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In this age when motion pictures come in both celluloid and digital, film is no longer just film. Whilst
digital cinema enjoys a much bigger following, celluloid remains the darling of some, and, for the
archival profession, the halo of celluloid is something that never fades. This being said, with the
production of celluloid shrinking fast, the Intemational Federation of Film Archives (FIAF) has been quick
to put in place suitable measures to deal with the onslaught of digital media.

For the archive, the one at the forefront of flm preservation, to access a digital movie stored in
hard drive is not unlike opening Pandora’s box — it's not that we don’t want to open it, but we can't
always open it. Unlike rolls of film stock which can be viewed once unwound, DCP (Digital Cinema
Package) files are subject to uncertainty: Would the same format be still in use after a decade or so?
Could the flm therein be viewed then? Despite all these, digital technology is nonetheless opening up
new possibilites not just for film production and distribution, but for restoration as well.

From the archival point of view, digitisation of film data makes the sharing of resources all the
more flexible. A database can't be built ovemight; it's the fruit of years of painstaking efforts. The Hong
Kong Film Archive is blessed indeed to have been able to accumulate film treasures throughout the
years. By each of our topical volumes and research projects, we make it our task to keep enriching our
databases, day by day. [clkwok@lcsd.gov.hk]
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igmund Freud would’ve smiled if

he had a chance to watch Wong
Fei-hung films. He would be especially
pleased with the second phase of the
long-running martial arts series, which
spanned much of the 1950s and early
1960s.

The Wong Fei-hung series started
in 1949 and ran through the rest of the
20th century, with over 130 entries,
most featuring the kung fu Master as
protagonist. This prolific series can
be roughly divided into five phases:
the initial period that comprises of
the first five Wong Fei-hung films; the
classical phase that runs through much
of the 1950s and early 1960s; the
baroque stage of the late 1960s that
renegotiates established conventions
of the series, with entries directed by
Wong Fung; the renewal period of the
late 1970s and 80s, starring a new
generation of actors as the Master; and
the neo-classical phase of the 1990s,
best represented by the Tsui Hark-Jet
Li franchise.

The classical phase is not only the
longest but also the most productive,
with more than 50 films featuring the
character name Wong Fei-hung in the
title, all starring the iconic actor Kwan
Tak-hing as Master Wong. Many of
the films in this period were popular,
with recurring characters and story
situations familiar to the audience.
Most individual films in fact stay very
close to an established formula, with
Sifu Wong pitted against an opposing
force in the form of either a single bad
guy or a group of scoundrels, the
veteran character actor Sek Kin almost
invariably playing the villain or the
gang’s leader. Always by Wong's side
are his students, a group of young men
— and sometimes women — who assist
the Master in his medical practice and,

6 HKFA Newsletter May 2012

of course, action adventures. It is the
archetypal nature of this formula that to
a large extent established Wong Fei-
hung as a mythic figure in Hong Kong
popular culture.

While Sifu Wong is the
embodiment of goodness and the
villain represented by Sek Kin that of
evil, the students are somewhere in
between. They are not in any ways
wicked, yet they are also not models
of righteousness and discretion,
qualities that are integral to the Master’s
character and his mythic persona. The
students are best exemplified by Leung
Foon, the Master’s favourite pupil, and
Bucktooth So, the comical figure who
seems to be both a student and a
servant in the Wong clan.

Leung is a hero in the making,
equipped with a big heart and a ready
sense of justice. He gets into fights
compulsively, most often standing
up for the underdogs bullied by
thugs. Yet he lacks not only the highly
accomplished fighting skills of Wong
but also the Master's tactful humility —
the patience to restrain from impetuous
scuffles, the wisdom to reason with
opponents No matter how aggressive
they are and the perceptive timing to
withhold his power until absolutely
necessary. Leung thus gets into trouble
frequently, getting beat up by villains,
embarrassing his modest-to-a-fault
sifu but also forcing the sometimes
reluctant Master into upholding justice.

Bucktooth So is the Gabby Hayes
of martial arts cinema. Like the favourite
sidekick of Hollywood westerns, So is a
clown-like figure, with a severe overbite
and a perennial stutter, a speech
impediment used in similar comic ways
to the tooth-deprived delivery of Walter
Brennan, another well-known western
sideman. He is a marginal martial artist,

barely able to muster a few kung fu
moves and always losing his fights,
even to the least ferocious of ruffians.
He is lazy and always hungry, loves
to brag and prone to exaggerations.
Like Leung, he also gets into frequent
troubles that demand the Master to the
rescue, which, ironically, often realises
justice.

Together, the students, especially
Leung and So, constitute a portrait of
an ordinary man. They are essentially
good people, but not without human
foibles. Though trained in martial arts,
they're nevertheless so lacking in heroic
properties that they are chided on a
regular basis by the sifu. In fact, Wong
giving his students tongue lashings
has become such a vital part of the
Wong Fei-hung formula in the classical
phase that it's staged in virtually every
film, a designated opportunity for the
Master to mount his podium, delivering
sermons on the right things to do.
Such moments allow for the espousing
of principles, very little on fighting skills
but mostly moral tenets infused with
Confucian values. The Master and the
students would diligently and earmestly
play their respective roles of teach and
be taught, and comes the next movie,
it's deja vu all over again.

The villain played over and over
again by Sek Kin is the polar opposite
of Master Wong. He indulges freely in
desires, from gaining material riches
through all possible means to harassing
beautiful women to gratifying an
insatiable thirst for fame and power. In
his never-ending reincarnations in the
series, the Sek Kin character is very
often driven by the pleasure principle.

The triumvirate configuration of
Master Wong, the students and the
villain corresponds loosely to Freud'’s
structural model of the human psyche.”



The villain is very much a personification
of the 'id’, the primary aspect of
the personality that is primitive and
instinctive, acting only in accordance
with the selfish pursuit of pleasure,
paying no regard to the demands
of reality and resulting in disruptive
behaviours that threaten the stability of
social orders.

