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Today, Mainland—Hong Kong co-production has become an unstoppable force, while Taiwan cinema
is in the middle of a boom. Fim industries of the three regions, collectively known as Huayu (Chinese-
language) cinema, are frequently mentioned together.

Huayu is the way people in Southeast Asia refer to Hanyu — language of the Han race. Influenced
by Hokkienese and Cantonese, Huayu is a culture carrier which bears witness to the lives of overseas
Chinese. There is in fact a lot more to Huayu and Chinese-language cinema than the common
understanding we have of these terms.

During the 1950s and 60s when Mandarin and Cantonese movies were at their heights, Amoy-
and Chaozhou-dialect films were also part and parcel of the Chinese-language cinema of that era. We
at the Fim Archive make it our task to gather Hong Kong films wherever possible. Plans have been laid
to research these regional cinemas, and this year The Amoy-dialect Films of Hong Kong will first see
the press, to be followed by an in-depth study of their Chaozhou counterparts.

Several years ago while researching Shaw Brothers and Kong Ngee, we made it a point to
examine the relationship between Hong Kong cinema and Southeast Asia through the movies these
studios produced. However, the Southeast Asia there was at best a mere background. Amoy-dialect
flms, on the contrary, were mostly funded by overseas Chinese; they were made yet hardly ever
released in Hong Kong but in Southeast Asia, which is thus a much larger focus in the present study.
Scholars such as Yung Sai-shing, Jeremy Taylor and Stephanie Chung Po-yin have written at length in
a joint effort to trace the trajectory of this regional cinema.

The Amoy-dialect films that have survived to this day are less than plentiful, still they offer us a
glimpse into a slice of history that is worth pondering nonetheless. [clkwok@lcsd.gov.hk]
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1957 FREEREH EBAE - 68 FEAE—K -
A drastic change in the film style of Amoy cinema was
seen in 1957, which paved the way for its boom the
following year.

1 (BhIRTEY (1957 )
Sisters Two (1957)

2 (BLEHY (1957)
Monk Ji Gong (1957)

3 (RRIEAZ) (1959)
The Frivolous Professor (1959)
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The Amoy-dialect Films of Hong Kong (edited by May
Ng) will be published in late March alongside film
screenings.
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moy-dialect film is almost absent in the memory of Hong Kong moviegoers. Despite the fact that Hong Kong was

the hub of Amoy-dialect film production during the 1950s and 60s, these movies, mostly overseas-funded, were
hardly made for the local market, but for Southeast Asian countries like the Philippines, Taiwan, Malaysia, Singapore and
Indonesia. Thus, only a small part of them were released in Hong Kong. In the 1950s, Amoy-dialect films were barely
watched or talked about here. Thanks to Mr Yu Mo-wan, however, who detailed the production of these films in Hong
Kong,' we got to discover this neglected yet important facet of the local cinema history.

According to research by the
Hong Kong Film Archive, a total
of about 250 Amoy-dialect films
had been made in Hong Kong.
Compared with an earlier estimate of
400,? the figure went down after the
verification by HKFA researcher May
Ng, who cross-checked newspaper
advertisements, documents and
images from different sources,
rejecting cases of duplicated film titles
and Hokkien-dialect films produced
in Taiwan for the Southeast Asian
market. This relatively more accurate
figure suggests that Amoy-dialect film
production in the 1950s
brought substantial
economic contributions
to Hong Kong's movie
industry. These motion
pictures were also
cultural products widely
circulated in Southeast
Asia. Research on
Amoy-dialect film
helps shed light on
the history of Chinese
people in Southeast
Asia, and the political,
economic as well as
cultural development
in Asia during the Cold
War era.

To conduct research of this kind
is however no easy task. The main
reason is the lack of data. Over the
years, there have been only a very
limited number of Amoy-dialect films
preserved, some 20 of which are kept
by the HKFA. Such an insufficient
proportion of preserved films can
hardly facilitate any comprehensive
research.

Adding to the challenge is how

el B 58 A XA
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Amoy-dialect films drew inspiration liberally from Mandarin cinema:
Good Couple (1959) (pictured) was almost a copy of Zhu Shilin’s
Between Husband and Wife (1958).

relevant information is scattered
around Taiwan and other Southeast
Asian countries because of the trans-
territorial nature of Amoy cinema. It
is necessary to gather such material
from at least the Philippines, Taiwan,
Malaysia and Singapore where the
largest investments, consumptions
and pools of talents came from.
A lot has been done already to
collect advertisements and articles
from Chinese newspapers of these
territories during the period. A more
in-depth investigation, however,
requires the studies be done in

."-‘_"-3 e/

(sFR=E) (1959) (J:) EEHEEE%E’\J (ES

the field and in a continual and
comprehensive way — a goal rather
difficult to achieve at the moment.
Still, viewing the preserved
collection provides us with an
outline of the genre. One important
observation is that, Amoy-dialect film
did not create a distinct style and
colour that made it stand out from
Mandarin and Cantonese movies
at that time. Differences between
Mandarin and Cantonese films in

terms of language, topic and taste
were obvious. However, it was only
the language that distinguished Amoy-
dialect film from its two counterparts.
In a way, it is doubtful that a so-called
Amoy-dialect film style ever existed.
The Taiwanese Hokkien film, on the
contrary, was celebrated for its unique
approach.

