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| can still see everything—the 10th anniversary, our opening. The camera pans and the Hong Kong Film
Archive is celebrating its 20th anniversary next year. As they say, we think of loved ones all the more on
festive occasions. We miss all the veterans and colleagues who have contributed to the Archive at different
phases of its life. Karen So, who has conducted interviews with the previous heads of the Archive and
key staff from the Acquisition Unit, as well as our current Head Rowena Tsang since this July, will bring us
on a journey back in time. While the theme for next year's celebratory activities is ‘Acquisition & Sharing’,
these activities actually cover the work of all our teams. Simply put, what is collected can only be shared
after being restored, catalogued, studied, structured into programmes, and made accessible to the public
through the assistance of on-site staff. Interestingly too, the ways of sharing are now muiltifarious and evolve
with each passing day.

We would like to take this opportunity to thank Ms Rebecca Pan for her generosity and support. Her
opportune donation and love, which Angela Law Tsin-fung has rendered into words, to our great fortune,
have shown us the integrity and affability of the ‘Rebecca Pan spirit'.

Apart from screenings, the 20th anniversary celebrations will feature the ‘Out of the Past—From the Tai
Ping Treasure Trove' exhibition which will unveil for the first time precious literature and documents from the
first half of the 20th century, belonging to the Yuen family. Janice Chow will tell the glorious story behind
these relics. The exhibition will resonate with the ‘From Silent to Sound —Hong Kong Films of the 1930s and
1940s’ symposium which will occur in parallel.

We have gained a lot from planning for the symposium recently. All the various associations and
observations arising from the discussions with scholars and researchers, and the frenzied film watching
and research reading can be idea kernels for reshaping a filmic narrative. For instance, Wong Ha-pak's
study of events in the pre- and post-WWII period by doing a case study of Lianyi Film Company, is an
approach that can be further pursued. Cinema still contains many characters and stories awaiting our
exploration. Every topic, every retrospective opens another door. Welcome to the Hong Kong Film Archive!
[clkwok®@lcsd.gov.hk]
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Drawings prepared by the architectural firm of Palmer and Turner in 1903.
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Beryl Yuen (2nd right) and our exhibition staff travelled
from Central to Sai Wan, reminiscing on the daily
routines and rituals of her father Yuen Jim-fan.
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To re-create the early 20th-century appearance of Tai
Ping Theatre, the Hong Kong Heritage Museum made
a scale model based on the architectural drawings.

The year 2021 marks the 20th anniversary of the Hong Kong Film Archive. In the years since our founding, we have

built a priceless collection, thanks to the generosity of our donors. Such donations have been a rich and rare

resource for researchers. When it comes to our pre-WWII collection, some of the brightest jewels are the artefacts

donated to the Leisure and Cultural Services Department by the owner of Tai Ping Theatre, Ms Beryl Yuen, in 2006.

Among these are 3,600 items related to film and theatre. On the occasion of the Archive’s anniversary, these gems will

be on display in the exhibition ‘Out of the Past —From the Tai Ping Treasure Trove’, to open in January 2021.

Tai Ping Theatre was founded
in Sai Ying Pun of Hong Kong
Island in 1904. ‘Tai Ping’ means
‘peace’ in Chinese, especially
peace that goes hand in hand with
prosperity. For a time, it was one
of Hong Kong'’s largest theatres.
Having started operations in
the Qing dynasty and closed its
doors in 1981, it witnessed this
city’s prosperity and decline.
For the exhibition, we sifted
through a large volume of eclectic
documents in efforts to compile
an overview of a business run
by the Yuen family —starting with
pioneer and owner Yuen Hang-
kiu who developed Cantonese
opera and the cinema business
in the early 20th century, to the
1930s when son Yuen Jim-fan
took over and turned Tai Ping
Theatre into a trailblazing venue
with the combined functions of
opera theatre and cinema, thereby

6 HKFA Newsletter November 2020

accelerating its development. All
hardships encountered every step
of the way and other fragmented
but vital information were
preserved by third-generation
owner Beryl Yuen. Beryl’s
commitment to her heritage has
given us a valuable piece in the
mosaic that is the history of
early Hong Kong film and cinema
development.