The students in many ways
represent the ‘ego’, the organised
part of the psyche that deals with
reality, regulating instinctive yearnings
in ways that satisfy the demands of
the external world. Leung Foon, for
example, is not exempt from being
attracted to women, yet he acts upon
his desires with restraint, courting the
girls with decorum and discretion,
never crossing the socially prescribed
line of decency.” He is also not above
egotism, often hotheadedly getting into
fights when provoked by bad guys,
but does not indulge in violence just
for the sake of fame or competitive
superiority. Like Leung, Bucktooth So
is not without primitive desires. He is in
fact very much driven by the pleasure
principle, his insatiable longing for food
betraying a need for oral gratification,
his braggadocio revealing a desire for
vanity and his craving for small material
gains a mild manifestation of greed. He
is in fact a benign version of the villain,
an ‘ego’ which had tempered the primal
urges of the ‘id" to socially acceptable
levels.

Master Wong is the embodiment
of the ‘superego’, the component of the
psyche that upholds morality, exercises
judgements and dictates principles
that maintain social orders. He is the
judicious representative of the parental
agency — the patriarch, the teacher, the
ultimate authority.

Different degrees of correlation

to Freud’s structural model also mark
the different phases of the Wong Fei-
hung series. In the initial phase, the
Master, the students and the villain
have a lot in common, typical of an
early developmental stage in which
the differences between the ‘id’, the
‘ego’ and the ‘superego’ are not as
distinct. By the series’ third stage of
the late 1960s, when the classicism
of the 1950s and early 1960s give
way to more barogue sensibilities, the
monolithic singularity of the ‘superego’
is under challenged, as Master WWong
often finds himself in crisis, his martial
arts advantage over his opponents not
as pronounced and his moral superiority
over the students questioned.

By the renewal period of the late
1970s and early 1980s, the Wong
Fei-hung myth is traced back to the
time before the Master becomes the
Master. This is when a youthful Wong
is still lingering between the ‘id" and the
‘ego’ and far from being the 'superego’.
In Martial Club (1981), for example, a
young Wong begins by indulging in
juvenile antics alongside his buddy.
Wong soon matures while the buddy
continues to indulge. The pivotal
moment of their divergence occurs
when the latter frolics in the very 'id-
like’ exploit of using his martial abilities
to gain favours with prostitutes in a
brothel, while the former announces
that he will stay away from the house
of pleasure, signalling his successful
transition into the ‘ego’ stage. At the
end of the film, after Wong has proven
himself in a series of tough challenges,
an opponent declares that WWong will be
the future leader of Guangdong martial
artists, in effect predicting Wong's
development into ‘superego’ status.

And in the Wong Fei-hung
cinema’s neo-classical period of

the 1990s, the Master resumes the
monolithic role of the ‘superego’ while
also taking on qualities of the ‘ego’, with
more youthfulness and an irreverent
side, at times burdened with doubts
brought on by the shifting values
demanded of the changing times.

It is unlikely that the directors
and writers of the Wong Fei-hung
series, especially those of the classical
period (with perhaps the exception
of the 1990s filmmakers), had read
or even heard of Freud'’s structural
model. Freud's theory itself had been
challenged on many fronts, yet it
still stands as a useful tool towards
understanding the human mind. That
a correspondence can be found
between the Wong Fei-hung films and
the structural model only testifies to the

universal aspects of the human psyche.
|

Sam Ho is Programmer of the HKFA.

Notes

1 There are of course many ways to classify
a series as rich as the Wong Fei-hung
saga. Po Fung, for example, regards the
period between 1949 and 1961 as the
first phase. Matthew Cheng, on the other
hand, approaches the 1970s as a whole,
considering the decade as a period in which
the old gave way to the new. See Po Fung
and Lau Yam (eds), Mastering Virtue: The
Cinematic Legend of a Martial Artist, Hong
Kong: Hong Kong Film Archive, 2012.

2 Much had been written and discussed of
Freud's structural model. For ready reference,
see Sigmund Freud, On Metapsychology, or
Peter Gay (ed), The Freud Reader, New York:
W.W. Norton, 1995 (c1989).

3 It's worthy to note that Leung’'s character
actually does not subscribe entirely to such
socially acceptable behaviour in the initial
phase of the Wong Fei-hung series. In the
early flms, he frequents brothels and is in fact
diagnosed with venereal disease, eventually
dying from it (but is conveniently resurrected
in later chapters of the saga). Such id-like
conduct serves to lllustrate the schematic
development of the series in its different
phases.
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HEL - BEXE )
A Belated Encounter (1948), the first
Amoy-dialect film, starring Lou Hung
and Bai Yun.
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recent examination of Amoy-

dialect films revealed a connection
petween the Cantonese movie, Warmth
of Home, and Hong Kong’s second
locally-produced Amoy-dialect full-
length feature, The Air is Cleared, both
screened in 1948. The accidental
discovery provides valuable insight
into the beginnings of Amoy cinema.
Although conclusions about this aspect
of Hong Kong’s film industry were made
in The Amoy-dialect Films of Hong
Kong, the process and significance of
this new discovery makes the subject
worthy of further discussion.

In chronological terms, the first
Hong Kong-produced Amoy-dialect full-
length feature was A Belated Encounter.
It was shot by Hong Kong's Hsin Kuang
Film Company and produced by Zhang
Guoliang and Hui Lap-tsai, with Esteban
Ngo, a Chinese Filipino, as the project’s
investor. The director was But Fu, and
Lou Hung, an actress from Amoy, was
especially signed on board to play the
female lead. The comedy short, A Goofy
Son-in-Law, as well as the travelogue,
The Scenery of Amoy, were filmed at the
same time. The Air is Cleared came after
A Belated Encounter, but both were
always mentioned in news clippings
related to the early development of
Amoy films in the 1950s. For instance,
a report from the Filipino publication,
Chinese Commercial News stated: ‘In
the beginning, Yizhong Film Company
was the only Hong Kong firm which
produced Amoy features. Its three titles
included The Air is Cleared, A Belated
Encounter and A Goofy Son-in-Law,
starring Bai Yun and Lou Hung.”" There
seems to be no doubt that The Air is
Cleared was Hong Kong's second
locally-produced Amoy-dialect full-length
feature. Records indicate it was shown
at Amoy's Jincheng Theatre on 29 June
1948, in A Century of Amoy Cinema, for
which Amoy historian, Mr Hong Buren,
was the chief editor. Advertisements
also revealed But Fu as the director,
with names of the supporting cast listed
alongside the female lead, Lou Hung.”
Other than that, information on The Air is
Cleared is scarce.
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Meanwhile, evidence of the
connection between Amoy films and
Warmth of Home (directed by But Fu,
produced by Hui Lap-tsai and starring
Cheung Ying, Pak Yin and Wong Man-
lei), which was screened on 23 January
1948, has long been present. In Hong
Kong Filmography, Vol I, published by
the Hong Kong Film Archive, a note
associated with the movie states that
both Cantonese and Amoy versions
of the film were shot concurrently with
different casts.® No information on the
Amoy version of the film could be found
— one assumes it would have had the
same fitle.

