to gloss over these topics. We would

comfort ourselves, thinking, ‘may be someone will do further

research…’ This time, Ng accepted our invitation to the conference

and we suggested that he study the area of film censorship. We

provided some clues for him and he in turn dug up many new ones,
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Yang Yongan (1st right) and Li Mili (2nd left), Curator and Associate

Curator of China National Film Museum (CNFM), and Chen Yu

(1st left) of the Beijing Radio & Television Bureau taken on a tour

around the Archive by Mable Ho, the Acquisition Manager of HKFA.

Opened in 2005, CNFM presents large-scale exhibitions with

special attention to Hong Kong and Taiwan cinema. Both parties

look forward to further exchange for the promotion of film culture.

HKFA Librarian Chau

Yu - c h i n g  ( l e f t )

i n t r o d u c i n g  t h e

Archive collection to

Yang Yongan.

Mr David Ramirez Ramos

Ms Lena Nahlous

such as government files once considered confidential. He ended up laying

important groundwork for the study of film censorship.

Another conference participant called Ng’s work groundbreaking. His

comment reminded me of oil exploration in the energy industry. The search

for oil eventually leads to the breaking of ground, a process involving the

coordination of a myriad of different knowledge. The drilling itself requires

advanced technology and hard work, but without correct identification of

drilling spots, it would only result in dry wells. We at the Film Archive

know of many drilling points for research. If our work can be coordinated

with researchers who have the skills and training to dig deep, much ground

would certainly be broken in the study of Hong Kong cinema.

Mable Ho (Acquisition Manager, Hong Kong Film Archive)

Confucius said, ‘There are three pleasures that are beneficial to men.’ I

also felt three pleasures as a participant at the Conference.

The Pleasure of Knowing To begin with, I knew nothing about the topic.

I was only aware that it is very broad and has profound implications. The

three-day discussion had been a journey of enlightenment for me. HKFA

research usually focuses on textual content. Audiovisual materials are our

‘asset’, watching film forms a major part of our working lives, hence film

appreciation becomes our ‘basic technique’. Yet restricting our analysis of

Cold War films to this angle would be nothing but an oversimplification.

After all it was a complex era full of contradictions and enigmas!

Atmosphere taut with tension, diametric opposition of political thoughts;

and locally, tactics of the colonial ruler, social turmoil, hardships of ordinary

life…all played a role in shaping film development in that era and, to varying

extents, manifested themselves in those films. Without the assembly of

scholars, experts and filmmakers (such as Mr Chu Hak and Mr Shu Don-

lok) of different disciplines and interests from the world over, who

relentlessly unravelled and explored, it would have been difficult to gain

such comprehensive understanding of the topic. Although still an amateur,

I am comparatively contented.

The Excitement of Seeing Research Material Well Used Archivists are

most exhilarated when someone puts the materials they gathered to good

use and brings about a pleasant outcome. The HKFA has a sizeable holding

of over 600,000 items of film-related materials. If they were not

rediscovered by researchers, they would have remained useless and

meaningless. Hence I was overjoyed to see the guests of this conference

validate, dispute, and expound by means of film references, oral history,

documents and literature. Compared to countries with a thriving film

industry, film studies in Hong Kong have fallen behind in terms of depth,

breadth, methodology and theory. This cross-disciplinary conference was

exemplary in its application of research.

The Joy of Exercising Freedom Some of the erudite participants of the

conference were old friends of the HKFA; others were fresh acquaintances

from Hong Kong and overseas. They may have different professions, views

and modes of thinking but ‘Gentlemen seek harmony, not uniformity.’

They shared views, exchanged words of encouragement, spoke their minds.

After three days, still wanting more, they pledged to resume their research

so they could come back for more exciting exchange. I believe the freedom

of thought and speech is what makes Hong Kong attractive. We should

cherish this wonderful place and make use of the freedom we enjoy to

take Hong Kong film research to new levels. (Translated by Piera Chen, Tsang

Hin-koon and Elbe Lau)  
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Oral History

Tender Love  (1967)
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Enter the Dragon (1973)

All rights reserved.© 1993 STAR TV Filmed Entertainment (HK) Limited.
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Wong Fei-hung’s Combat with the Five Wolves (1969)

1.

2.

11

Seven Swordsmen from Tianshan (1959)

Backstage Musical: Cantonese Opera Style
17–26/11/2006

More Than A Villain: Sek Kin
30/12/2006–11/2/2007

Please refer to ProFolio or our website for details.

Hong Kong Film Archive screening programmes
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Donna Chu

How Are You,
Uncle Sek Kin?