Tai Ping Theatre’s glory all
began with a decision by Yuen
Hang-kiu. A native of Heshan
in Guangdong province, Yuen
came to Hong Kong with an
entrepreneurial heart and a few
dimes in his pocket. He tried
his hand at various businesses,
including Western pharmaceuticals,
restaurant, photography studio,
and amusement park. Taking
advantage of the relocation of
brothels to Shek Tong Tsui, Yuen

shrewdly leased Tai Ping Theatre

to show, in turn, Cantonese operas
and movies. Thus began a new
chapter in the cultured pleasure-
seeking ‘west of the pond’.

The first part of the exhibition
will feature Tai Ping Theatre’s
architectural drawings from
1903. Created by the famous
firm, Palmer and Turner, there’s
ingenuity in the design of every
beam, column and window
frame. The drawings will be
complemented by a scale model
of the theatre made by the Hong
Kong Heritage Museum to give the
public an idea of the structure and
original appearance of Tai Ping
Theatre. There will also be smaller
exhibits in this part, including a
ledger containing information like
the theatre lease, fruit table rental,
and salaries of troupe members
and staff. These materials will be
useful for research on the theatre’s
operation.
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Hong Kong's first talkie, A Stupid Bridegroom (1933), was screened several times at the Tai Ping
Theatre. The film was produced by China Sound and Silent Movies Production Company. Left
photo: Advertisement from Kung Sheung Evening News, 30 September 1933. Right photo: A letter
from the film studio requesting Tai Ping Theatre to return the film print.

In 1926, Yuen Jim-fan
began playing a part in his family
business, eventually becoming his
father’s successor. Yuen Jim-fan
had received western education
from a young age, and loved
western opera. To attract more
audience, father and son decided
to rebuild the venue, adding one
more storey to the existing two,
and installing first-rate audio-visual
and soundproofing facilities, and
even a sound-on-film projector
to catch up with the talkie trend.
When Tai Ping reopened its
doors in August 1932, the first
film it showed was Paramount
Pictures’ talkie Sky Bride (1932).
Thereafter it would rent Hollywood
titles from big-name studios like
MGM, Fox and Universal Pictures,
for screening in Hong Kong. Tai
Ping Theatre had also shown
many historically significant

films, including Hong Kong’s

first talkie A Stupid Bridegroom
(1933), produced by Lai Buk-hoi
and Tong Sing-to’s China Sound
and Silent Movies Production
Company. Another one was the
first Cantonese film produced in
the US, Blossom Time (1934);
Kwan Tak-hing and Wu Tip-ying
starred in this debut production
of the Grandview Film Company.
Other movies shown included
Sit Kok-sin’s hit The White Gold
Dragon (1934) which broke box-
office records in Hong Kong and
Guangzhou; and United Photoplay
Service Limited productions
that starred the legendary Ruan
Lingyu. The exhibition will display
the films’ rental documents, as
well as accounts and receipts
which may contain information
like profit-sharing ratios and
figures, correspondence signed by
celebrities in the Hong Kong film
industry, such as Runme Shaw,
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Sir Robert Hormus Kotewall wrote a
letter after a show, thanking Yuen Jim-
fan for his warm hospitality.

Lai Buk-hoi and Joseph Sunn.
These items are invaluable for the
study of early film distribution.

Another breakthrough of
Tai Ping Theatre in the 1930s
was splashing out on recruiting
Cantonese opera maestro Ma
Si-tsang to found the Tai Ping
Opera Troupe. This ushered in an
era when two bright stars in the
Cantonese operatic firmament—
the Tai Ping Opera Troupe led by
Ma Si-tsang and Kok Sin Sing
Opera Troupe helmed by Sit Kok-
sin—reflected off and tried to
outshine each other. Yuen Jim-
fan and Ma Si-tsang were not
only business partners who often
discussed new works and their
creation, they were also close
friends whose friendship, as their
correspondence will show you,
was akin to brotherhood.