This naturally posed a problem
when | was working on the filmography
section of The Amoy-dialect Films of
Hong Kong. Should | include the Amoy
version of Warmth of Home"”? And
what information is there on this film?
More importantly, since the Cantonese
version was screened in January of
1948, shouldn’t the Amoy version,
which was filmed at the same time, be
screened before The Air is Cleared,
which hit theatres in June that same
year? These questions suggest the
Amoy version of Warmth of Home
as being the second Amoy feature
made in Hong Kong, but there was no
mention of such a film in any form of
literature from the 1950s. | finally got
my first clue from an article in Wah Kiu
Man Po, 1948. It read: ‘The Cantonese
and Amoy versions of Warmth of Home
were filmed concurrently, with But Fu
teaming up with his usual cast and
crew for the Amoy version. As opposed
to being a bold venture, it is apparent
that business acumen drove them to
make this film — there is a huge market
for Amoy films beyond Hong Kong,
which also explains their other releases,
A Belated Encounter, The Scenery
of Amoy and the recent Warmth of
Home.” Available information indicates
the cast and crew of the Amoy version
of Warmth of Home to be the same
as that of The Air is Cleared, whilst the
piece talks about A Belated Encounter
and Warmth of Home in succession
without any reference to The Air is

Cleared. Since the films’ release dates
were in close proximity with each other,
it would have been extremely difficult for
But and Hui to gather enough capital
to make another movie in between. It
is highly likely that the Amoy version of
Warmth of Home is The Air is Cleared,
with the title changed due to usage of
the Cantonese name being deemed
inappropriate for the Amoy version.

We took this idea to Prof Yung
Sai-shing at the National University
of Singapore, who provided us with
excellent evidence supporting the
theory. The synopsis of The Air is
Cleared was found in the first edition
of Kong Ngee Movie Pictorial, a
publication from the Singaporean film
company Kong Ngee Co. lIts storyline
was almost identical to that of Warmth
of Home, thereby confirming our
suspicions.”

From this, we can validate a
statement made by Wong Ching-ho:
‘Two casts were used in the same
movie, with Amoy leads in the Amoy
version, and Cantonese leads in the
Cantonese version. Each shot was
filmed twice, then everything dubbed
and developed in the dark room,
resulting in dual versions of one fim. |
once worked on a project for which But
Fu was the director — he stated blatantly
that he was going to teach us [Amoy
actors] how to act. We were to watch
the Cantonese actors who played the
same roles as ours, Ko Lo-chuen in
my case, and learn from them before
we shot the Amoy version. Knowing
some of us were inexperienced, But
Fu went to great lengths to create such
an opportunity. The Cantonese actors
did their scenes while we watched and
then our tum came when they took their
break. Two versions were shot with the
same equipment, which brought in two
lots of revenue.”® This was his account
of the filming for The Air is Cleared.
Apart from records indicating that this
was the only But Fu film shot in two
versions, the casting of Ko Lo-chuen
in Warmth of Home also serves as
supporting evidence to our hypothesis.

In addition to confirming the



information related to The Air is Cleared,
such as the production date and plot,
we were, more importantly, able to
rediscover the method and meaning
behind this special way of fiming. The Air
is Cleared was made possible due to the
maturity of the Cantonese film industry
— we can see that whilst But minimised
costs by shooting two versions of the
same fim (thereby maximising profits), he
also took this chance to create learmning
opportunities for Amoy actors. Therefore,
apart from being the second Amoy film
made in Hong Kong, The Air is Cleared
can also be viewed as a training tool for
Amoy artistes.

But Fu is probably the most
important Amoy-dialect film director of all
time. He began his career in Shanghai
and moved to Hong Kong after the
Chinese Civil War, where he mainly
directed Cantonese films. He was
the pioneer in making Amoy features,
as well as being the director who
made the greatest number of them.
Furthermore, he was well-acquainted
with actors of Amoy descent. When
the production of Amoy films came
to a halt after A Belated Encounter,
But cast Lou Hung in the Mandarin
feature, The Black Bully, which he
directed in 1948. This may have paved
the way for Lou's subsequent foray
into Mandarin cinema with Yung Hwa
Motion Picture Studios. He also led
the revival of Amoy fims in 1952 with
the remake of The Story of Chen San
and Fifth Madam. As Lou was under
contract with Yung Hwa at the time, her
elder sister, Lou Fen, took up the role
of the female lead in her place. This
marked the beginning of a long-term
working partnership between But and
Lou Fen, who eventually became Mrs
But. As the pioneer of Amoy feature
production, all of But's first movies used
contemporary settings. It seems that
he wanted to build an Amoy film empire
with a modern consciousness. It wasn't
until period films started gaining an
edge that he switched to the genre.
Nonetheless, But continued his pursuit
in the betterment of Amoy films, evident
in his first feature in colour, Fairy and

Man (1957), which he directed and
produced.