The development of Amoy
cinema can be divided into two
stages. The first one was the early
1950s during which movies were
mainly adapted from famous Chinese
opera and folklores. Examples were
the story of Chen San and Wu Niang,
scholar Tang Bohu and the maid
Qiuxiang, and the Butterfly Lovers;
and among the HKFA catalogue,
Southeast the Peacock Flies (1955),
The Cowherd and the Weaving Girl
(1955), and LU Mengzheng Wins
the Bride’'s Embroidered Ball (1957).
Regardless of some Fujian nanyin
music performances, these movies
were not Chinese opera by nature, but
dramatic features. The protagonists
sang only in times of emotional
expression, an approach common in
Cantonese costume drama during the
early 1950s. While translating famous
Chinese opera numbers into movie
contents to attract a larger audience,
the original stage performances were
fully transformed into drama. Singing
became just occasional in the movies,
but without losing its charm. To name
a few, Fong Yim-fun's A Forsaken
Woman (1954), and The Dream
Encounter Between Emperor Wu of
Han and Lady Wei (1954), featuring
Ng Cho-fan and Pak Yin, and directed
by Tong Tik-sang. It was not until
Romance at the Western Chamber

o
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Screen sisters: The two heroines in Mandarin hit Songs of the Peach Blossom River (1956, left) and
Amoy-dialect piece Little Kitten (1958, right) look strikingly alike.

(1956) produced by The Union Film
Enterprise that a performance style
close to Chinese opera, in which the
narrative and dialogue were delivered
mainly through songs and music,
was first seen in Cantonese film.
Thus, Amoy and Cantonese costume
dramas in the 1950s did share a lot of
similarities, except that the language
and cast were different, and the former
was seemingly less refined than the
latter.

Amoy-dialect costume drama
tended to tell tragic stories about
hapless women: the downtrodden,
adlousec ofF cesErtEel The Elntls
superstition undertone in Southeast
the Peacock Flies, where a
superstitious mother caused the
death of her own son and his wife,
was an apparent response to the
trend set by Union Film and owed
much to its ‘Torrent Trilogy’ that
advertised the many drawbacks of
superstition. The resemblance of
Amoy and Cantonese cinemas came
to an extreme in The Eight Immortals
in Jiangnan (Amoy-dialect version
entitled The Eight Immortals Cross the
Sea, both premiered in 1957), where
two groups of actors, one Amoy and
one Cantonese, were featured in the
same movie, which was then dubbed
into separate versions of the two
dialects.

A drastic change in the film style
of Amoy cinema was seen in the latter
half of 1957, and the subsequent
year also saw a leap in its box-office
performance, releasing even more

6 HKFA Newsletter February 2012

films than Mandarin cinema. Yet,
the boom was short-lived. By 1960,
there was a plummet in Amoy film
production, after which it died out in
just a few years’ time. The 1958’s
turn came with a few features, such
as the change from costume drama
to modern drama; from tragedy to
comedy, and from nanyin to ‘modemn
Amoy music’ — cover versions of
Mandarin popular songs. Singer
Chong Sit Fong from Singapore
pbecame a hot commodity during this
period for her appearances in Amoy-
dialect films.

It was the time when Amoy-
dialect film bore close resemblance
to Mandarin film by form. It was also
the time when Mandarin cinema,
with the success of Hsin Hwa
Motion Picture’'s Songs of the Peach
Blossom River (1956), was at its
height, best remembered for its
use of popular music that became
a great appeal to the audience. It
was not uncommon to see Amoy-
dialect films draw inspiration from
Mandarin cinema:. Good Couple
(1959) was almost a copy of Zhu
Shilin’'s Between Husband and Wife
(1958); Seow Kuen (aka vy Ling Bo)
in The Girl Named Chwee Chwee
(1959) reminded viewers of Linda
Lin Dai in Singing under the Moon
(1953). Peach Blossom River was an
important example for it inspired an
Amoy double, Peach Blossom Village
(1957), followed by a sequel in 1960
in which a number of scenes from
the Mandarin original were remade.

(Z222445IR) (1959) ( LB ) # ABEEM
HiEE (22F2) (1963)

Seow Kuen in The Girl Named Chwee Chwee (1959)
reminds one of Linda Lin Dai in Singing under the
Moon (1953).

Both Little Kitten (1958) featuring
Seow Kuen, and Lovingly Yours
(1958) featuring Chong Sit Fong, had
their heroine in the image of actress
Chung Ching who was dubbed the
‘Little Wild Cat'. It also came as no
surprise that some prominent Amoy-
dialect film directors, such as Wong
Tin-lam and Chan Yik-ching, were
equally prolific in Mandarin cinema.

Amoy-dialect film was born
without a unique style of its own. The
quality of its works lagged behind
Mandarin cinema and some of the
well-made Cantonese movies. That
said, it was still genuinely watchable
in its own right, not only because it
reflected the livelihood of the Chinese
people in Hong Kong and Southeast
Asia, but also thanks to its use of
music with strong local flavour, and
the charm of some of its actors.
Chong Sit Fong was an exceptional
actress whose performance was
modern and extraordinary, catapulting
her to stardom in Amoy cinema
during the 1950s. With a style entirely
her own, Chong'’s panache was never
overshadowed by her counterparts in
Mandarin and Cantonese cinemas.
(Translated by Vivian Leong) ll

Po Fung is Research Officer of the HKFA.

Notes

1 Mr Yu's writings on Amoy-dialect films can
be found in Xianggang Dianying Shihua
(Anecdotes of Hong Kong Cinema), Vols 4 &
5, Hong Kong: Subculture Ltd, 2000 & 20071
(in Chinese).

2 Paul Fonoroff, Silver Light — A Pictorial History
of Hong Kong Cinema. 1920-1970, Hong
Kong: Joint Publishing (HK) Co Ltd, 1997, p
18575
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Mastering Virtue: The Cinematic Legend
of a Martial Artist (co-edited by Po
Fung and Lau Yam) will come out in late
March alongside film screenings and
exhibition.
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Wong Fei-hung’s Story: Iron Cock against Centipede (1956)
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y far the most long-running

and prolific movie series ever
appeared in the history of Hong Kong
cinema, the Wong Fei-hung movies
are truly deserving of recognition.
Some 60 years witnessed how the
exploits of Master Wong took off;
from a few sequels with unplanned
success into a seminal local cinema
landmark. A retrospective of the
Wong Fei-hung series offers a unique
journey through cinema history.