The record gives August 1997 as the date of my interview with Sek

Kin, and nine years have passed since then without me noticing. Gone

were also the days when the screen was graced by the actor of a

thousand faces who breathed life into the myriad of characters—White-

Brow Monk, Master All Mercy, Villain Kin, Golden-Haired Lion King being

the most memorable of all—and animated their stories with his stellar

performances.

Practising Martial Arts Since Youth
‘I was born in 1913. Both my parents passed away when I was young.

My hometown is Shigang Village in Panyu. Suffering poor health as a

child, I started practising the martial arts which is often said to boost

one’s physique and robustness.

‘Then war struck. Students rallied to join in anti-Japanese efforts. Some

gave talks, some took up manual work in the country, while others put

on stage plays. I got hooked with acting from day one.’

Bitten by the stage bug, Sek didn’t make his debut on the screen, but

with a make-up brush.

‘Hu Chunbing introduced me to the make-up department. One day,

the make-up artist Tse Tsak-yuen failed to show up for Sit Kok-sin’s

performance. Someone suggested that I give it a try. Sit was pleased

with what I did and offered me a job. That’s how I entered the business.’

But his stint as a make-up artist lasted a mere two months with the

Japanese invasion looming. But as fate had it, a second chance was

bestowed on him.

‘One day I ran into Ngai Pang-fei who was working as production

assistant at Nanyang Film Company. He was dubbing Mandarin films

into Cantonese and recruited me to the dubbing team.’

Sek’s acting career was launched before the war and the fall of Hong

Kong. It was mainly in Hu Chunbing’s Guoguang Film Company

productions that he made his screen appearances. ‘I played a spy-cum-

Japanese character in Flower in a Sea of Blood (1940). The second film

was Everlasting Love (1940) directed by Lam Chong.’

Fong Sai-yuk and Wong Fei-hung
Sek was cast in Ku Wen-chung’s ‘Fong Sai-yuk’ series, playing White-

Brow Monk, the nemesis of the title character. Following the box office

success of part one, a sequel was launched, and eventually evolved into

a series. Among his screen personas, Sek is best remembered for his

portrayal of the villain in the ‘Wong Fei-hung’ series.

‘I wasn’t figured in the first few episodes; then came in a script a

“Grey-Head Fu with Flower Spear” character, an acrobat performer from

the north who spits his skills with Master Wong in a duel arisen from

a misunderstanding. The director gathered that I was trained in the

northern school of martial arts and cast me in the role and since

then there was no return.’

Because the phenomenal box office draw of the Wong Fei-hung

films overseas ensured efficient cash flow, the business-savvy studio

kept churning out other titles in the series, which inevitably became

run-of-the-mill.

Films that Affect
‘Luck has not been on my side, and there’s been too few good roles I

landed,’ Sek lamented. Story of the Sword and the Sabre (two parts,

1963) was the work of actor-turned-director Cheung Ying. The film

was later sold to Shaws. ‘Cheung did cheer me up with the news: Run

Run Shaw said you did the best job!’

Sek enjoyed a brief collaboration with the Union. ‘The Union gave

its film usually 14 shooting days, four days more than usual to look

for better quality. I did Family (1953), Spring (1953), and Autumn

(1954) for the studio.’

Sek played the conservative Third Uncle in Family, a character who

resigned his thinking to the family and the times and a giant leap for

the actor typically cast for villains.

‘My buddy Tso Kea told me: “You should play the protagonist. Playing

the villain is like shadowboxing in kungfu—visually stunning but

impractical and void of meaning. With the experiences you have under

your belt you should play the good guy.” He was right, but if I turned

down the role of villain and played only the good guy I couldn’t make

a living, could I?’

Sek went on to work on the small screen for well over a decade

following the decline of Cantonese film. ‘The stage is where a serious

actor wants to be. The stage facilitates a direct communication

between the actor and the audience. I prefer a film that affects the

viewers over one that entertains.’

Sek called his martial arts roles a day at the age of 72, and officially

retired at 79. Reminiscing on our interview nine years ago, I wish

only for the chance to say: How are you, Uncle Sek? (Translated by

Agnes Lam from an abridged version of the original Chinese interview) 

Donna Chu was a freelance cultural worker until joining the General Education

Unit of the University of Hong Kong in 2003. She has conducted over 120

interviews with Hong Kong film veterans for the HKFA Oral History Project since

1996.

The System (1979)
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Sek Kei

A Josephine Siao constantly in transition (The Spooky Bunch, 1980)

Fong Yim-fun and Josephine Siao
Thoughts on ‘Backstage Musical :
Cantonese Opera Style’

Fong Yim-fun 13



14

They are two renowned Hong Kong actresses of two generations,

both with ‘Fong’ (literally meaning ‘fragrance’) in their names, who do

not seem to have ever crossed path on the screen.