Amoy films have a close,
yet complicated connection with
Cantonese movies. The examination of
Amoy films gives us unexpected insight
into the history of Cantonese films.
Here are two examples of significance
— the first has to do with a study on The
Union Film Enterprise Ltd. Research
revealed that only four of the company’s
six directors continued making movies

r—'_.H L
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Lou Fen (right) and her younger sister, fellow actress
Lou Hung

for the firm until the 1960s. Everybody
knew that Chun Kim left to found Kong
Ngee, but Chu Kea, whose last work
with the company was Blood Money
(1957), left because of Amoy fims. The
boss of Liangyou Film Company, Zhang
Guoliang, made this statement during
an interview in Taiwan in the 1950s:
‘Last year, they managed to free Chu
Kea of Communist influence and he is
now under a long-term contract with
Liangyou. Films he directed, such as
A Couple of Seven Lives and A Filial
Daughter Avenges for Her Father, have
all been screened in Taiwan because
Chu decided to join the Hong Kong
and Kowloon Filmmakers Free General
Association, to which the crew of Amoy
films also belonged. This proves that
Amoy films have a certain influence in
overseas markets.”” Since Talwan was
the main market of Amoy features, Chu
Kea had no choice but to leave The
Union, which was considered Leftist, in
order to make them. It is likely that Chu
later regretted this move, as there was
not a single word mentioning his days
as an Amoy-dialect filmmaker in his
memoir. If it wasn't for the research into
Amoy films, his hidden past may have

remained elusive.

The other noteworthy discovery
has to do with wuxia films. Ling Wan
was a long-term assistant director and
screenwriter of Amoy works directed
by Wong Tin-lam, taking over the role
of director when Wong was too busy.®
This experience may have contributed
to his success in earning his rank
amongst other Cantonese film directors
in the 1960s. It's fair to say that Wong
should be partly credited for Ling’s
success with wuxia blockbusters
such as The Young Swordsman Lung
Kim-fei and The Dragon Fortress,
which garnered him accolades on
par with Chan Lit-bun, the director
of The Azure Blood and the Golden
Pin and Paragon of Sword and Knife.
As coincidence would have it, these
directors, both of whom are renowned
for their Cantonese wuxia films in the
1960s, had worked under Wong.
Consequently, Wong Tin-lam'’s influence
on Hong Kong cinema may be more

profound than what is written in history.
(Translated by Johnny Ko) [l

Po Fung is Research Officer of the HKFA.
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As part of The Strange Case of Hong Kong Amoy Cinema’
programme, the Archive has the
privilege of inviting Amoy screen diva
Chong Sit Fong from Singapore to talk
to us on 8 April. Whilst reminiscing her
good old days starring in Amoy films,
the robustly healthy veteran also sings
for her fans.

Prof Yung Sai-shing from the National
University of Singapore gives an
introduction of the history, background
and star actors of Amoy cinema,
whereas Amoy film researcher Su
Zhangkai looks at the Southeast Asian
sentiments in these dialect pictures.

1 HEFURER

The legendary Chong Sit Fong greets her fans and friends with some famous song numbers.
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A congregation of Amoy film scholars: (from left) Su Zhangkai; May Ng, HKFA Researcher; Jeremy E. Taylor
from University of Sheffield, UK; Chong Sit Fong; Po Fung, HKFA Research Officer; Edwin Chen from Taipei
Film Archive; Yu Siu-wah from The Chinese University of Hong Kong; Yung Sai-shing; Huang Wen-chu from
Pingtung University of Education, Taiwan
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The Min-nan Culture Film Festival-cum-Forum
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The Min-nan Culture Film Festival-cum-Forum,
presented by the Tainan University of the Arts as
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part of the 2012 World Min-nan Culture Festival, was held HNEREET - BRERE

at Tainan City from 28 April to 30 May. At the Forum, May — &kt °

‘ (From left) Producer Zhou Shanwei;
Ng, HKFA Researcher, takes the chance to introduce our i Daoxin, Professor at School of

new publication, The Amoy-dialect Films of Hong Kong, /S::r’] ng[lzieug‘gif'ntg ;aizyn{;?ggé

which contains an overview of the Hong Kong Amoy film  Arts, Tainan University of the Arts;

) and May Ng at the Tainan Film
industry from the 1940s through 60s. Institute
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To preserve and appreciate film through restoration is one special mission of the Archive. Since 2010, our ‘Restored Treasures’ programme has been a
regular fixture in our lineup, which showcases gems we have restored as well as revived classics on loan from abroad. Beginning this past January, six
films about the showbiz world have been featured. Two articles in this issue are a dialogue between two film critics and these great works they love.
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he allure of ‘film-within-a-film’ dates

back to the age of silents. Dziga
Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera
(1929) and Buster Keaton’s The
Cameraman (1928), for example, are
some of the fuller-fledged works from the
1920s. The filmer films the filming and
the filmed, enthralled by this reflective
way of observation.

In the early days when photography
first came into being, photo-taking
was a threat to the tribal aboriginals.
They feared that the camera would
suck away one’s soul and enslave it on
the film, leaving the pictured to live on
with a soul incomplete. Putting aside
this fear-laden ‘romance’ that would
be appreciated only years later, it is
truly amazing that these people were
sensitive enough to realise the cruelty
of modern technology: the camera-
toting photographer calls up the image
of the witch, who is entitled to a certain
kind of power by virtue of the lens.

The film director, indeed, can be
the wielder of power, particularly during
the prime of the Hollywood studio
system. They demand the weather
they want, shed lights on the people or
objects they had selected, and concoct
on celluloid figures that had never
existed in real life. They are the creator
of another world as vivid as the one
we are in, an intriguing clime where the
line between fiction and reality is more
blurred than in any other art form. The
director, seemingly unknowingly, takes
on the divine attribute of equanimity and
omniscience of the Almighty, something
duly reflected in this celebrated scene
from Singin' in the Rain (1952). When
Don Lockwood brings Kathy Selden,
a girl he literally bumped into on the
street, to the soundstage, he tumns on
the fan and the lights, unveiling to her
the magic of cinema on a set of man-
made nature. At the end of the film,
Kathy ventures into the brave new world
of sound cinema, first haltheartedly as
a voice double for someone else, then
wholeheartedly as an actress in her
own right. A Star is Born.

