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The coming of VHS brought to the market another mode of film appreciation outside the theatre. In this
Hong Kong Film Archive ever-changing industry, VHS was soon forced out of the market by LD, VCD and DVD, followed later by the
introduction of internet downloads and Pay-TV. Here, the story flicks back to film production itself—distributors
began to expand into production in an effort to gain more autonomy in their everyday business. One example
Section Heads of such distributor-turned-production companies is Mei Ah. Amid the advancements in digital technologies and
Venue Mgt Wendy Hau the universal trend of media crossing, media and entertainment companies are forging full steam ahead to
IT Systems Lawrence Hui diversify their business. Following our first interview with Mei Ah last month, we are looking forward to the next
Acquisition - Mable Ho visit to learn more about the upcoming phases of its development. This is in fact the prime target of our Oral
e B G @i History project—to interview film companies and personalities who are still active in the circle once every few
Research Wong Ain-ling years, an approach we believe to be effective in tracing their development and changes more precisely.
SEIOHSE Kwok Ching-ling Zhu Shilin’s silent works featured in our retrospective programme are given a new lease of life with live
e el accompaniment by Wong Yan-kwai and friends, the making of which proved to be a fun-filled experience. Wong
brings image and music together, this time, with his pen.
Newsletter Some may rush to the theatre to embrace film through a beam of light from the projector, letting themselves
IEs:tl:nl: (May Zoozlvok S sink in their seats for two intimate hours. Some may however prefer viewing films in the comfort of their home,
S S sitting in front of a small screen (either TV or computer monitor) connected to the digital world on the internet.
Rico Chu It's a matter of personal tastes. Despite increasing doubts over the future of motion picture film and the advent
Katherine lao of digital cinema, filmgoing never ceases to be a unique experience. [clkwok®@lcsd.gov.hk]
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Home Video Distribution and Film Production

MERK Lam Kam-po
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Since the heyday of the Hong Kong film industry in the 1980s, home video
formats have continued to change, from VHS to LD, VCD, DVD, to today's Blu-ray
Disc and HD. Technological advancements and film distribution have always been
closely linked. Historically, the domestic or international box office generated the
main revenue of a film, supplemented by home video and television broadcasts.

Films on videotape were first available in Hong Kong through rental shops.
Local video rental market boomed with the introduction of the international chain
stores. Advancements in audiovisual technologies made the idea of the home
theatre a reality. VHS quality video was no longer acceptable to consumers, and
LD became the new standard. Film companies took advantage of the burgeoning
source of revenue, as sub-distributors' paid high licensing fees to acquire rights to
distribute VHS/LD titles to meet market demand. The home video market was still
rental-oriented; the retail market was largely untouched because sub-distributors
were unable to lower the manufacturing costs of VHS/LD for the retail market. But
the emergence of VCD technology changed everything, allowing manufacturing
and retail costs to be substantially lowered. Combined with the advent of video
piracy, the video rental market declined dramatically. While sub-distributors
resorted to cutting retail prices to combat piracy, rental chains folded due to high
overhead and market shifts.

Widespread video piracy also directly affected theatrical distribution. It was not
uncommon for a film to have a preview screening at midnight and a poor quality
VCD bootleg to be available on the streets the next morning. The film industry
was completely devastated. Films were routinely pirated during its theatrical run
and prints were even stolen from film labs. After repeatedly appealing to the
government for help and collaborating with the Hong Kong customs, the industry
has managed to control the piracy situation in recent years, notwithstanding that
illegal internet downloads continues to remain a threat.

But the years of the piracy left a lasting legacy and the film industry underwent
a drastic transformation; with box office revenues declining, auxiliary distribution
became key. Potential box office revenues could no longer be projected prior
to production. On the other hand, revenue from VCD/DVD licensing remained
consistent. Hence when it came to negotiating the licensing fees, film companies
often set high prices, adding to the burden of sub-distributors. As a result, VCD/
DVD licensing became the main source of income for a certain category of
films—the low budget horrors/thrillers in particular. This development compelled
established sub-distributors to expand into film production—with self-produced
film titles, sub-distributors could bypass film companies and avoid paying high
licensing fees.