People’s unfading love for the
series owes much to the remaking
of the Wong Fei-hung movies by
director Tsui Hark during the 1990s.
Jet Li, a Mainland actor from the
north who received professional
wushu training, played the role of
Master Wong, a Hung Fist master
from the south. Li's Master Wong was
a completely different representation
from that created by the late Kwan
Tak-hing who first made the character
famous. Tsui Hark, a political auteur,
set the film against the background
of the socio-political turmoil in the
late Qing dynasty, where Master
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Wong Fei-hung Smashes the Five Tigers (1961)

Wong arrived in Beijing from Foshan
and found himself on the threshold
of a new era. The story may seem
unreal if not exaggerated, but it may
well be a response to the ahistorical
and apolitical take of the past Wong
Fei-hung movies, a phenomenon
common in Hong Kong cinema. The
fact that the series is an adaptation
of folklores from serial novels in
newspapers renders the movies a
kind of cultural content valued for its
flexibility and versatility to speak to a
broad spectrum in time.

Despite the lack of a wider
historical context, time, life and death
are still present in the cinematic
world of Wong Fei-hung. Of the very
first four movies (The Story of Wong
Fei-hung, Parts One to Four, 1949—
1950, all directed by Wu Pang), the
film titles are all heavily loaded with
vehemence, which brings to the fore
an attitude toward life. As Master
Wong makes his first entrance, it is
Leung Foon, the forthright, strong
yet reckless disciple who takes the
stage instead, appearing in almost

half of the movie. A daring pursuit of
sex and death is explicitly expressed
here, leaving traces that would lead
up to tragedy. Leung consumes his
life in excess, and so is his senior,
Beggar So who likewise leads a life of
indulgence. There lies an enchanting
decadence in both the characters,
the hedonists who capture the hearts
of the audience.

At last, Leung Foon dies in the
arms of his master and his lover.
It is an insignificant death resulting
from a rather trivial quarrel, but it
does not give the story an inglorious
end. The fifth episode (The Story of
Wong Fei-hung, Grand Conclusion,
1951, directed by Law Chi-hung)
recovers from the mourning and grief,
and continues to tell the story after
Leung’'s death. Seeing his disciple
get married, Master Wong also
wants a wife. A new disciple, Lam
Sai-wing joins the cohort and later
becomes one of the most important
successors. The cinematic world of
Wong Fei-hung continues even after
Leung Foon dies. Here, death is not

B AKFIL' Immagine RitrovataEEsZIE1E TIEEBIR
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L'Immagine Ritrovata Film Restoration & Conservation
Laboratory of Italy is currently putting together a digitally
remastered copy for The Story of Wong Fei-hung, Parts
1 & 2 (1949). (Front row, from left) Richie Lam, HKFA
Head; Davide Pozzi, Director of the Laboratory; Koven Lo,
Assistant Curator | (Conservation) and other HKFA staff
discussing the restoration work after test screening.

the final destination. There are always
lessons about the evanescence
of life, which in turn motivate the
characters to savour each moment
and embrace the future. In the
movies, Master Wong finally gets
married and raises his own children,
whereas in real life, Lam Sai-wing
became a famous Hung Fist master
in Hong Kong, leading to the birth of
the Wong Fei-hung movies. The circle
of life bridges the real and imaginary
worlds of Master Wong.

In the mid-1950s, Leung Foon
reappeared in the Wong Fei-hung
movies which took the audience back
to the time before his death. And after
dozens of episodes over the years,
Leung is still alive and kicking — as if
he and his lovers (all played by the
same actress Yam Yin) have come to
a glorious standstill that triumphs over
time. It also makes perfect sense to
see one or two disciples disappear
from the team at times, or Ling Wan-
kai being impersonated by different
actors while the character Bucktooth
So being reduced to just a passer-by.
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The Story of Wong Fei-hung, Part One (1949)

The same characters and the same
sentiments defy any scientific logic,
and viewers are pleased with the way
the story unfolds.

As the Wong Fei-hung saga
continues, one thing remained
immovable is the long-held ethic of
virtue. In Wong Fei-hung's Pilgrimage
to Goddess of the Sea Temple (1956,
directed by Wu Pang), Bucktooth
So is an orphan who is praised for
his filial piety. Not knowing where his
late parents are buried, he visits the
graves of other people’s ancestors
during Ching Ming Festival in order to
pay tributes to his own. In the end, he
makes a fool of himself and is beaten
off. Behind the silliness is in fact
the strong belief in respecting one's
ancestry and tradition, a virtue most
valued in Chinese culture. Compared
with the teaching of the respectable
Master Wong, the deeds of an
ordinary man gives an even more
impressive illustration to the moral.

In Wong Fei-hung Smashes the
Five Tigers (1961), after Master Wong
and Beggar So make a successful
attack against the bandits, the duo,
with bare hands, breaks the pillar
in their lair down. Everything falls to
dust, leaving only traces of the two
heroes. The camera lopes calmly in
a wide shot, putting time to the test.
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This film brought the golden age of
Wong Fei-hung movies in the 1950s
to a close. The 1950s were an era
regarded by some where blatantly-
copied Wong Fei-hung movies were
found. That may be due to the fact
that most of the works were limited by
the shoestring budgets. Despite the
many crude productions, there were
still a handful of exemplars. Besides
the aforementioned scene, the
camera movement showing the cup
of tea and the whip that Bucktooth
So presented to Master Wong in
Wong Fei-hung’s Story: Iron Cock
against Centipede (1956, directed by
Wu Pang) was equally memorable.
That was a serenely beautiful scene
which created an imagery of time and
ethics.

A nationalistic and historical
dimension was brought into Wong
Fei-hung movies by Tsui Hark,
whose cinematic representation
of the world of Master Wong was
exceptionally unusual. However, his
remakes retained the same kind of
earnestness and progressiveness
indelibly attached to the series. It was
the time when Hong Kong was faced
by the then-coming 1997 handover.
Captivating as popular cinema and
Tsui's oeuvre can be, the movies
successfully captured the spirit of the

age. In recent years, the series has
come to a pause. Filling in the gap
are movies about Huo Yuanijia, Ip Man
and the likes, in which the master
figures become patriots who articulate
official nationalistic discourses.
Morality and ethics, often addressed
in Hong Kong cinema, are still evident
in the increasingly simplified plotlines,
only the focus of attention now is the
stance taken by China in face of the
West — to conquer by virtues, though
appearing to be wishful thinking at
times, and to rewrite history where
necessary. Inevitably clichéd, such
descriptions are nonetheless sensitive
explorations that are worth noting.