Mise en abyme, in the terminology
of heraldry from medieval times,
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originally means a pattern inscribed
by the same pattern of a larger size
to create a greater sense of space.
Later, the concept is widely used in
literary and film criticisms to analyse
the novel-within-a-novel, or film-within-
a-film structure, as well as the resulting
reverse discourses and the fascinations
that come with them. Despite the
differences in scope and depth such
discourses may have, how the idea
of film-within-a-film evolved is still
traceable in cinema history. Amongst
the earlier examples are Billy Wilder's
Sunset Boulevard (1950), Federico
Fellini's 8% (1963) and Woody Allen’s
Stardust Memories (1980), followed
later on by Abbas Kiarostami's Close-
up (1990), Robert Altman’s The Player
(1992), and Spike Jonze's Adaptation
(2003). The six titles featured in the
Hong Kong Film Archive ‘Restored
Treasures’ programme, namely Day
for Night (1973), Contempt (1963),
Beware of a Holy Whore (1971), Singin'
in the Rain, All About Eve (1950) and A
Star is Born (1954), are all gems in this
regard.

Judging by the application of
mise en abyme, it's not hard to notice
that arthouse films and Hollywood
productions have wildly different
mindsets. No matter how the outer
environment changes, or how firm the
studio system stands in world cinema,
Hollywood's resolve in bestowing upon
the director the sceptre of absolute
authority has never wavered. Ever
since the birth of film, the advances
in technology have radiated a sort of
glamour no less magnificent than the
fire stolen by Prometheus to give to
mankind.

Singin' in the Rain, apart from the
transition from silent to sound cinema,
bears witness as well to the irresistible
charm of fim and movie stars through
Geen Kelly — a magic maker the
common folk look up to, the very man
who makes it possible for Cinderella to
become the princess. In All About Eve
and A Star is Born which have a fairer
share of irony and bitterness, life in
movieland or theatre might have been

far from rosy as depicted in the framing
story, the characterisation as seen in
the core narrative nonetheless forms
part of the bright lights of Hollywood
— drama can well extend into reality.
An undistinguished nobody is able to
edge out a once megastar; the ups
and downs of an ordinary couple can
be little short of a film plot. Simply put,
the Hollywood-style story-within-a-story
is suffused with an assurance of the
magic of film. If mise en abyme indeed
illustrates a chain of signifiers mirroring
each other, the three films mentioned
above are attempts to project a
gamut of emotions — lament, self-pity,
narcissism and conceit — toward the
film system itself. That is a treatment
closer to the sensibilities of mainstream
audiences.

The query and mockery by both
Francois Truffaut and Rainer Werner
Fassbinder against the film system,
the cinematic halo and the director
themselves is deconstructive by nature.
Filmmaking is a collective endeavour
inevitably tainted by the darkness of
human nature and ills of society. If film
is indeed a recreation of reality, it can
well be larger-than-life, for life as seen
on screen can be even worse. While
Jean-Luc Godard addresses the issue
in Contempt through a screenwriter's
story and Fassbinder bases the
narrative on his own failures at work,
eventually neither of them can steer
clear of the ugly side of human nature.
In Truffaut's Day for Night however, the
director is stripped of his divinity as an
everyman who smooths things over
on the set, talks the cast through their
parts, and proves his love for art by his
work. What makes film-within-a-film
captivating is that this creative device
reveals how filmmakers view film itself,
how they present their own vision of
themselves, how they study the lens
with the lens — in order to, ultimately,
get a better sense of whether it is the
power to enchant, create or damage

that film art has to offer. (Translated by Eloe
Lau) H

Joyce Yang is member of the Hong Kong Film
Critics Society.
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(1950)
All About Eve (1.950)

oseph L. Mankiewicz is the perfect
Jexamp\e of a humble director who
regards fimmaking as a lifelong leaming
experience. His successful adaptation
of Wiliam Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar
onto screen in 1953, followed six years
later with Tennessee Wiliams' Suddenly,
Last Summer in 1959, demonstrated
an ongoing interest in adapting biting
dialogue to the silver screen. Yet he
could also write original dialogue. In
All About Eve (1950), which preceded
poth of those fims, Mankiewicz wrote a
script that contained dialogue laced with
intelligence and sophistication, not to
mention humour.
The Internet Movie Database listing
for each film oftentimes contains a
section entitled ‘quotes’ that recounts
memorable lines for cinephiles to
appreciate. Not surprisingly, the
number of quotes excerpted from
All About Eve is without precedent.
What is surprising is that Mankiewicz's
script hasn't been made the bible of
Toastmasters International. It's a pity
former US president George W. Bush
obviously didn't have access to it. The
most famous line in the film, 'Fasten your
seatbelts, it's going to be a bumpy night!’
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is sneeringly rendered by Bette Davis
playing Margo Channing, a Broadway
prima donna. Earlier, in a moment of
weakness she had taken an admirer,
Eve Harrington (played by Anne Baxter),
under her wing. However, Margo's
assistant Birdie (played by Thelma Ritter)
in time tells her that Eve is actually a fox
in disguise, is studying Margo like she
was a book, and can't wait for Margo's
demise in order to replace her, both on
stage and in bed. The jealous Margo
recites the celebrated line during the
birthday party for her boyfriend, Bill
Simpson (played by Gary Merrill), a de
facto declaration of war on the vixen.
Viewing the restored version of Al About
Eve at the Hong Kong Film Archive,
we should fasten our seatbelts as well.
Listening to the ‘tit-for-tat’ dialogue can
be as exciting as riding a rollercoaster.
The battle of words in All About
Eve is so electrically charged that it
makes quarrelling look like a rousing
activity and will cause viewers to want
to run out to the street and provoke
arguments. Mankiewicz doesn’'t choose
words just for the sake of creating witty
dialogue, but to draw the audience’s
attention to poignant situations reflecting