Besides running the business,
the Yuen'’s also heeded their social

7
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The General House Registration Confirmation (courtesy of the
Government Records Service) issued by The Governor's Office of the
Captured Territory of Hong Kong to Tai Ping Theatre. The document
contained a floor plan of the theatre. In that time, major streets in Hong
Kong were renamed in Japanese, and the entire Shek Tong Tsui was
designated as an entertainment district, known as the ‘Kuramae District’.

responsibility. They were active
in charity, often hiring out the
stage to charitable organisations
for fundraising shows, including
St. Stephen’s College, the Tung
Wah Group of Hospitals, Hong
Kong Confucian Society, and
the Red Cross. Tai Ping Theatre
also entertained top officials and
celebrities, even royalty. Prince
Edward of the British royal family
was here in 1922, as was Hong
Kong Governor Sir Andrew
Caldecott in 1936. Sir Robert
Hormus Kotewall who enjoyed
distinguished status in Chinese
society wrote a letter after a show,
thanking Yuen Jim-fan for his
warm hospitality.

The Japanese Occupation
of Hong Kong began in 1941.
Tai Ping Theatre was used by
the Japanese army as a lodging

facility —the stall seats were

8 HKFA Newsletter November 2020

removed and the interior suffered
tremendous damage. The road
where it was located, Queen’s
Road West,

Nishitaisho-dori, and Des Voeux

was renamed
Road West was Nishishowa-
dori. The Governor’s Office of
the Captured Territory of Hong
Kong issued the Constitutional
Document for the Inception of the
Hong Kong and Kowloon Theatre
Association to all of the territory’s
theatres, stating that their policy
was to ‘foster cordial relationships
and enhance the welfare of the
industry; help with promotion and
contribute to a thriving society’.
Under Japanese occupation,
the theatre industry struggled to
stay afloat. We found from the
Government Records Service,
the General House Registration
Confirmation issued by the

Governor of Hong Kong under

Japanese occupation, Rensuke
Isogai, to Tai Ping Theatre. The
document contained a plan of
the seats and stage drawn up
by the Japanese. This significant
detail of the theatre’s evolution
will be displayed alongside the
said document in ‘Japanese
Occupation’ section of the
exhibition.

In any enterprise, business
development is essential, but the
preservation of experience is an
equally urgent and stupendous
undertaking—this is true of both
Tai Ping Theatre and the Archive.
After Beryl Yuen took over the
reins of the theatre in the 1970s,
she encountered many challenges,
and through them, she learnt
to appreciate the importance of
conserving her predecessors’
hard work. After the theatre
closed its doors, she meticulously
preserved every item and years
later donated them all to the Hong
Kong Heritage Museum, the Hong
Kong Museum of History, the Hong
Kong Central Library, and the Hong
Kong Film Archive. We are grateful
to her magnanimity towards the
preservation of Hong Kong cinema
and Cantonese opera. We will
invite Ms Yuen to take us all on
a trip back in time, tell us stories
about the theatre, and revisit
an era of peace and prosperity.
[Translated by Piera Chen] M

Janice Chow is a freelance writer on film and
a project researcher of the HKFA.

Editor’'s note: For the articles ‘Rediscovering
Tai Ping Theatre’ and ‘Lessons of the Past, Art
on the Stage: Beryl Yuen on Tai Ping Theatre’,
see Newsletter (Issue 46), November 2008,
Hong Kong Film Archive, pp 3-9.

The exhibition ‘Out of the Past—From
the Tai Ping Treasure Trove’ will run from
1 January to 9 May 2021 at the Exhibition
Hall of the HKFA. Please see our website
for details.
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My memory keeps returning to

‘My life didn’t begin until | was
70.

She said this 20 years ago. |
am awe-inspired every time | run
these words through my mind.

In her youth, Pan single-
handedly brought Chinese music
overseas, singing English lyrics
with Chinese melodies. Behind
her emotionally-charged yet gentle
voice is her philosophy of ‘never
bowing to wealth or power’. Upon
her return to Hong Kong, she
even invested a million dollars of
her own savings to produce Hong
Kong’s first original musical Pai
Niang Niang (1972). Unfortunately,
she was too far ahead of her time
and the audience was not ready
to accept it. In her own words:
‘After the Waterloo, | went back
to singing for my supper. | may
have been poor in money but
not in will power.” Her daring to
pursue her dreams and courage
to push boundaries continued
to cast a very different silhouette
in her careers in music, film and

television. She retired from singing

the silhouette of Rebecca Pan on stage.