Wong Fei-hung cinema has had
its own characteristics and limitations
at different stages over its course of
development in 60 years. Looking
back, the early titles in particular
are marked by an exuberance
that continues to move. Thanks
to the films’ remarkable flexibility,
the established creative formulas
have never become stagnant. Such
exuberance is to steer Wong fei-
hung films further ahead, no less
than history and politics that are rich
sources of drama. (Translated by Vivian
Leong) M

Lau Yam is Project Researcher of the HKFA.
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At the 4 February seminar, Dr Fiona Law, guest curator
of the 'Celebrating Chinese New Year’ programme,
provided an overview of Hong Kong's Chinese New
Year films. These festive movies, unlike other genre
pictures, have certain seasonal elements uniquely
their own; their varying themes, however, render them
difficult to be defined as a distinct genre. The plots,
which focus mostly on interpersonal relationships and
come to ‘happily ever after’ endings, made them most
welcomed gifts for audiences in the holiday season.



hy do we go to the movies?

When do we go to the movies?
When we're feeling happy? When we're
feeling sad? When we have nothing
else better to do? Or when we're too
busy to do anything else? Watching
movies makes us happy, like when
we're celebrating the various holidays
throughout the year. We sit together
with friends and strangers in the
darkened theatre for two to three hours,
sharing our laughter and tears with
them. Be it a tragedy, farce or horror
film, we forget about ourselves amongst
the weeping, laughing,
shrieking, and even
yelling. At the same
time, the strangers or
lovers sitting beside us
seem to have become
our temporary family,
experiencing an
important event with
us. When we leave the
cinema, the outside
world is brighter than
before and we see
things in a new light,
as if it's possible to push the reset
button on life. Isn't going to the movies
like celebrating the New Year and the
movie theatre an imaginary home? The
festive atmosphere seeps out from the
images on the silver screen, creating a
temporary utopia of light and shadow.
Those who are feeling depressed,
disappointed by everything that’s
around them, as well as those who
are lost in the city in which they live
are all welcome to take a seat inside.
After the screening, they can break
the monotony in their lives by chatting
with one another. The congregation of
individuals forms the public. How can
we celebrate without people?

Scholars have written extensively
on the philosophical relationship
between cinema and time, circulation
and dissemination of moving images,
the making of the masses as
imagined communities, fabrication and
authenticity of affects, as well as how

(ZFrehER)
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Hire a Husband (1965)

films are related to urban culture and
identity, so | won't elaborate on these
subjects. The purpose of this piece is
to introduce the Chinese New Year films
chosen for this holiday season’s special
screening. It might be impossible to go
into an in-depth discussion or conduct
a historical analysis on each of them,
but since we're talking about the
Chinese New Year and motion pictures
within the festive context, of course it's
necessary to mention the importance
of time. The plot of Chinese New Year
films, or any holiday movie for that
matter, obviously has
a close connection
with the screening
period. It would
also be fair to say
that the unique but
recurring holiday
is an indispensible
part of moviegoers’
lives. The seasonal
element of these
films sheds light
on how film genres
are defined.
also worth noting that the discussions
related to Chinese New Year films
didn't simply approve of their universal
values nor solely focus on their positive
ideals and fantasies associated with
this traditional celebration. Perhaps the
anticipation and collective sentiment
with which we subconsciously, or
knowingly, embrace this seemingly
utopian future during the holiday season
can help us reconsider what motion
picture means as a cultural product of
dreams.

So, should Chinese New Year
flms stand as a genre on its own? This
is something worth discussing. If we
put together all the Chinese New Year
films known to have been made to
date, you'll find that they all share a few
similarities:

(1) Their titles contain auspicious
wordings, much like those used in
Spring Festival couplets, for example,
Success All the Way (dir: Ku Wen-

Fis

chung, 1950), Promotion Means
Money (dir: Chow Sze-luk, 1951), A
Hall Packed with Riches (dir: Yu Leung,
1951), Lovers’ Eternal Union (dir: Chiang
Wai-kwong, 1956), On the Up and Up
(dir: Luk Bong, 1961) and Everything
You Want Comes True (dir: Chu Kea,
1963). Incidentally, teling a friend you're
going to watch one of these films is like
saying a New Year greeting to them.
Foreign films such as Atoll K (1951),
Cinderfella (1960; Hong Kong release:
1961) and Call Me Bwana (1963;
Hong Kong release: 1964) have also
joined in on the celebrations, with their
titles translated into familiar Chinese
auspicious sayings to suit the screening
period. Sometimes we see recurring
titles year after year, but that doesn't
matter since we can never have too
much of a good thing!

(2) Chinese New Year fims seem
to be limited to the comedy genre.
Is this unavoidable? Well, scenes of
tragedy and death aren’t exactly a good
note to start the New Year on... The
plots have no limitations and can be
in period or modern settings, or even
an anachronistic combination of both.
However, the ‘happily ever after’ ending
is a must — families will be reunited,
villains will be punished or reformed,
lovers will come together and the
characters will land a fortune by some
incredible stroke of luck. Sometimes
the plot is related to the New Year, and
sometimes the characters will wish
us all the best for the coming year in
chorus before the film ends, reminding
us not to forget to visit our family and
friends amongst all the festivities.
Although these ‘feel-good’ stories
never have any unexpected surprises
in store for us, don't you find that the
foreseeable outcomes still bring us a
lot of joy”? The audience’s expectations
of these films become their prospects
for the coming year, and although
they have come to accept the highly
predictable plots, they never leave the
cinema disappointed.