This change was also related to the development of the internet and the
globalisation of businesses. In the past, film rights acquired by sub-distributors
were not universal or permanent; a sub-distributor could only profit from the
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rental or sale of a given title within a certain territory for a limited time. In the
beginning, when the market was still flourishing, the profit margin was substantial.
But the film company or the owner of the film could resell the rights to a third
party after the first license expired. Sub-distributors needed to ensure that they could
recover costs and turn a profit under these restrictions.

With the free market economy of Hong Kong and the evolving internet culture,
home video products manufactured overseas began to infiltrate the local market
through internet sales and parallel imports. This development made sub-distributors
realise the importance of owning a film in its entirety, in other words, universal
copyright for perpetuity. Some sub-distributors acquired the ‘complete rights’ of film
titles from bankrupt film companies while others expanded their operation to include
film production, producing titles that they owned from start to finish. Either way,
sub-distributors wanted to create permanent libraries, an important and valuable
asset.

The concept of building such film libraries was closely tied to the development of
internet commerce. In the past, there were only a few stages in the commercial life
of a film: first theatrical run, second-run, home video, and finally television broadcast.
After a film ‘expired’, more prestigious film companies which took greater care of their
films stored used prints in proper facilities, while companies with fewer resources
often lost prints due to poor tracking and storage. Some simply chose to junk their
used prints. The Hong Kong Film Archive has been committed to finding and restoring
many films over the years. But when a film company is publicly traded and investors
are speculating on returns, the ‘content’ (in regards to the internet commerce) that a
company owns becomes crucial; the market value of a film company largely depends
on its film library. The business prospects in this case refer to the future commercial
applications of the library through the internet or mobile phone networks, in the
forms of downloads, Pay-TV, Video-on-demand and Pay-per-view—businesses which
all need ‘content’ to operate.

That's why companies such as Fortune Star and Celestial willingly paid a fortune
to acquire film libraries from large studios such as Golden Harvest and Shaw Brothers;
they're now free to distribute the films through the home video, Pay-TV, and other
future markets. As for Mei Ah and Universe International Holdings Ltd (UIH) whose
primary operation had been the distribution of home video, both companies adapted
to the changing market by investing in and producing their own films, supplying their
own titles for their VCD/DVD retail lines. Mei Ah also acquired its own film library and
invested in future business prospects such as Pay-TV channels and Pay-downloads. In
1993, Mei Ah became a publicly traded company. With added capital, Mei Ah was able
to build its library through the acquisition of titles from other film companies and
through its own productions. Recently, Mei Ah established its own Pay-TV channels
with good results and formed a strategic partnership with the US-based IT company
International Database Group and is expected to enter the movie-download market
in the near future. UIH has expanded into film production, film distribution and artist
management and has had positive results the recent years in terms of overseas
distribution and capital raising. (Translated by Sandy Ng) M

Note
1. Sub-distributor(s) herein refers to Hong Kong companies that primarily manufacture and
distribute titles on home video formats.

Lam Kam-po is a film critic, board member/executive committee member of the Kong Kong Film Critics
Society, and newspaper editor.
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Oral history interview with Mr
Patrick Tong

The search for old films is a race against time, so is the preservation of

productions of recent past which are liable to loss or damage. Founded
in 1984 by its chairman Li Kuo-hsing, Mei Ah Entertainment Group
Ltd has been actively involved in film/TV production, distribution
and broadcasting. The HKFA is blessed with Mei Ah's full support in
our mission to protect Hong Kong's film heritage. In addition to the
massive donation of 120 titles and 1,134 pieces of related materials
to the HKFA, the company has agreed to donate its future productions
three months after theatrical release, in the hope that they will be
preserved in their entirety for continuous reference. Patrick Tong, Mei
Ah'’s Managing Director, recalled at our oral history interview how the
company emerged from a distributor to a producer and boot camp for
new talents. This is yet another valuable account of the developments
and changes in our film industry.

REES A

Donors 31/1-10/4/2008
BREYEEESERAR REF L =R

ER (ER) EXESAH BAANGE HEPLELE

Lt REELL BEHRist

Mt REZ L BB SS

RBMFEE EEHLT AEEHSULEE | Thank You!