Dressed in a glamourous cheongsam,

she easily commands the concert hall with her charisma.
Her voice, a product of constant maintenance

and training made richer with life experience,

seems to release her lonely soul.

at age 50, but returned to the
stage at 68 years old. After age 70,
she often collaborated with young
musicians of various diverse styles
in synergistic performances. That
being said, behind her soothing and
influential vocal performances is the
profound pain of life: she once said
the five most heart-wrenching years
of her life were between the ages
of 72 and 76. Her only child, a son,
and her mother who was the love
of her life, passed away within five
years of each other.

After having experienced so
much, Pan should be enjoying
contentment and peace in her
later years, yet she said her life
didn’t begin until then. In that
simple statement, she hides
her scars but not her refusal to
compromise. On the surface, she
may appear as a glamorously-
styled Shanghainese woman; but
deep down, she is courageous
and obstinate, healing herself
through self-strengthening. Her
tough fighting spirit is indomitable.

Cantopop musician Anthony

Wong Yiu-ming calls her the

godmother of independent music.
Founder of Zuni Icosahedron
Danny Yung calls her a pioneer
of culture and art. Director Wong
Kar-wai calls her the elder of the
avant-garde. As for the numerous
young people who like her, they
call her fjie-jie’ (literally ‘elder
sister’, a sign of respect for a
slightly older woman) and jostle
around her. What attracts them
is not just her voice but her
directness and steadfastness
offstage, as well as her style and
charisma onstage.

Singing is foremost in Pan’s
life. When she speaks, it is with
the same magnificence. Pan
always has her own rhythm. She
speaks with great poise, just as
powerfully onstage and off. In
Wong Kar-wai’s Days of Being
Wild (1990), the cadence of her
Shanghainese monologue has
inspired imitations by countless
fans, male or female: ‘I just want
you to hate me. That at least you

wouldn't forget me.” From Pan’s
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1962 ~ 63F AN KEEEISHEYEEI M (=
&) DUALFERIRY (Ding Dong Song) °
Performing ‘Ding Dong Song' in the UK around the
year 1962 to 1963. Sung in English, 'Ding Dong Song’
was adapted from the tune of a Chinese song, ‘Second
Spring’, composed by Yao Min.

mouth, this Wong Kar-wai line
becomes a gentle complaint, full of
personal desire and helplessness,
and is at the same time so
incredibly moving. She once said,
her relationship with Yuddy (played
by Leslie Cheung) in the film is her
genuine feeling for her son. Where
art imitates life, the interweaving
of love and hate is reminiscent
of one of her signature songs ‘If
Loving You Means Hurting You’. In
the film, she turns, stares straight
at the audience with ambiguity
in her eyes and an enigmatic
smile. The complexities of human
relationships are all expressed
in that look. That one-second-
long shot in Days of Being Wild,
in freeze-frame, has become
permanence. Pan has not acted in
many films, but this role for Wong
Kar-wai somehow made her and

the film legendary.
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An online saying goes, ‘There
is a kind of persistence called
Rebecca Pan’. It makes perfect
sense. Pan doesn’t play to the
market and doesn’t play to the
audience. She is a loner in the
entertainment industry. She is
subjective, strong-willed and
fearless. She never compromises,
nor gives in to pressure. She once
said, the price for her assertive
personality is a harder road to
travel. But she is far from cold-
hearted: she often looks back and
judges her past decisions. Still, as
the saying goes, no man steps in
the same river twice. In life, she
insists on ‘integrity, self-discipline,
be true to oneself and stay on
the right path’. She has carefully
managed every moment of her
90-year-old life. You don’t have
to like her, but she will not be
ignored. Rebecca Pan is a legend.

Pan likes to read and to
watch films. When she reads
something good, she would share
it enthusiastically. There was a
time when she was obsessed
with historical dramas and
documentary films. At that time,
in her 80s, she watched them
to enrich her own education.