conflicts, both external and internal,
individual characters are undergoing.
For example, theatre critic Addison
DeWitt (played by George Sanders),
whom playwright Lloyd Richards (played
by Hugh Marlowe) labels a ‘venomous
fishwife’, mocks the theatre as being
‘concentrated gatherings of neurotics,
egomaniacs, emotional misfits, and
precocious children.” Theatre director
Bill Simpson doesn't agree, and though
he admits that ‘there’s a screwball
element in the theatre,” he argues that
it's ‘nine-tenths hard work,” countering
Addison’s cynical remarks with the
point that theatre people seriously
give it their all. When it comes to acid
tongues, even Addison is no match for
Margo. Whenever she appears with
fangs bared and claws sharpened, it's
‘Katie bar the door,” so one can imagine
how a confrontation between her and
‘Gentleman’ Lloyd plays out. In one
sequence, Lloyd complains to Margo,
‘| shall never understand the weird
process by which a body with a voice
suddenly fancies itself as a mind. Just
when exactly does an actress decide
they're HER words she’s speaking and
HER thoughts she's expressing?’ Margo
immediately retorts sarcastically, ‘Usually
at the point where she has to rewrite
and rethink them, to keep the audience
from leaving the theatre!” The dialogue
is witty, but it can also be seen that two
true artists are striving for perfection.
Margo, who never backs down
from a battle of wits, seldom realises
when she is overreacting to a situation.
When she is made aware that the
youthful Eve has a passion for the
stage Margo, despite brushing it off,
soon lets her paranoia get the best of
her, resulting in the line, Il admit | may
have seen better days, but I'm still not
to be had for the price of a cocktall, like
a salted peanut.” Aging is a horror film
for actresses; it makes them want to
cover their eyes, but they're forced to
see it anyway. For Margo, the situation
is made worse by having a boyfriend
who is younger than she. In her words,
‘Bil's 32. He looks 32. He looked it five
years ago, he'll look it 20 years from
now. | hate men.” She then goes on to



say, ‘Lloyd, 'm not 20-ish. | am not 30-ish. Three months ago, | was
40 years old. 40. Four oh. That slipped out, | hadn't quite made up
my mind to admit it. Now | feel as if I'd suddenly taken all my clothes
off..." Mankiewicz vividly captures a middle-aged starlet's anxieties
and the not-so-subtle differences in thinking between female and
male. In a later sequence, Bill attempts to comfort Margo by telling
her, “You have every reason for happiness...every reason, but due
to some strange, uncontrollable, unconscious drive you permit
the slightest action of a kid...like Eve to tumn you into a hysterical,
screaming harpy.” To this Margo responds, ‘It's obvious you're not a
woman.’

Is a woman’s mindset so difficult to understand? Consider
Margo's commentary on her lot in life: ‘Funny business, a woman's
career — the things you drop on your way up the ladder so you can
move faster. You forget you'll need them again when you get back
to being a woman. There's one career all females have in common,
whether we like it or not: being a woman. Sooner or later, we've
got to work at it, no matter how many other careers we've had or
wanted. And in the last analysis, nothing’'s any good unless you
can look up just before dinner or turm around in bed, and there
he is. Without that, you're not a woman. You're something with a
French provincial office or a book full of clippings, but you're not a
woman.” Engrossed in the film, we unconsciously accept these to
be the inner thoughts, expressed as dialogue, of a woman who
has passed her prime. But then in a mental burst of fireworks, it's
realised that the soliloguy was actually written by a man, Joseph
L. Mankiewicz. Now, some feminists will probably find elements
of the discourse distasteful, but the fact cannot be denied that
Mankiewicz was able to place himself in the psyche of a woman to
create dialogue that won him an academy award for Best Writing,
Screenplay.

A full moon doesn't shine only in the West. Last November the
Film Archive hosted a programme, ‘Master of Versatility: Lee Tit’,
in which his film Love at First Sight (1967, scripted by Fung Fung-
kor) was screened. It was a pleasant surprise to view a film with
such clever dialogue, rare for that period of time, being exchanged
between the main characters. One of my most cherished memories
is of Hong Kong television in the 1970s when it was in its New
Wave era and featured well-written dialogue. Two scriptwriters
particularly come to mind: Joyce Chan and Kam Kwok-leung.
Individual episodes in such short-term series as Seven Women
(1976), Social Worker (1976) and Happy Together (1975-76),
and the longer-lasting series such as Hotel (1976), Family Change
(1977), Chasing the Family (1978) and Celebrity Love Stories (1978)
that bear Joyce Chan’s signature have left their mark on television
history. The same can be said of episodes in such short-term series
as Paper Marriage (1979) and Enemies and Lovers are Destined
to Meet (1979) that were fortunate enough to have the snappy
dialogue of Kam Kwok-leung, a scriptwriter who was at the top of
his game. Some of the aforementioned series enjoyed frequent
reruns up through the 1990s, but these days they only make guest
appearances at the Fim Archive and Hong Kong International Film
Festival. Alas, all that remains for me are fragments of dialogue
occasionally echoing in my ears. W

Victor Or is a writer—translator living in Canada. Most of his recent works have been
published in Hong Kong Literary magazine.
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Veteran singer
Rebecca Pan talks
about her part in Days
of Being Wild (1990)
after the 17 March
screening.
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100 Must-see” Russia Bound!
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‘100 Must-see Hong Kong Movies’ are unmissable gems
not just for locals. Staff of the Vladivostok International
Film Festival (VIFF) from Russia visit the Film Archive in
March to discuss screening ten titles at the upcoming
VIFF in September.

(Front row, from left) Sam Ho with VIFF staff: Natalia
Timofeeva, Programmer; Tatyana Pak, Deputy General
Director; Sergey Pak, General Director & his secretary;
(back row, from left) Cecilia Wong, HKFA Programmer
(Cultural Exchange) & Richie Lam
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The Film Archive Crosses the Hartbour

BEHE 4 Cindy Shin & Shiyi
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Crossing the Victoria Harbour may be quick and easy, but it’s a huge step forward for the Film Archive in Sai Wan Ho
to have expanded its reach to the Kowloon side. Whilst safeguarding Hong Kong film heritage, the Archive has been
proactive in revitalising its holdings and promoting film culture by moving its exhibitions to other parts of the city. By
a combination of circumstances, the Film Archive has recently started collaborations with Broadway Cinematheque at
Yaumatei and Starbucks at Mongkok respectively. Richie Lam, the Archive Head, hopes that these partnerships would
spread the message of film conservation and preservation to the larger community.
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100 Must-see’ @ BC