As a child actress, Josephine Siao Fong-fong had played daughter to

many film stars, including Yam Kim-fai and Pak Suet-sin in the

Cantonese period drama Madam Wan (1960). Interestingly, Pak was

cast to play Fong Yim-fun’s daughter in the Cantonese modern comedy

Rendezvous (1953). So does it follow that Siao is Fong’s granddaughter?

Well, things can be really funny in this fictional world, and such

relationships should not be taken too seriously.

In reality, Pak is Fong’s sisterly peer, albeit a slightly older one. In

Rendezvous, they play a mother-and-daughter pair who almost

become love rivals when they fall for the same man, Ho Fei-fan. It is a

delicious film about mistaken identity and both put on a spirited and

amusing performance.

Fong and Siao never starred in the same film, probably because Fong

had swapped the limelight for marriage by the time Siao made her

crossing from Mandarin to Cantonese cinema. Otherwise they would

have most likely bumped into each other. The reason I mention them

in the same breath in the title is simply because they were both

magnificent in the films featured in ‘Backstage Musical: Cantonese

Opera Style’.

What makes the programme special is the screening of all the three

versions of Love Me or Leave Me, which offers a rare opportunity for

comparison. The original, an American film released in 1955, tells the

tale of a love triangle between a songstress (Doris Day), a mob boss

(James Cagney), and a pianist (Cameron Mitchell). In 1957, Tso Kea

adapted it into The Sorrowful Lute starring Fong Yim-fun, Ng Cho-fan

and Wong Chin-sui, the main character being a Cantonese opera

actress. In 1965, Tso shot a remake entitled Tears of Pearl, this time

starring Miu Kam-fung, Ng Cho-fan and Ting Leung.

All three films are well worth seeing. Sam Ho, HKFA programmer,

recommends in particular the Fong Yim-fun version, holding Tso’s

adaptation above the original. I concur. Its portrayal of the lawless

insolence of the triad figure and the twisted fate of opera artists proved

more gritty and compelling than the American original. Both Fong

and Ng are incredible, and the former certainly outshines Doris Day in

her role.

As a longtime fan of Fong, I always think that she excels not only in

period Cantonese opera films with excellent vocal skills (never seen

her on stage though), but also in modern dramas as a real star with

exceptional versatility, for both comedy and tragedy, and a unique

character and sex appeal. She is beyond doubts one of the most

important actresses in the history of Cantonese opera and Hong Kong

cinema. The Sorrowful Lute is a telling example which gives full play

to her talent in both genres.

Rewatching The Spooky Bunch (1980), which features the producer-

cum-actress Josephine Siao, was a fun-filled and nostalgic experience.

The then sprouting director Ann Hui and scriptwriter Joyce Chan gave

a witty and playful twist to the ghostly encounters of an opera troupe

in Cheung Chau. Despite a few nonsensical and vulgar strokes, the

ghost story shows an uninhibited sense of freedom and vitality. By

then, Josephine Siao had gone through various stages from child star

to youthful maiden to leading lady in romance dramas to the comedic

figure Lam Ah Chun. In The Spooky Bunch, she dons a new persona—

the highly comical one of a young, mischievous and money-loving

supporting actress in an opera troupe. Her co-stars are the young and

dashing Kenny Bee, the energetic Kwan Chung, and Lau Hark-suen, the

most endearing among all.

After that, Josephine Siao starred in John Woo’s Plain Jane to the

Rescue (1982), and transformed herself again in John Chiang’s The

Wrong Couples (1987) with a mature and moving performance. Her

mother character Miu Tsui-fa in Corey Yuen Kwai’s Fong Sai Yuk (1993)

was yet another pleasant surprise. Ann Hui’s Summer Snow (1995)

raised her career to a new height with the Best Actress Award at the

Berlin Film Festival, and she went on to further impress audiences in

Shu Kei’s Hu-du-men (1996). Regrettably, she has had no offerings

since the relatively unsuccessful Mahjong Dragon (1997).

Unlike Connie Chan Po-chu, Siao is not really an opera artist, yet

being a resourceful and experienced actress, she played a convincing

one in The Spooky Bunch and Hu-du-men. Whether or not she will re-

enter the limelight, Siao’s era-spanning career and her multiple screen

images have well made her a Hong Kong legend. (Translated by Piera

Chen) 

Sek Kei Veteran Hong Kong film critic and columnist for Ming Pao. His books

include Shi Qi Ying Hua Ji (Sek Kei Film Reviews), Vols 1-8.

14

Fong Yim-fun starred in Tso Kea’s masterpiece The Sorrowful Lute (1957)
alongside Ng Cho-fan (1st right).

Hu-du-men (1996)
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The opera house in The Phantom Lover (1995)
depicts mood by means of structure.