BEE1972FEH M EEEEEEREI T
Bl (BB E) - TOEBRERRTIEILLE
RERI T 165F - £ : FRFx ~ BEE - T/
BERG °

Rebecca Pan produced and was a lead performer in
Hong Kong's first original musical Pai Niang Niang.
After the show, Bruce Lee commented that the
musical was 15 years ahead of the era they lived
in. From left: Sum Sum, Rebecca Pan, Bruce Lee
and his wife.

The emotionally expressive Pan
loves to write and demonstrates
a passion for detail, scrutiny and
analysis. She recently took two or
three days to complete an almost
2,000-word essay on musical
theatre and submitted it to a
newspaper for publication right
away. Reading the essay, | see
her silhouette, battling fatigue as
she writes intently (for writing is
hard work), with passion burning
like fire, expanding on the topic
to express her views on current
events and personalities.

Pan is a ‘travelling singer’,
but also a ‘literary singer’. She
has written far more essays than
she has sung songs. Back in the
1970s, she already had her own
newspaper column. Nowadays,
when she has more leisure at
home, she would write down her
passing thoughts and feelings.
Her notes, written records of
random thoughts, pieces of the
autobiography she always wants
to finish can be found on her
desk. | re-read her memoir My
Dream, My Way, published in
2017. Among the pages of the
thick volume are her memories

from years past, a journal of her
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As a tribute to Rebecca Pan, singers
and cultural figures performed
Pan’s signature ‘Chinese style-
English songs’ in a concert in 2019.
(Front row, left): Karena Lam; (front
row, right): On Chan; (back row,
from left): Joyce Cheng, Eman Lam,
Pia Ho, Mathias Woo, Rebecca Pan,
Danny Yung, Anthony Wong Yiu-
ming, Yoyo Sham.

growth, including her experiences
when she was a travelling singer,
her contributions to the worlds of
music and culture, her views on
Chinese traditions, her obstinacy
in her art, her maternal concern for
the young generation, her undying
indulgent love for her mother and
her self-criticism—as well as her
responses to and reflections on
those episodes decades later. As |
read, | deeply felt that every step of
Pan’s life has been the result of her
relentless and meticulous choices.

The ones who don’t have to
make any hard choices are her
fans. Pan is like an enormous
magnet, attracting her fans to
turn head over heels for her. |
have seen one after another of her
music, film and book fans, all of
them so young (including quite a
few university students), grasping
every opportunity to write letters
to her, to pour their hearts out
to her, to fuss over her.... Pan
loves to take care of her young
friends, listen to their every word
and remember each of their
names; she makes sure of that.
Her ‘pioneer’ image is one reason
those young people respect

and admire her. In her relentless

pursuit of her ideals, taking the
hard road over the easy, putting
into practice what they dare not
think and dare not do, she is their
spiritual guide.

As a singer, ‘promoting east-
west cultural exchange’ has
been the goal of Pan’s music
career. In film, she has also done
the same. Wong Kar-wai once
publicly acknowledged that the
music choices in his films have
been very much inspired by Pan.
Wong had known Pan even prior
to Days of Being Wild. When he
found out about Pan’s extensive
knowledge of western music,
he consulted her and ended up
using her recommended choice of
Xavier Cugat in the film. When he
made In the Mood for Love (2000),
he used one of Pan’s signature
songs ‘Bengawan Solo’, which
she recorded when she was 33,
to enrich the 1960s atmosphere
of the film. With every one of his
films, Wong always values Pan’s
opinions. For example, for Ashes
of Time: Redux (2008), he invited
her to the premiere. Afterwards,
he asked her with great concern
what she thought of the music in

this new version, and even had

gk R S el g S

Rebecca Pan and her beloved mother

the original soundtrack delivered
to her. In addition to both of them
being Shanghainese, the two have
extremely similar tastes in music.
Latin music is the genre they love
the most.