\ ' ERENSEESTE P OELEEEEINRE ' EAK "SI ENSBER
' Y  BIEWENRER @ ZEEWEENT MR  OBZBENEZTRESERITIBALE
5 LEHRERBEIN—BREARXE » RIBIRSIIATTEE - BE - BRREB5EEN
SHBINRBCE TN ABRIRUL 5 SR TS BRVER » BaRR% °
The Film Archive and the Broadway
Cinematheque have planned on working
together for quite some time. The
‘100 Must-see Hong Kong Movies’
programme is an attempt to broaden
audience base and to reach BC regulars
and younger moviegoers, who would
be able to come face to face with film

ZEEEEESEE (022 Kmy Ry Personalities and critics. We at the

B) (1992) BRE&EK - SIRRHIBIS - Achive, on the other hand, also leamed a
Director Jeff Lau swamped by fans after the

screening of 92 The Legendary la Rose Noire  great deal from using the digital projection

(1992). , - \ .
equioment at BC. ﬁﬁﬁ%? ! «EQU;JET)) (1968) 72812845
aub PSS S | TEE -
Behold the star! Connie Chan Po-chu’s The Pregnant Maiden
(1968) kickstarts ‘100 Must-see @ BC' on 12 February.
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At the 13 March opening ceremony: (From left) Josie Ho; Jennifer Tse; Douglas Young,
G.0.D founder; Andrew Nathan, General Manager, Starbucks Hong Kong; Richie Lam;
anothermountainman; Janis Chan
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The first Starbucks seminar on 12 April, ‘Selection of Film Classics: Recommendation by Experts
vs Voting by Cinephiles’, is curated by Hong Kong Film Critics Society with (from left) Sam Ho,
Keeto Lam, Li Cheuk-to and Lam Chiu-wing as speakers.
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The 3 May seminar, ‘Wong Fei-hung, the Last Hero in Cantonese Cinema as Directed by Wong
Fung’, is curated by Cantonese Cinema Study Association. Among the speakers are (from left)
Shu Kei, Sean Yim & Eric Tsang.
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Two other speakers at the Wong Fei-hung seminar: Li Yuen-tai (left) & Honkaz Fung
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Movies over a Cup of Coffee
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are both well-attended.
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It all began with an unplanned visit by a Starbucks stakeholder to the Archive
exhibition, The Wheel of Time: 100 Years of Light and Shadow'. This pleasant
experience coincided with Starbucks’ plans to open a two-storey concept outlet
on Sai Yee Street, Mongkok. And eventually, the second floor was tumned into a
movie-themed setting by local homeware brand G.O.D and renowned designer
anothermountainman (Stanley Wong). By this partnership, the Archive is allowed
to mount the above exhibition, section by section, at this new outlet, and to
organise a film seminar there each month. The first two seminars in April and May
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Anmation Classics and the Post-celluloid Era:

The 68th FIAF Congress

MEE Richie Lam
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With Sam Ho (left),
Programmer and Lau Yam (right),
HKFA Researcher
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Christian Dimitriu (left), FIAF
Senior Administrator who

retired last year, is appointed
FIAF Honorary Member.

he 68th International Federation
Tof Film Archives (FIAF) Congress
was held at the China Film Archive,
Beijing from 23 to 28 April, 2012. The
theme for this year was animation —
‘Animation around the World’, the
very first time ever since FIAF came
into existence over 70 years ago. ‘The
World Animation Classics Showcase’,
part of the Congress rundown, featured
100-plus animated films from more than
ten countries including China, Japan
and Germany. Participating delegates
introduced to fellow attendees animated
works of their own countries.

One major topic of the Congress
was the future of celluloid film. Eastman
Kodak’s recent filing for bankruptcy
protection aroused widespread
concem among the archival community
regarding the production of film stock.
With the rapid development of digital
technologies, motion pictures are
increasingly shot in high-definition
digital format, whereas celluloid film
is quickly losing ground. In this digital
age, professional archivists remain
steadfast in their belief that film must be
preserved on celluloid, which is proved
to be more sustainable in the long run
given the right environment. On the

other hand, our limited understanding
and experience of digital storage
systems, such as Digital Cinema
Package (DCP), renders us unable
to anticipate the potential problems
and their solutions. And on top of
that, some film copies donated to the
archives arrived as DCPs, which have
to be decrypted before the content can
be viewed and checked. All these are
posing considerable challenges.
According to a survey by Korean
Film Archive, the number of digital
movie theatres in Asia, such as China,
Japan, Taiwan and Korea is on the
upswing. In addition, digital works are
found to account for over 80% — even
100% in some cases — of the total film
output from these countries, except
Taiwan. This is one of the reasons
why more and more filmmakers are
going digital. It is obvious to all that
digital is overtaking celluloid worldwide.
Stability issues of digital media,
however, remain a matter of concern.
As such, there have been calls from
the archival profession to continue
storing films, for example, on celluloid,
which provides greater durability and
reliability as long as it is kept in an
optimal environment. In conclusion, we
all expressed a common hope for the
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continued production of celluloid film,
an issue likely to be tabled again in the
Congresses to come.

At the meeting between
representatives from the Asian region,
participants explored the possible
means of resource and experience
sharing. The China Film Archive also
suggested that member archives in
China, Hong Kong and Taiwan take
turns to organise film restoration
workshops and screening activities to
facilitate interchange of ideas.

During the trip, | also took time
to visit the Broadway Cinematheque
MOMA in Beijing, an affiliate of Hong
Kong's Broadway Cinematheque.
Uniquely designed and built, MOMA
shows mainstream movies and
presents themed festivals for arthouse
productions, such as the film culture
week.

This year, with the Congress taking
place on the motherland and the warm
hospitality of China Film Archive, | felt
more at home than ever. Exchange
with delegates, either in or outside
of meetings, is a constant source of
inspiration. (Translated by Elbe Lau) Ml

Richie Lam is Head of the HKFA.
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James (H—) EFEIFGAEREMKMERER
HR YR
James (right) paid us a visit last year to go through
the items he had donated.
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1&2 jif 2007 EREHSEERIER
MEFEIR
Film copies and stills donated in 2007.