The Terminal (2004) model

Oliver Wong, art director of Kung Fu Hustle, re-creates a 2004

version of The House of 72 Tenants in Shanghai.

“
”

Exhibition: 9/12/2006 – 18/3/2007

Screenings: 9/12/2006 – 31/1/2007

Original concept of the exhibition: Deutsche Kinemathek–Museum

for Film and Television, Berlin.

In collaboration with
Presented by

Programme
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The more art directors I know, the more I notice that many like

adopting ‘more real than real’ as a design and creative concept. This

creative intent is prevalent both in Hong Kong and overseas. To shoot

The Terminal (2004), Steven Spielberg spared no expense in building

an entire airport from scratch. Deploying several hundred staff over a

period of 21 weeks, set designer Alex McDowell created this mega set

in Palmdale, California. Three-storey high and spanning a floor area of

10,000 sq metres, the structure had several thousand feet of polished

quartz flooring, plus 35 shops and restaurants. Camera angles were

taken into account in the design so the director and cameramen could

easily create moving spaces.

The ‘more real than real’ idea is frequently manifested in local works

too as reflected in the works of the late Eddie Ma. His enormous sets,

from Jacky Chan’s Miracle (1989) to Ronny Yu’s The Phantom Lover

(1995), all strive to simulate reality while offering a range of cinematic

atmospheres and camera angles. The Gothic opera house he built at

the Beijing Film Studio was an immense project which took him only

three weeks. The magnificent theatre lobby alone is a landmark in

Hong Kong set design.

In 2003, at an exhibition curated by production designers in Germany,

I saw how they create infinite moving spaces for different movies with

the same indulgence. That exhibition inspired the Moving Spaces

exhibition of the HKFA. On top of design models and sketches for

films such as The Terminal, The Name of the Rose (1986), and The

Sacrifice (1986), this exhibition will showcase some exceptional

creations from Hong Kong cinema. With art director Bill Lui as our

consultant, we have recruited some young stage designers to build

models of classic scenes from several local movies. These include the

‘Pig Sty Alley’, the primary set of Kung Fu Hustle (2004), the Qing

Dynasty palace in The Empress Dowager (1975), and the opera house

in The Phantom Lover.

The exhibition hall is designed by architects and multimedia artists,

Laurent Gutierrez and Valerie Portefaix, who came up with a miniature

labyrinth combining exhibits, models, art design and audiovisual

projection. The interior is organised, as in the German exhibition, under

the conceptual areas of ‘Labyrinth’, ‘Power’, ‘Inner Life’, ‘Transition’ and

‘Stage’, each accompanied by screenings of related films.

Moving Spaces
Production Design + Film

© 2006 HKFA Not for Sale

Ken Adam (Germany and USA):
Ken Adam (Germany and USA):
Ken Adam (Germany and USA):
Ken Adam (Germany and USA):
Ken Adam (Germany and USA):

I want to create a reality that is more ‘real’ than the reality for the audience.

Alfred Hirschmeier (Germany):
Alfred Hirschmeier (Germany):
Alfred Hirschmeier (Germany):
Alfred Hirschmeier (Germany):
Alfred Hirschmeier (Germany): A good set designer has to create image content with his work: through

the scenic space and its contents, the props and accessories that belong there, he has to build the appropriate

spatial contents to give the required expression to the scene, the dramaturgy.“ ”

Ken Adam’s renowned ‘war room’ for Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (1964).

The framework constructed by production designers is the ‘stage’

on which actors enter and exit and the plot unveils; it is also an

‘inspiration mill’ where crew members work their machines to fire the

imagination. Some sets have bold colours reflecting the psyche of the

characters, such as Alfred Hirschmeier’s bedroom for Solo Sunny (1980).

Others are awe-inspiring such as the ‘war room’ Ken Adam created for

Dr. Strangelove (1964)—an indelible mark of an extraordinary director.

It happens that the relationship between directors and set designers

is again a matter of chemistry and destiny. In Hollywood, Steven

Spielberg and Alex McDowell are perfect partners while Stanley Kubrick

and Ken Adam have visions that are seamlessly matched. The spatial

designs of masters keep pushing the limits of the human brain. In Hong

Kong, Pan Lai’s romantic classicism proves an ideal accompaniment to

Stanley Kwan’s meticulous sensibility. And Wong Kar-wai and William

Chang are without doubt destined for each other!

The exhibition is supported by the Goethe-Institut Hong Kong and

will feature items on loan from the Deutsche Kinemathek–Museum

for Film and Television, Berlin. Running alongside the event will be

screenings of ten films that illustrate the respective design concepts,

as well as two seminars in January.  (Translated by Piera Chen)  
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