The person Pan misses the
most is her late mother Sim
Kwei-chun. In all the years | had
been speaking with Pan, she
would often reminisce about the
innocent moments they shared
before ‘Granny’s’ death: ‘Granny’s
face was so beautiful’, ‘Granny’s
hands were so smooth and soft’,
‘Granny loved to take my hands
into hers’, ‘I loved hugging Granny
and kissing her hard’.... In fact,
Pan’s own hands are beautiful,
small and delicate, with tapered
fingertips, most likely inherited
from her mother. Today, Pan often
says her eyes and ears are not
what they used to be. But from
her life experience, her heart is
crystal clear, and that is the most
priceless treasure of all. [Translated
by Roberta Chin] M
Angela Law Tsin-fung teaches Creative
Writing and Film Arts in the School of Arts and
Social Sciences, the Open University of Hong
Kong. She specialises in film music studies
and her research interests include cultural

studies, film studies as well as Chinese
modern and contemporary literature.
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Chow Yun-fat took the lead to donate all his awards
in 1995.
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Josephine Siao Fong-fong donated to us all her
award statuettes back in 1997, before the Archive
opened at the present site. (From left: Joyce Cheung,
Josephine Siao Fong-fong, Angela Tong, Cynthia Liu,

Janice Chow)
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Angela Tong (left) and wife of Chang Cheh (right)

officiating the opening ceremony at the 2002
programme ‘A Tribute to Chang Cheh'.
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In tracking down The Arch (1970), Mable Ho
(right) made acquaintance with director Tong
Shu-shuen. Ho followed the leads and finally
acquired the copy of the film, which has
become part of our collection.
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Surviving prints of early Hong Kong films were [

found in the basement of Fong’s house in 2012. |,
(From left: Gordon Fung Ping-chung, Richie Lam

and Jack Lee Fong)
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The Hong Kong Film Archive opened its doors to the public on 3 January 2001. How time flies! In 20 years, it has grown

from an entity of which no one had heard, into an institution widely accepted by the film industry; its collection has

expanded from zero to over a million items. It has not been an easy road to achieve this bountiful harvest. As the saying

goes, ‘For an understanding of the future, look to the past’. So on the occasion of this anniversary, we invited old and new

friends to reminisce on the past and look ahead into the future.

Collection Strategy and
Direction

The first Head of the Archive, Cynthia
Liu, had been leading the effort to
rescue relics of Hong Kong’s film
industry since 1993. ‘At that time, Hong
Kong did not have an organisation
capable of collecting and preserving
films. Film industry workers watched
the film elements rot and fade due to
the climate and unfortunate storage
conditions, and urged the government
to provide resources and manpower to
preserve our cinematic culture. At that
time, the prime directive was to collect
existing film copies and conserve them
properly.’

Long before the actual Archive
opened, the Acquisition Manager
at the time, Richie Lam, who later
became the third Head of Archive,
had begun his mission. In 1991, when
planning for the Archive first began,
Lam worked with then Urban Services
Department Chief Manager Tony Ma
and Conservation Manager Dennis
Tong, who had previously worked in
television, to contact film rights owners.
‘We went everywhere to state our
case, and publicised our efforts on
radio and television programmes. In
1992, film producer Mr Ma Fei heard
our radio interview and telephoned
me to say he had some materials to
donate to us. In the early days, one of
the challenges in our collection efforts

was, when we visited film companies,
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some of them would tell us, “We’ll
make further arrangements when your
Archive is built.” Later, Uncle Yu Mo-
wan (who would become the head
of the Archive’s Research Unit) joined
us. In addition to selflessly sharing
numerous and precious items from his
personal collection, he imparted onto
us a lot of film knowledge, background
information and anecdotes. He also
made introductions for us to call upon
numerous filmmakers. We, and all
the colleagues who came after us,
benefitted greatly from his wealth of
knowledge, generosity and passion.’

In order to gain a reputation
of reliability, after the Hong Kong
Film Archive Planning Office was
established in 1993, numerous
projects were initiated under the
leadership of Cynthia Liu. ‘We started
by establishing our image. We took
on the role of ambassadors and
reached out to flmmakers, production
companies, distribution companies,
local and foreign cinema operators,
directors, actors... we tracked down
every person who had anything to do
with the film industry and followed every
clue. In addition, we began to hold
screenings and exhibitions, and joined
the International Federation of Film
Archives, establishing conduits locally
and overseas in order to publicise our
vision and mission.” Thinking back on
the major companies to whom we had
made presentations, many became

very supportive partners to us over

the following years. ‘| remember we
had paid a visit to Mr Raymond Chow
of Golden Harvest. He saw the value
of our work, but at the time he had to
clarify certain copyright issues. Many
years later, those issues were resolved
and a huge volume of Golden Harvest
flms were donated to the Archive. We
will always be grateful for that.’