B iR | New Acquisitions

ETEE
HIENER

iRl
SR E N AR AT A — R B TR R AR
B~ 81T« EREBZEREFNAT  TATERTEEESE
FEAHERERBNER > BYBEHBENER  BREREER -
BEMERSEN (BEXX) (1999) EECHEN (ERE
&) (1999) - HDIEFEZIEARE B8 HEEREE B
RIS HESEFRIANER » 0 (BRAEY (1999) ~ (EX
AT ) (2001) K (RMmEniR o KEEREE) (2001) - BHE;
A (AV) (2005 ) RESTHRH (BRAE) (2006) @ AIHE
BEEH Y AR o

EUABFEFEIE > WEUKRTT s KEERE > TH#E
R/NBUERME s StE MR ~ CE - ERREELZEENE
m o TRAPREERE  RERTHREAN - REHEHHR
BRWBRENTR  ERRERBLHHRNEEE  HTEHR
MEEEEHNERLR  SERARNRELR > EHPLIERE
ENBRHNERREFEENRE - E—EREE LREDREM
BEXAALTHEERXARTR  RAMEFEEHEMHAE (REEH
211118) (2000) 2t BIEAIXEESR @ BRI EMEEA
BEESSBIEMD (F - /E8) (2004)  BEMHEZEIE L FR
BRI (PTUY (2003) - He—HramitEZRRMNIEES
¥ o  MYELRAZENEHBAN - ke &8 BESNER
BEEE > HARGTEDEN (E2RT ) M CGhZangk)
(2002) =8V > BTEHAEATEESY LREL "AEHE , 1
EREEFR  AIBAEES—FRE > (EREK) E'MA
BIENREZE TG TEEISERIREEEMAHER o

EORENBEET =R T BT BITNERWERENTE -
BRERFAMEASNBENREMEFZ ATMELEL - LxE
D—ERNEBEIRENRE > FSEZEARER « BRAREE
MER AT eEREBUEXERRYEN (I
(2001) » INBERKREREZIEEMN (B - #) (2008) - &
FEERZEL  KEISEARBEEZNER - n




The Films of

Mei Ah Entertainment

Lam Kam-po

Originally a home video distributor, Mei Ah Entertainment Group Ltd
has expanded its media empire to include production, distribution and
Pay-TV channels. Since the late 1990s when the Hong Kong industry
was in decline, the company has invested in film productions such as
Ringo Lam'’s Victim (1999), Daniel Lee’s Moonlight Express (1999) and
a series of films directed and/or produced by Joe Ma, such as Dummy
Mommy, Without a Baby (2001), Bullets over Summer (1999; directed
by Wilson Yip) and Horror Hotline...Big Head Monster (2001; directed
by Cheang Pou-soi). The company also gives up-and-coming directors
opportunities to make films, investing in films such as Pang Ho-
cheung’s AV (2005) and Patrick Kong's Marriage with a Fool (2006).

Mei Ah films are not grand productions with expensive casts but fall
in the mid to low-budget range. Even acclaimed directors like Ringo
Lam, Daniel Lee and Jingle Ma have produced mid-scale productions
for Mei Ah; the company’s investment strategy is decidedly low-risk
and relatively conservative. To cope with the demands in the home
video market and Pay-TV channels, Mei Ah has produced many mid-
low-budget films while affording producers and directors creative
freedom. Among them, Wilson Yip and Cheang Pou-soi are considered
the auteurs. Unlike other film companies, Mei Ah does not intervene
in the filmmakers’ creative process. These unique circumstances have
resulted in creation of such gems as Wilson Yip's unorthodox romance
Juliet in Love (2000), Cheang Pou-soi's highly personal thriller Love
Battlefield (2004) and Johnnie To's PTU (2003), a remarkably stylised
work that took years to complete. But the films that bring Mei Ah box
office success are the coming-of-age comedies directed by their ‘lucky
star’, Joe Ma. Among these films, Dummy Mommy and Love Undercover
(2002) are considered the most popular. Joe Ma casts Miriam Yeung
in both films and successfully creates a comic persona for Yeung.
Love Undercover marks not only the most successful collaboration
between the director and actress but also the actress’s best comedic
performance.