This is not surprising though, as the
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experience of watching Chinese New
Year films isn't necessarily about the
movie's content. Going to the movies
was something people used to do on
special holidays to begin with. Before
the age of cinema, people celebrated
these occasions by watching Chinese
opera performances at various
showgrounds and amusement parks. A
lot of the time, the euphoric experience
comes from the festive atmosphere
created by the masses off the screen
or stage. As long as everybody in the
cinema is neatly dressed, the house
is full, everybody says the right things
and shares positive thoughts, it'll make
us more open-minded and put us
in a better mood, making the year a
pleasant one. Film studios also take
this opportunity to make a name for
themselves, bringing their biggest or
even debut production out at this time
as a way of gratifying their supporters.
Using celebratory greetings as
promotion slogans for Chinese New
Year films is a decades-old practice
as moviegoers seem to be particularly
plentiful during this period, leading
to a boom in box-office sales. This
phenomenon is somewhat related
to the traditional Chinese custom of
having everything in abundance during
festive holidays. So, let us reflect
again on the elements of Chineseness
that are inherent in Hong Kong-
produced Chinese New Year films —
although Hong Kong was colonised
for a hundred years, it has remained
closely connected to Mainland China
throughout this entire period. Waves of
people have been coming down from
the north for years and people living in
Hong Kong have also been moving to
other parts of the world. The diasporic
population may have their reasons
for leaving, but they're bound to miss
their home at some stage, especially
whenever the year draws to an end.
The saying ‘Out with the old, in with
the new’ may bear special significance
for these people who must continue to
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move forward despite being separated
from their families in a foreign land. The
fathers in Hire a Husband (dir: Lo Yu-
kei, 1965) and Foolish to be Wise (dir:
Mok Hong-si, 1966) who return home
from overseas would be sure to agree!

Some say that this festive genre is
a special feature of Hong Kong cinema.
Those Chinese New Year films that
feature Stephen Chow, Jackie Chan,
and other star actors back in the 1980s
and 90s are unforgettable blockbusters.
Whether you saw them at the cinema
when they were released or through
different media at a later time, these
films have become a part of our city's
collective memory. Looking back, we
are reminded of the forgotten charisma
of Hong Kong cinema amongst such
festive laughter. Others say that Hong
Kong cinema is crazy and over-the-top.
But even these so-called b-movies,
which are overloaded with action
scenes, overwhelming with emotions,
repetitively clichéd, formulaic in plot
and full of outrageous sentiments,
seem appealing during this special
holiday. This is because the absence
of restriction is the only thing that can
free us from our mortal shackles,
giving way to a camival-like frenzy. This
widespread laissez-faire and tolerant
attitude gives Hong Kong cinema its
own special standing in our city’s pop
culture. Whether it's the period opera
film Prince’s Lovers (dir: Chan Pei,
1964) or the modern action movie Aces
Go Places (dir: Eric Tsang, 1982), each
has its own quirky madness.

An examination of the 1950s and
60s Hong Kong cinema reveals that
quite a number of films were screened
during the Chinese New Year period (for
example, from 1960 to 1969, roughly
9 to 20 films were shown one after
another from Lunar New Year's Eve to
the Lantern Festival). Amongst them,
many have instinctively taken the form
of Chinese New Year film to celebrate
the special occasion with moviegoers.
It is interesting to note that such festive

movies may have existed since the
beginning of Hong Kong cinema, as
opposed to having emerged as recently
as 20 to 30 years ago. According to
Mr Yu Mo-wan’s research, the first ever
Chinese New Year film was 1937’s
Bloom and Prosper (dir: Tang Xiaodan).'
Although we haven’t been able to get
hold of this movie, the information
we have on hand indicates that it is
about a family which loses a winning
lottery ticket near New Year's Eve, but
manages to find it before the film ends.
Isn't this very similar to the plotlines of
the celebrated It's a Mad, Mad, Mad
World series (1987-1989)7

The five Chinese New Year fims
from the 1960s to the 80s which have
been selected for the ‘Celebrating
Chinese New Year  programme were
all screened at theatres on the Lunar
New Year's Eve of their respective
years. Those who have already seen
them can reminisce about the festivities
back in the good old days, while first-
time viewers will have the opportunity
to acquaint themselves with the
relationship between motion pictures
and festive celebrations. So many
Chinese New Years have come and
gone, and while some of us may have
a few childhood memories of how we
used to celebrate the special occasion,
there’s no doubt that we all have our
own all-time favourite Chinese New
Year film. If you don't see yours being
put on show at this year's screening,
don't be disappointed — they may be

waiting for you just around the corner!
(Translated by Johnny Ko) Il

Fiona Law teaches at the Department of
Comparative Literature, The University of Hong
Kong. Her research interests include Chinese-
language cinemas, Asian cinemas in the context
of globalisation, visual cultures and Hong Kong
cultural studies. Currently, she is working on a
book project about the cultural study of Chinese
New Year films made in Hong Kong and the PRC
from 1980s to the present.

Note

1 Yu Mo-wan, Xianggang Dianying Shihua
(Anecdotes of Hong Kong Cinema), Vol 2,
Hong Kong: Subculture Ltd, 1997, p 154 (in
Chinese).
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The programme has gathered tremendous support ever since it was launched in
October, 2011. Other than film critics who share their insights on these timeless
gems, we have also been graced by the filmmakers concerned who recall the
amusing titbits on and off screen. Stay tuned!
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Man on the Brink (1981) after 30 years: (Picture
1, from right) Kam Hing-yin; Alex Cheung;
Teddy Robin; Sam Ho & Cecilia Wong, HKFA
Programmers; Cheung Ka-wai; (picture 2, left)
Leung Ming-wah
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The wonder makers in Wonder Women (1987):
(From right) Writer-director Kam Kwok-
leung, leading man Michael Wong, Sam Ho &
assistant director Calvin Poon, famed lyricist
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Critic Lam Chiu-wing (left) was the guest
speaker for The Pregnant Maiden (1968).