After Richie Lam was transferred
away from the Archive in 1996,
Angela Tong took over his position as
Acquisition Manager. ‘At that time, a lot
of film laboratories, cinemas and film
companies had to move locations or
close down. Many people involved in
the film industry moved elsewhere or
emigrated overseas. Those were golden
opportunities for us to collect film prints
and film-related materials.’

‘In the early years, quite a few film
rights owners did not understand the
nature of our work. They questioned
the rightfulness of the Archive taking
possession of those films. They
could not believe that anyone would
unconditionally store their things
while they could continue to enjoy the
intellectual property rights that they
had,’ recalled Priscilla Chan, who
joined the Archive’s Acquisition Unit in
1997 and became Assistant Curator |
(Programming) in 2016. ‘We had to be
patient in communicating and explaining
before we ultimately gained their trust
and even unconditional support. It
actually took a long time to nurture and
establish that relationship.’



In 2001, Angela Tong was
promoted to the second Archive Head
and Mable Ho took over as Acquisition
Manager. ‘When | joined the Acquisition
Unit, | was riding on the shoulders of
all the hard work that had gone before.
By that time, the Archive had opened
its doors to the public. We had a
professional film vault. Film companies
trusted us and were happy to store
their assets into the Archive. We were
reaping a bountiful harvest. At that time,
film companies continuously brought
shipments of their productions to our
vaults. Meanwhile, | redoubled my
efforts to find some lost classics. For
example, in tracking down The Arch
(1970), | started with personal memories
of having watched the film. | followed
the leads, from the date of production,
date of printing and development and
the film festivals in which it participated,
in addition to years of persuasion before
| succeeded. In terms of acquiring
other film materials, we are grateful
to film companies for generously
providing large amounts of production
stills and posters for our collection.
But even more materials are in the
hands of the crew, actors and fans. We
rely on voluntary donations for those
items. Therefore, when the Archive
opened, we organised screenings, held
exhibitions and printed publications to
let more people know about our work
and endorse our mission to conserve
cinematic culture, in order to facilitate
the effort of collecting film materials.’

In addition to Mable Ho, her
successor former Acquisition Manager
Wendy Hau and our fourth Archive
Head Janet Young who had left her
post in July, both expressed gratitude to

their predecessors. Wendy Hau came

on board in 2011. Hau recollected, ‘By
that time we had established a working
relationship with the fim industry. Many
companies would take the initiative to
contact us, and several companies
would donate film prints and materials
to us on a regular basis.” Janet Young
added, ‘When | started in 2013, the
Archive was very much running on
track. The challenge became the
conservation and preservation of
our collected items. At the time, the
Archive had about 1.2 million pieces
in its collection, including film prints,
posters, production stills, handbills,
special publications, magazines, scripts,
manuscripts, sketches, costumes,
etc. When | left seven years later
there were over 1.3 million, with many
items awaiting verification, cleaning
and arranging. Therefore, | assigned
more resources to the Acquisition and
Conservation Units, hoping to cut down
the lag time.’

In the era of the current Acquisition
Manager Lesley Fung, films are shot
digitally, and increasingly the Archive

collections are in digital format. ‘Many
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In 2013, Stanley Quon (middle)
donated to us memorabilia of
actress and family member Lai
Yee. A photo of him showing his
treasures to then Acquisition
Officer Priscilla Chan (1st right)
and former Programmer Winnie Fu
(2nd left).

of our donations are digital flms in the
form of encrypted DCPs (Digital Cinema
Packages). Their KDMs (Key Delivery
Messages) are valid for only ten years.
If the equipment is updated or the
software is upgraded, the KDM would
fail even before its expiration date. How
would it be possible then to preserve
them? | believe this is a challenge that
we are facing together with every other

film archive in the world.’