Mei Ah's film investments and productions are targeted primarily
at home video distribution and Pay-TV channels. Hence, unlike other
film companies, Mei Ah is relatively free from pressure to recuperate
costs via the box office. In addition, Mei Ah is committed to building
a comprehensive library that crosses all genres, interests and styles.
That's why the company has invested in non-mainstream films such
as independent filmmaker Carol Lai's Glass Tears (2001) and Lawrence
Ah Mon’s realist drama Besieged City (2008). By investing in diverse
projects, Mei Ah has expanded its library and attracted a wider audience.
(Translated by Sandy Ng) M
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As the Wind Blows

1= Wong Yan-kwai
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Silent pictures Two Stars (1931) and Civil Wind (1935) brimming with new charms with
live accompaniment by local musicians. (From left) Wong Yan-kwai (guitar), Lau Chi-bun
(accordion), Edmund Leung (percussion), and Sze Ka-yan (sound panel).
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Wong Yan-kwai is a renowned painter, film art director, screenwriter, author and musician.
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From left) Angela Tong, Head of Film Programmes Office, LCSD; Pang Lo-mei, Chief Manager (Film

D*E: ’ %%@ g’deﬁ {ﬁ%ZFE’ & Cultural Exchange, LCSD); Yu Lin, Barbara Fei, May Fung Lam, Lai Shek, Ping Lai-ling, Chu Fung and
husband lu Man-yan, Dr Ng Chi-wa, Assistant Director (Heritage and Museums, LCSD); Dixon Lau,
Managing Director of Southern Film Co Ltd; Director Yu Cheng-chun; Yu Luen, Chairman of South
China Film Industry Workers Union; Richie Lam, HKFA Head.
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Descendants of Chinese cinema greats. (From left) Margaret Lo,
Lo Ming-yau’s granddaughter; Chu Fung, Zhu Shilin’s daughter;
Barbara Fei, Fei Mu's daughter; Lai Shek, Lai Man-wai’s son.
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Film veterans at the Zhu Shilin exhibition. (1st left) Bonnie Wong;

(from 4th left) Yu Mo-lin, Helena Law Lan, Ping Lai-ling (Chu Yan's

wife), Yu Lin, May Fung Lam, Chu Fung, Wang Xiaoyan.
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From zhu shilin's films, one sees the demeanour of a gentle,
traditional Chinese intellectual who was at once a passionate believer
of humanity. Due to complex reasons, discourses on Zhu Shilin's
artistic achievements to this day have been far from complete or
comprehensive. In view of this, the HKFA is presenting a programme
titled ‘Epic Times, Simple Stories: The World of Zhu Shilin’ from March
through June to pay tribute to this master director with film screenings,
exhibition, seminars and publication.

The opening ceremony on March 20 saw the descendants of four
pioneers of early Chinese cinema, namely Zhu Shilin's daughter Chu
Fung, Fei Mu’s daughter Barbara Fei, Lai Man-wai’s son Lai Shek, and Lo
Ming-yau's granddaughter Margaret Lo. Also present were members of
the South China Film Industry Workers Union and many film veterans
who came to share the joy and appreciate the art of Zhu Shilin.

On display in the Exhibition Hall includes Zhu Shilin’s handwritten
record of his filmmaking process, which offers a glimpse of his
immaculate, meticulous attitude at work. The reproduced interior of
partitioned rooms in Chinese-style tenements, a setting which often
appears in his films, also shows the director's heartfelt concern with
the hardship of the poor and needy.

‘A person’s integrity is more important than the quality of his art’
is @ motto of Zhu Shilin. Apart from an exceptional artistic quality, a
strong sense of humanity shines through his expansive body of work.

His simple stories, which took on an epic scale in the epic times, will
remain in our hearts and thoughts.

() FERRMEE  BF - RE - 0 - FEHBRE (LX)
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(From Left) Richie Lam, HKFA Head; Law Kar, Chen Mo, Li Xiang, Winnie
Fu, HKFA Programmer (Cultural Exchange); Wong Ain-ling, HKFA Research
Officer.