INERHINE B 1H%E
Celebrating Chinese New Year
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This programme featured in its lineup lt's a Mad, Mad, Mad World (1987). Clifton
Ko (right) and Keith Lo, writer-director and production assistant of the film,
recounted the funny anecdotes during its making. This celebrated comedy and
its sequel that came out the following year are the cherished brainchild of Ko. Set in a public housing estate, the series
shed light on the wealth gap between rich and poor, which remains the underlying source of social tensions today. Ko
also asserted that while audiences of Chinese New Year movies are now very different, filmmakers should continue to be
‘reasonably outlandish’ — that is, in his opinion, what it takes to make a comedy.
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Gone with the Tide (1960) on location in an outlying fishing village.
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1 RINK 1929 FEXNREAE LB R
Yuen Yang-an graduated from the School of Law,
Soochow University, in 1929.

2R 1963 &F - RIME ~ HMERE 21 &
FiEEALZH
Photo taken in 1953 on the 21st wedding
anniversary of Mr and Mrs Yuen.

3 (A#) MEA - RINEZ - BHEE - MR

(RIEH BRBR )

(From left) George Shen; Yuen Yang-an; Barbara Fei;
Shen Tianyin, Great Wall Studio chief
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Mr Toby Russell
Mr Oliver Sodemann

ZNEEHFILERES ! Thank you!
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n early October of 2011, our 101-
year-old mother (Soo Yien-sun)'s
home of almost 30 years was to be
demolished. As our younger sister
Christine (aka Mao Mei) was the
only one amongst us living in Hong
Kong, the task of searching for
her new abode naturally fell on her
shoulders. | felt obliged to lend her
a hand, so | flew back from the US
with my husband, George, to help
pack up Mum'’s things. Whilst making
preparations for the move, it occurred
to us that some documents and
letters belonging to our late father,
Yuen Yang-an (1905-1994), were
still stashed away somewhere. We
wondered what to do with them now
that Mother needed to move.

Our father’s line of work was
mainly in the movie business since
he moved from Shanghai to Hong
Kong in 1948. Following his founding
of The Great Wall Movie Enterprises
Ltd, which he left in 1957, he went on
to establish Sun Sun Film Enterprises
Ltd and remained active in the
industry until his retirement in 1962.
Although Christine had been on set
with him for much of the time, she
was not involved in the business side
of things. George came on board
in 1953, starting out with learning
how to write screenplays and editing
The Great Wall Pictorial under Dad'’s
watchful eye. He eventually became
the general manager of Sun Sun, as
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well as a director and producer, so
he was probably more in the loop
than anyone else when it came to our
father’s involvement in the film industry.
Consequently, Christine and | decided
that he would be the ideal candidate
for taking care of Dad’s business-
related possessions. George also
agreed that he was the man for the
job, and so he began unpacking stack
upon stack of envelopes and folders,
closely examining the contents of
each.

After slaving away for quite some
time, George finally managed to sort
most of it out. The documents roughly
fell into six categories:

1. Files belonging to Sun Sun

The majority of what our father
left behind belonged to this category.
The documents were mainly letters
and sales reports between Sun Sun
and its business partners, such as
various movie theatres in Hong Kong,
cinema circuits in Southeast Asia,
and Singapore's Cathay Organisation.
Correspondence written in English
spanning Sun Sun's entire operational
history was particularly plentiful.
George used to be in charge of all of
Sun Sun’s outgoing communications,
and letters from Mr Paul Yu,
the general manager of Cathay
Organisation, were also addressed
to him. They were mostly routine
business letters and reports which

most people would consider cut-and-
dried.

2. Photos

There were individual and family
photos from the 1920s to the 60s,
ones taken with people from the
industry between the 1940s and 50s,
as well as production stills and behind-
the-scenes snaps of films made by
Great Wall and Sun Sun.

3. Movie synopses and
screenplays

These included both letterpress-
and mimeograph-printed movie
synopses and screenplays, dialogue
and scripts of movies that were made,
as well as those that were never shot.
There were even a few handwritten
ones that our father probably never
showed anyone.

4. Documentation,
reports and letters

Here we have Dad’s university
graduation diploma from the 1920s,
certificates and newspaper clippings
related to films he directed which
received nominations and awards
at international festivals from the
1950s and 60s, and letters of
correspondence with industry
professionals. There was also
what might be the only remaining
report on the operations of Great
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The shooting of Nyonyah (1952) was blessed by
visitors from afar.

(Bottom row) Fu Che (left), Hsia Moon (centre);
(middle row) director Li Pinggian (left), Yuen
Yang-an (right); (top row, from right) Yuen Yang-
an’s second daughter Christine (aka Mao Mei),
wife Soo Yien-sun, eldest daughter Jane, and
youngest daughter Norah

sEWEA: (£#E) BE  BEEBY
Sophia ~ BRIGYE ~ Bk ~ FEiFERE ~ JLHEE -
gig s A=
The days at Great Wall. (From left) Hsia Moon,
Han Fei’s niece Sophia, Chen Chuan-chuan,
Christine Yuen (aka Mao Mei), film buyer from
Southeast Asia, Ella Kiang, Liu Lian, Shek Hwei

Wall a year after its restructuring in
1950. Furthermore, some personal
documents, such as those related to
donations to a school located in his
hometown after his retirement, were
also found.

5. A collection of
illustrations, paintings and
calligraphy art

Extremely rare, hand-drawn
character designs for the movie The

True Story of Ah Q (19588) and a

Chinese painting commemorating its

premiere in Mainland China by sought-

after artist Ren Xun were amongst this
collection. There was also a manuscript

(unfortunately only a photocopy) of the

eulogy speech dedicated to our late

father written by Mr Huang Yongyu.