3 % 2009 FHRIBHAHERZ IR
Production stills donated in 2009.

e often encounter unexpected
Wand tremendous kindness
during acquisitions. One of our beloved
patrons is James Wong. It was the end
of 2005 when we came to know each
other. Ever since, he would surprise us
with unexpected ‘gifts’ whenever he
came to Hong Kong.

James is an American born-and-
raised Chinese. His parents moved from
northeastern California to San Francisco
Chinatown when he was three years
old. In the 1950s, there were four movie
theatres devoted to showcasing Hong
Kong films in Chinatown. Watching
movies was a favourite family outing
of James. It became part of his life
and needless to say, Hong Kong films
became his lifelong love.

In 2005, James discovered a
batch of 16mm copies of Hong Kong
films in San Francisco. Knowing these
should have belonged to Hong Kong,
he bought them right away, contacted
us and arranged to donate them to
the Hong Kong Film Archive. We were
surprised that such a stranger would
go to such lengths for the sake of
Hong Kong cinema and these copies,
including Crossroads (1955), The
Romance of Leung Shan-pak and
Chuk Ying-toi (1955) and Best Fortune

(1957), were indeed very precious.
Among them, ten were our first finds.
This remarkable donation filled in a large
missing piece of our collection.

For the years since, James would
donate to us any material about Hong
Kong cinema, such as film prints,
production stills and photos of film
personalities. The photos of Esther Eng,
the first female Hong Kong director, are
especially valuable to the study of early
Hong Kong cinema.

James is a diehard fan of opera
diva Fong Yim-fun. He knows every fim
and every bit of information about Fong;
hence, his book Fragrance on the Silver
Screen: Fong Yim-fun in Films was
also part of his donations. His respect
for Fong and passion for films are
unprecedented.

Every time James came back
to Hong Kong, he would spend days
at the Film Archive watching movies,
chatting with us and sharing news about
Hong Kong films in the US. Literally, he
became our American correspondent.
Last year, we received an e-mail from
the Pacific Film Archive, California,
that a stack of Hong Kong film copies
would be disposed of if we couldn't
arrange a pickup by a certain deadline.
Fortunately, when we got in touch with

James, he not only helped go through
all of them for verification, but also used
his garage for temporary storage. These
films would have been lost if James
hadn't been there.

We always say that James is
a 100% film enthusiast. He shares,
gives away and runs around without
asking for payback because he truly,
unconditionally loves films. His tireless
effort of helping to preserve Hong Kong
film heritage earns our deepest respect
and gratitude from the bottom of the
heart.

James, your annual trips bring us
not only pieces and pieces of cinema
history, but also an incredible friendship
we hold dear to our hearts. We treasure
every moment of your presence and
inadvertently look forward to seeing you
again every year. Thanks again for your

trust and love throughout the years.
(Translated by Daniel Tam) Ml

Valerie Wong is Collection Registration Officer of
the HKFA.

Priscilla Chan is Film Acquisition Officer of the
HKFA.

Editor’s note: In ‘Fade In, Fade Out: Yesteryears
of Chinese Cinemas in San Francisco’, James
Wong talked about spending his childhood
watching Hong Kong movies, as well as the rise
and fall of local cinemas. See Hong Kong Film
Archive Newsletter, Issue 42, November 2007,
pp 10-11 (in Chinese).
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Back to the States: Visiting actress Leung Pik-
yuk (left) and director Chiang Wai-kwong
(centre) on the set in 1946.
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TEEERBEEFNEA
Filmmaking days in Hong Kong
1 KEFHRSRE (PIERR)
(1938)
Shooting Tragic Love (1938, aka
Jealousy) at Nanyang Studio.

2 BESAISEE (£) MaiRS
(—&Kk=E) (1938)
Co-directed A Night of Romance, A
Lifetime of Regret (1938) with Wu Pang
(left)

Hong Kong's First i i i lrecie I Hong Kore:
Female Director

Within James Wong's donation is this valuable find: photo albums of
Esther Eng, which bear witness to her youth and her movie career
spanning Hong Kong and the US. Thanks to James’ generosity, the
prized possessions of this film pioneer, first found in the States, finally
reached our hands and became part of the Archive collection.

Esther Eng (1914/9/24-1970/1/25)

Originally named Ng Kam-ha and often referred to as ‘Big Brother Ha', Esther Eng was
a native of Taishan, Guangdong. She was a second-generation American-Chinese born
in San Francisco. The fim bug bit at an early age. In the early 1930s when Cantonese
talkies were becoming popular, Eng persuaded her father to set up the Guangyi (Bright
Art) production company in 1935 for which she produced Heartaches (1936).

Eng came to Hong Kong in 1936 and stayed for three years, directing a number of
movies including National Heroine (1937), 100,000 Lovers (1938), A Night of Romance,
A Lifetime of Regret (1938, co-directed), Tragic Love (1938, aka Jealousy), and an
al-female title, its a Women's World (1939, co-directed). Evident in these works
were strong nationalist and feminist sentiments. As warfare continued to

escalate, Eng was summoned back to San Francisco by her family. Shortly
thereafter, she collaborated with Grandview Film Company on Golden Gate
Girl (1941, co-directed), began distributing Cantonese films in America,
and established the Ngon Kwong Film Co.
After the war in 1946, Eng came to Hong Kong again with plans to
make films, but the projects fell through and she returned to the States.
Soon she went on to portray the life of overseas Chinese in her own movies,
Blue Jade (1947), Back Street (1948) and Mad Fire, Mad Love (1949), the
last of which shot in Hawaii. She lived in New York starting from the 1950s as a
restaurateur, also running a theatre at one time. After a hiatus from fim production
for an entire decade, Eng, at the invitation of US-based actress Siu Yin Fei, directed the
location scenes of Murder in New York Chinatown (1961) in New York. She died of |l
health in 1970.

Editor’s note: Law Kar and Frank Bren, renowned scholars of Hong Kong cinema, have
spent years researching Esther Eng’s work. Their findings are documented in ‘Blind Spot:
Looking for Esther Eng’ (FilmArt, No 309, Beijing: FimArt Publishing, April 2006), amongst
others.
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