ESE
Seminars

TRAEBSFHER ) STREXERERY - BHEAR
R A EEREMNAREa B 22 AMEX S - B T RAR
BY, cREREL  KRABNERHBLHLABRTREMES
tE=TFRECARRBNEE - RBOAREER | =R
AMRABMEF P EMENIRBEH L - REERFH R RS
BEERFES - WBIURABIBRAEEN B8 - 2%
YRR - AR A IRAVIERAT FRER(EHZA « IREGRIBAVEELF -
BEHE -
4RSRETH TRHTHEY LARERAE ) E#E AR
EMAETAEERTIR  BE (THEFRER) FEx—F
DA~ PEBMHARRNT BV AEBEZERAEFHEERS -
FLOABHAABRETRSESNEEEYE R~ BEHE
EHEEEYMAFRR  AHEFSHEXEY - ERINEH
BEBPNEY  —BERTHEYLENRM RBEREWRE
B - EERERAY A SMAERVARH  DRIRAZER
TS o

(%) HER - F0H - - TIF¥
‘Zhu Shilin in the Context of Chinese Cinema’ Seminar: (from left) Wong Ain-ling,
Li Shaobai, Shu Kei, Ding Yaping.

THVFREROBENBENKPNEIR - X2 AME
BNFE  DRBREBENAEETE  AANSREERPE S
BERNER - FHADMTROBEXFRNAELRD  BR
FENMAMSENEREI T2 EE - ROBLESHAAY
HEMERERIRWE - LIRENRERE  SENBEETE
THE - thEEERABME—ARR (BX) (1934) NER
FEEERBRER » BEDIMEEIREENHRA

The Zhu Shilin retrospective is made possible with the assistance
from the China Film Archive which provided many of the hard-to-find
film prints. On March 22, two scholars from the institution, namely
Chen Mo and Li Xiang, came over to the HKFA to give a talk. Chen Mo
pointed out that Zhu's relative obscurity among his contemporaries
of the 1930s was largely a result of political circumstances. Li Xiang
analysed the transition and contrast between old and new cultures



reflected in Zhu's works. HKFA Guest Programmer Law Kar went on
to outline the changes seen in Zhu's repertoire after his relocation to
Hong Kong.

At another seminar on April 5, Li Shaobai, co-author of A History
of the Development of Chinese Cinema, lauded Zhu Shilin as one of
the best commercial film directors in China. He also maintained that
the Orphan Island period, long considered a taboo, is an essential
component of Chinese film history. HKFA Research Officer Wong Ain-
ling added that access to related research materials should be opened
up before further studies can be done. Ding Yaping of the Chinese
Academy of Arts remarked that despite the influence of the May Fourth
Movement, Zhu Shilin was a staunch advocate of traditional cultural
values. Lastly, Shu Kei of The Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts
examined Zhu's accomplished filmmaking techniques, and suggested
that his first feature Homecoming (1934) was even more experimental
than its western counterparts at the time.

=5
Publication

Now Available

SREEAAA S TR~ 28 Mg RE - LE R
BE B HH - REX - REB BRE  BIHELR
FERFHAIMEEERINTRNE - BEEROBNZZR
1~ REmIES - DIRMBHEESEATHE - ERAEHRIE
BOBTBEFENENSEXE  BINDE - AER 5
EPHERAR > HEKTHNAROBERRERZ—LERR -2
+=336H » 200853 ik » 2 ~ IR - BAREEEK
TB8TTIE » EERMR °
The book contains essays on the art and historical path of Zhu Shilin
by reputed scholars and writers, plus interviews with Zhu's children
and protégé Cen Fan. 256 pages in total. Published in March 2008. In
separate Chinese and English editions. Priced at HK$118. Edited by
Wong Ain-ling.
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wRELEE 000 0 T
In Memory of Lydia Sum

AEAE , B EZ T H 20082 A 19A H4T » EREERHIZR
B TRRELSR,) - EREXHRREIEE  EARERE
MEAMETWFEN "FOR ) BB TFREBLEET
RBMESL - BRI AT RN AE R EBFFE o
Star entertainer Lydia Sum passed away on 19 February 2008. The
HKFA pays special tribute to our dear ‘Fei Fei’ with film screenings
and an exhibition. Nancy Sit Kar-yin was the guest gracing the
opening ceremony on March 7.