6. Personal diaries and
memoir excerpts

Our father travelled to Britain
and ltaly in the early 1950s to study
and observe their film industries. He
made several journal entries about
his time abroad, during which he
was occasionally in the company of
our brother, Martin, who was being
schooled in Britain at the time. He also
intended on writing his memoir towards
the end of his life in the 1990s, but his
weakened physical state forbade him
to continue beyond recounting several
events. In addition, we found our
younger brother’s university transcripts

EREES (FQIE
» (1958) EEIAEH
IRM{EMEISE

A Chinese painting by
famed artist Ren Xun
commemorating the
Mainland premiere of The
True Story of Ah Q (1958).

and doctoral dissertation which he
sent to Dad by mail.

When George had tidied up and
categorised all the documents, the
next step was to figure out what to
do with it all. After thinking long and
hard, we concluded that everything
belonging to the first category, which
was the bulk of what my father had left
behind, took up too much space and
was not worth keeping. Conseqguently,
they were disposed of.

Dad’s diaries and excerpts from
his unfinished memoir, on the other
hand, were kept as mementoes
for future generations. Martin made
a special trip to visit Mum for the
move and we took the opportunity to
give him the diary, in which he was
frequently mentioned, as a gift from
Dad. Our younger brother’s things
were stored separately whilst the
manuscripts of our father's unfinished
memoir remained with our mother.
They will be readily available to anyone
in the family should they be interested
in tracing their roots.

George felt that bits and pieces
from the other four categories, such
as the illustrations by Ren Xun from
The True Story of Ah Q were not
only of high artistic value, but also
great historic significance. Mr Huang
Yongyu's poignant eulogy was kept for
future generations as well. The majority
of documents and photos related to

Great Wall in the 1950s were deemed
extremely rare, thus worth storing
away. It was decided that George
should try approaching the Hong
Kong Film Archive to see if they were
interested in accepting them.

Much to our delight, their
response was swift and positive. They
dispatched a team of specialists to
my mother's home right away and
examined everything with deference,
taking photos and videos of the more
important documents on site. They
also asked us the names of many
of the industry professionals who
were in Dad’s old photos. We were
flabbergasted by George’s amazing
memory as he rattled off the names of
each and every person!

We are so excited and grateful
that the Film Archive is able to take
in our father's belongings as part of
Hong Kong's cinematic history. They
may have ended up being lost forever
if we were to continue keeping them
at home. Now that they are stored
systematically, Hong Kong cinema
enthusiasts can have a glimpse into
the Mandarin film era of the 1950s and
60s. It was also comforting to know
that there was more that we could do

to honour our late father. (Translated by
Johnny Ko)

December 2011 H
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(From right) Clarence Yang; Emily Chan; Dominique Ng,
HKFA Public Relations Assistant; and Reco Lee, HKFA
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SIREIKRZE
Storytellers on the Air

(£ ) BRBRENREEF - 3B
ME BMEEKERE (BF
B5ES) r REF128178 %

KEE - MESHRBRBHTIEL
(&Y (1964) o

(From left) On 17 December 2011,
the celebrated ‘airwave novelists’
Li Ngaw and his wife Siu Sheung,

S ; . accompanied by Prof Tang Siu-wa,
ggég%gﬂ | %%%gg%%?%g Qi son of the late comedian Tang Kei-

Words of welcome by Clarence Yang, advisor of chen, came to watch Painstaking
the ‘Development of Audio Description Services '

for Hong Kong Films’ programme. Lovers (1964) which starred Li, writer
of the original novel, in the main role.

IS ISES - ANER « BEHRE SV
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5% . FESKERARETIOEE
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TRETZ_+FRBEER MR TPIRBE R "EBRENIRENE J HEIREIFPINERN
I | ERBHES "5, BY - e i BSBEFENERREEEWSEBESIF - 28 2011 A
BRVEISHBI XL - BB RFE, BP0 "NFER - AEBKIR L B18 o [RYRLH B
FINEFIUME o 4, — KA+ NED - RS RIS HEIZER (EXF) (1981) B (ZERNIZ
SENRBERE ", BBEOURE 1E) (2009) @ IRIBEEER BRREAIN  TRSESKRIF
SipinIEBRE - BRITIEAED S 8 REEY IR/ IMNAREVLER o
BIRKAR o Following a series of outdoor fim shows at the Mid-Autumn Lantern
Ot &2 — @A AME SRV Carnivals and District Free Entertainment Programmes, the Film Archive
FX  aHHERCKEBERBB="1 collaborated with Entertainment Office again in staging the ‘Showcase
F > BAE-_T+ZEFICHELIER of Local Cartoon Animation’ at the 2011 New Year’s Eve Countdown
¥ AR EEINEIRERE - 85 Carnival. The films chosen for screening were Old Master Cute (1981)
AEe —BHREHERE - E8E and McDull — Kungfu Ding Ding Dong (2009). That evening, Sha Tin Park
MEZHNBIE BB ETHE was teeming with ardent viewers who braved the cold weather to enjoy
8 MIESELEBTNSD  BHR this family delight in the open.
8 BEHER -  ABBEESFIBBR
ERRBE N 2RI RS BEIBER
ERBENER - ABEODLREN
BREEH—ATZ3 ! B
PREEME R BB B ABHE S SIS /OIS

Emily Chan is Manager, Information Accessibility
Centre, The Hong Kong Society for the Blind.

See HKFA e-Newsletter for English translation.
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Flm & Cantonese Opera
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In support of the Cantonese Opera Day
2011, four Cantonese opera films were
shown back to back on 27 November at
the ‘Screening Opera’ programme. Guest
curator Bryan Chang (left) exchanged
with HKFA Programmer Sam Ho on the
varied chemistry when film and opera
were brought together.

&SB875A
The Tramp In Hong Kong
2011122/

EEEWE (L) BRIDIZEFR  Film critic Matthew Cheng (left) illustrated
SRBRIBFIEESN (B  with a copy of Film Tribune (Vol 2, No 1,
1BY (1948  _”-_&HF—H) 1948) the evolution of Hong Kong’s comedy
BADRRESBEEI0VEERN  and its cultural characteristics. Another film
It58 » BS—IEEXRA (6) critic Ka Ming (right) highlighted the lasting
B EHIBLER=RBHA AN  influences of silent cinema by comparing
SEINFES - SRBEE S HEE  Charles Chaplin’s comedies with local
SIBIREERIRIZ productions.

IREEEENE
Carry on Laughing

20111218

T MUE HBREBREA

NBBREMZEFEISLEMALS
EREBENWORE - MBITm I EE|
#RR - MmEAER IS ATFEARAT
FRUNBAZEER - D=
SZABIBIRERAE - BT A
WEHEERIEHARNEN - BF
P/ P EE PSR ADRAT AL B R T
o o

Edward Lam, guest curator of ‘Funny Girls: Do
Do Cheng and Cora Miao’, suggested that the
two gifted actresses were not just comediennes
but prototypes of the ‘'moderm girl” image in the
late 80s and early 90s. With excerpts of their TV
works, Lam traced how the pair had ventured
successiully into the golden age of film, as well as
how they had become icons of the middle-class
and popular culture at the time.

BhER : EHA (GGBE)Y (5F58Hl) GBHAFTH) — XD F—EZFE101T  Erratum: In the article titled ‘Lee Tit: A Preliminary Look’, Newsletter
HEBE (ENE) BRIED (1959) FMBER (1977) ARAIM 0 B No 58, the 10th line from bottom of the first paragraph, ‘His tour

B—EBBIR LR THIBINR . BTERSF131T 0 #% (EBRY —3 de force The Legend of Purple Hairpin...has yet another Yu opera

TDEMNRSEAFEES, @ BR "HES8, - FIEIERIE o rendition’ should be Chaozhou opera. We apologise for the mistake.
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ime has passed by with the blink of an eye and Hong Kong has turned into an international metropolis from a humble
fishing village in just over 170-odd years. Remnants of the past has been preserved in light and shadow, with reels of
film serving as a culture carrier, documenting the ups and downs of our city’s century-long transformation.

The first thought that crossed my
mind when | started brainstorming for
this exhibition, entitled The Wheel of
Time: 100 Years of Light and Shadow’,
was to design a tunnel filled with
magical light. Patrons enter the ‘Wheel
of Time' through this Time Tunnel’, and
as the wheel tums, they are transported
to the six different exhibition zones. The
sections have been divided according
to significant milestones in the
development of Hong Kong cinema,
illustrating our society’s evolution and
enabling visitors to savour its history
over the course of a century.

After settling on the titles and
general content of the six zones came
the brain-racking tasks of deciding how
to decorate them so as to differentiate
each one from the other, as well as
choaosing the film footage which was
most relevant in depicting the city’s
transformation. We tried different design
concepts and the use of an array of
materials in order to accentuate each
era’'s unigueness.

The ‘“1898-1949: Integration and
Consolidation’ zone, which focuses
on introducing the beginnings of Hong
Kong society, serves as the opening
chapter. The design is simple and
clean, whilst the footage chosen mainly
came from documentaries on early
Hong Kong, such as The Edison Shorts
(1898) and A Trip Through China (1916).
The photos selected for display are also
generally documentary in nature, mostly
concerning life in old Hong Kong.

The end of the Chinese Civil War
saw masses of Mainlanders flooding
into Hong Kong to start a new life.
Some viewed the place as a temporary
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home, whilst others enthusiastically
started families despite knowing that
it would be difficult to make a living
here. During this time, quite a number
of Mandarin and Cantonese films
portrayed these less-than-desirable
living conditions in Hong Kong. This
is the central theme of ‘1950-1959:
Homeland and Metropolis’, with the
installation of cement walls and the
use of construction materials such as
wooden boards to reflect the practical
lifestyle of the time.

“1960-19756: Old Values and New
Blood' belongs to those who were born
and those who grew up in the postwar
era. They were a lively and diverse
bunch brought up in an environment
influenced by the East and the West,
the traditional and the modern, much
like the flourishing film industry of the
time. Scenes from The Orphan (1960),
Teddy Girls (1969), The House of 72
Tenants (1973) and Games Gamblers
Play (1974) are accompanied by a
colourful and eye-catching setting.

New directors with a background
in television brought fresh ideas to
Hong Kong cinema, hence, the fiery
colour scheme of red was chosen
for the ‘"1976-1984: Insurrection and
Breakthrough' section. Together with
the rotating platform made from building
blocks, this exhibition zone emanates
a sleek and active atmosphere,
suggesting a desire to break through.
The clips chosen to represent this
period include Jumping Ash (1976),
Dangerous Encounter — 1st Kind
(1980), Father and Son (1981), Boat
People (1982), Nomad (1982) and
Homecoming (1984), all signature

pieces of these New Wave auteurs.

Both the golden era and decline
of Hong Kong cinema came 12
years prior to the Handover. These
complicated and conflicting emotions
are documented in ‘1985-1997: Glory
and Downturn’, with extracts from A
Better Tomorrow (1986), Autumn Moon
(1992), Made in Hong Kong (1997) and
Ordinary Heroes (1999) depicting the
pessimism of the Hong Kong people as
they began emigrating due to the loss
of confidence over the city’'s uncertain
future. The display panels have been
cut out in the shape of Hong Kong's
cityscape along Victoria Harbour, and
the use of mirrors and coloured lights
create a vibrant and illusory ambience.

The ‘1998-2010: Motherland
and Locality’ zone, which has been
decked out with red-white-blue vinyl
cloth (bags made from this material
are very symbolic of the old Hong
Kong lifestyle), highlights how post-
Handover Hong Kong has defended
its fundamental core values with the
Mainland’s backing. Social issues such
as cultural preservation, compassion
for the underprivileged and developer
hegemony are addressed using
snippets from Infernal Affairs (2002),
Golden Chicken (2002), Hooked on
You (2007) and Echoes of the Rainbow
(2010).

It is hoped that this exhibition will
enable patrons to learn more about
Hong Kong's people and their stories
over the past century, giving them a
renewed understanding of our city’s
social landscape and historical trends.
(Translated by Johnny Ko) Il

Cecilia Wong is Programmer (Cultural Exchange)
of the HKFA.
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