FTUEEEERTmETALE

The 14th Hong Kong Film Critics Society Awards
RERAENoA27 AERESH ST - (BRIBNEKIRKE
B BREBRY - (AR) FRERFSSELEZAER
RESRLTEWRES  BYFRZE ( (R ) - MRER
FIEER « 2508 ((HR) )BR -

Award winners at the presentation ceremony held at the HKFA
Cinema on 27 February 2008. (From left) Ann Hui (Best Director)
and Sigin Gaowa (Best Actress) for The Postmodern Life of My Aunt;
Tony Leung Ka-fai, Best Actor for Eye in the Sky; Au Kin-yee and Wai
Ka-fai, Best Screenplay for Mad Detective.
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(AR ET S AL S B RE 2 SR I

Travel Notes and Snapshots: Journey to the 64th FIAF

Congress and Filmmuseum Amsterdam I Mable Ho

1.2008F4 H19HERMEBBMARAERNHRIEELE - 2NFE64EBESRER
EREMEARFTRE  SARGHEERREZERPOEH - TE25H
ERREEMER . - B » R2006F % KAEBRERL ERIEE
19 April 2008, the Black Rainstorm Signal hoisted. | flew to Paris to attend
the 64th FIAF Congress together with Richie Lam, the Head of HKFA. This
year the organiser was the Centre national de la cinématographie, and events
mainly took place at the Frank Gehry-designed Cinémathéque francaise
opened in 2005.

Approaches at University of
California
® ALCOBE b0 Lrprobectng

2. gRTEL HRARMBYENBENWEERE ) - SELHH
BERER -
The theme of the congress was ‘Legal Environment of Our Institutions over
All Continents'. Participants raised their views enthusiastically.

S EMMBELLSREANKRE  BAYIELHEGRZERAKRT
FE - 3HMEEFARIABNHRELEEAWES - 7l &
It EBERERENRER—ERARE (£E) ;P B AKX
o~ DEEREEREE—Z (TE) -

The organiser hosted luncheons for over 400 guests and delegates inside a
marquee put up next to the venue. A cocktail reception was
also held at the Hotel de ville de Paris on the evening of
April 23. (Above) Film archive representatives from China,
Taiwan and Hong Kong at the luncheon; (below) archive
heads from China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan and Singapore
at the reception.
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4. ERBEVERE HERIE -

Richie Lam visiting the CNC's Archives francaises du film.

5. BANMRERVEHFADREL BYE - ESERTHEER
AT AR o
| took another flight to Amsterdam to carry on my search for Hong Kong
films at the Filmmuseum and meet with fellow archivists.

b. BZ R B BRI NBEBEXERLE °
At the interview on Chinese Radio & Television in Amsterdam
introducing the HKFA.

-®

T. [T AN ASERAOBENAREX R - ARKRERR - KFEREME L - IREBNE
MBA— - RBOPDEDHERE - LEF19215 - BER 2= 2B Theater Tuschinsky &
FE - ROH  BRENSHEHEERN  ZTXIE - B8 ARSEREHFEL !
Friends in Amsterdam said the Netherlands have around 400 cinemas and 500 cinema screens. Art
house cinemas make up the majority, a situation vastly different from Hong Kong. | quickly walked
through a few of them. Lauded as ‘the film palace’ (and deservedly so), Theater Tuschinsky which
opened in 1921 is the grandest one. Amsterdam has an open and diversified culture that is entirely
her own. This is a city | should visit again. (Translated by Elbe Lau)

AIEE B BEYERIEITE (BIHEE)
Mable Ho is Manager (Acquisition) of the HKFA.
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MEERMBRIRE - OB MR AV RAE R B0 R,
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TRIBHEELSD

BH+SFEBAMEETERERERIE - 5T

Veteran projectionist Lam Chun demonstrating the operation of the projector with
his skilful hands.

- k

F+ERVINERER
Queen’s Theatre in the early 1950s.

MAREBAEZEMEENBINFERRN - XERME
DBERE=TtAEZE - BEMR (M58 "x/E, )
kR - BAORMAXRRS - ABERKX > AEETEATA
FIRSEEREEGE - FTUIBELUKSRBER -

BERERERMSR - YRR R - XBERA
EREER_TRNEXHERN _ T EBETR - FTUE
FLRIESHE BRRE-REKERR » NAUKBREIZEL
fF - MENBIRAEFNKRRE - RER=EEB® N8B
R BERENBIKET  ADEREAES - HEEERFHERN
TRERED - RZEERATTME o
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FER iy

On view since March 2008, permanent exhibition ‘In Memory of Queen'’s Theatre’
at the entrance lobby showcases this carbon arc lamp projector which had been
used for years in-Queen’s Theatre. Visual materials are also on display alongside the
projector.
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Take Two
for Old Projector

Winnie Fu

n Theatre Lane there used to be the Queen’s Theatre. With its
demolition, the projection room and all its equipment are gone for |
good.

Without the care of the projectionist, the theatre's carbon arc lamp
projector no longer gives off light. On the contrary, it is now placed

role may be less glamorous than the one in its prime, but could well be
more significant in the long run.

By the time | got to know this carbon arc lamp projector, it was
already standing in the HKFA lobby. Taking into account its bulk,
probably no one would think it is a she, so | decided to call him Mr
Carbon Arc. Sometimes, | would stand next to him with a filmgoer or |
two, joining him on a stroll down memory lane. By a quirk of fate, some
time ago | was introduced to a film veteran who knows a great deal
about the yesteryears of Mr Carbon Arc.

Film projectionist Lam Chun has been in the trade for over 50 years. Master Lam pointed out that operation of the carbon arc lamp
His friendship with the peers of Mr Carbon Arc dates back to 1957. He | projector can roughly be divided into three parts—mechanics, sound,
has set foot in a great many theatres—Apollo and Capitol in Macau, | and optics. The mechanical part chiefly involves the physical movement
and Ko Shing, Olympia, Sky, Kowloon City, and Cathay in Hong Kong, | of motion picture film in the course of projection. The variable patterns
among others—from 1,000-seaters to multiplexes with several mini- | on the soundtrack are converted into electric signals and sound through
theatres. Without surprise, he took to this new friend from Queen'’s | optical process, while the most complicated part is the light-emitting
Theatre the moment they met. lamphouse.

Arc light is a high-intensity light produced by the flowing of a high
voltage of electric current across a gap between two carbon electrodes.
Its temperature can reach as high as 3,700 degrees. When the carbon
arc lamphouse is running, the electrical power it consumes can reach
up to 4,000 to 5,000 watts. It generates at the same time enormous
| heat, so water cooling device is necessary for safety.

Master Lam added that two carbon arc lamp projectors must be
ready for use at any given showing. Also, since carbon rods burn up
quickly and reel capacity is generally standardised at 2,000 feet,
changeover must be done once every 20 minutes. So in the past, five
or six projectionists were required to work together in the projection
room during a public screening. Many projection rooms back then
were located on the top floor of three-storey buildings without air-
conditioning. Projectionists were always dripping with sweat as if they
were working next to a furnace. No wonder projectionists seen in films

Master Lam said that back in the 1930s and 40s, cinema facilities
were relatively primitive, but carbon arc lamp projectors made in
Japan or Europe were already commonplace. In comparison, Queen’s

often look soaking wet.
Master Lam is a genuine professional who prides himself on his

Theatre was grand and well-equipped, with a big screen which required | ©"'" vocation. From his every skilful move in operating the projector,

a projector with higher luminosity. American-manufactured carbon arc
lamp projectors like Mr Carbon Arc came increasingly into use around
the 1960s, which provided steadier performance, higher luminosity,
and better sound quality than its counterparts.

one knows that he truly treats the machine-as his friend. His good old
days working at big cinemas will remain near and dear to his heart.
(Translated by Elbe Lau)

Winnie Fu is Programmer (Cultural Exchange) of the HKFA.
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