Memorable Acquisitions
Anecdotes

Everyone says that the process of
acquisitions is like a treasure hunt, and
the staff had to be detectives solving a
case. Mable Ho agrees whole-heartedly.
‘The most amazing story has to be the
one about The Great Red Robe (1965).
Someone discovered the print of the
film on the streets of San Francisco. He
contacted us immediately, and moved
the print into his own storage unit until
we could make arrangements for it to be
shipped back to Hong Kong. This print
of The Great Red Robe is incomplete,
but incredibly the main climactic scene,
the ‘Ten Charges of Yim Song’ starring
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Yam Kim-fai, has been preserved.
Another example is Confucius (1940),
directed by Fei Mu. After its re-release
in 1948, the print vanished. By strange
twists of fate, some reels ended up
in Hong Kong. After the custodian of
the print passed away, more twists of
fate occurred before those reels were
donated to the Archive. We spent a
long time restoring and repairing the
print before it could be screened again,
and the resulting product garnered a lot
of attention everywhere it was shown.
As an acquisitions worker, | am always
hoping for the miracle that someday
the lost reels will be found and the fim
will be presented to the audience in its
completed form.’

Speaking of miracles, Richie Lam
has experienced two of them. “Years
ago, | went to collect the prints of
several films starring Zhou Xuan from
Mr Miu Hong-nee. They were extremely
inflammable nitrate negatives, stored
in a semi-exposed space without air
conditioning. But they had miraculously
survived until that time. After restoration,
the films were even shown overseas!
The most recent miracle was in 2012
when | went to San Francisco. Here
| must express my most sincere
gratitude to veteran film distributor Mr
Gordon Fung Ping-chung. He was
quite advanced in age by then, but still
insisted on putting up with such a long
plane ride to go with us, and introduced
us to Mr Jack Lee Fong. Mr Fong took
us to the basement of his house, where
we found cases upon cases of film
reels. The surviving prints of numerous
early Hong Kong films, which we had
believed to be lost, were stored there!’

Priscila Chan had also participated
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in that major discovery. ‘I must also
thank Mr Gordon Fung Ping-chung.
In 2007, he donated to us the prints
and promotional materials that had
been stored in his shut-down Canadian
cinemas. It greatly enriched our collection
of 1980s and 1990s films. Many of them
were productions of independent film
companies, as well as midnight-show
versions of films. From an academic
point of view, these are very important.
To save trouble, he shipped all the reels
back to Hong Kong, and had reams and
reams of posters shipped here for us to
choose, and even took back everything
not on our selection list. Through that
episode, he saw how we worked, and
established a good relationship with the
Archive. That laid the foundation for the
favourable circumstances regarding our
discovery of the pre-war fims mentioned
above. In fact, over the years there are
countless people who must be thanked.
Without the tremendous support of
directors like Luk Wan-fung and Chan
Cheuk-sang, and Mr Lui Ming, Mr
Lawrence Wong Ka-hee and Mr James
Wong, the Archive would never enjoy the
success that it has.’

Although Janet Young did
not experience such breakthrough
discoveries, she knows what it is like to
be too busy to be hungry. ‘In 2015, the
Acquisition Unit colleagues and | went
to Germany to collect some film prints.
One day we went to a storage unit in a
rural region of Munich where European
versions of some Hong Kong films
were kept. If we did not remove them
on that day, they would be discarded.
We moved everything outside, knelt on
the ground and at top speed checked,

listed, packaged and arranged

shipment of the entire lot. By the time
we were done it was evening. We then
discovered that the whole team had not
eaten or drunk anything, nor gone to
the toilet the entire day.’

Lesley Fung’s most unforgettable
experience happened in 2018,
when she went to the offices of
Intercontinental Film Distribution (HK)
Ltd. to collect a copper-plate subtitling
machine that printed subtitles directly
onto the film print. ‘Because films are
now in digital format, the subtitling
machine had not been used in years,
and had possibly broken down.
According to the operator, the belt
that drove the machine had broken,
but it was impossible to find original
parts any more. Later, with the help
of colleagues from the Electrical and
Mechanical Services Department
(EMSD), replacement parts were found
and a new belt installed. When the
staff saw their “old partner” start up
again, they were overjoyed. Even now, |
remember the delighted expressions on
their faces!’

Cynthia Liu laughed and said that
she did not have to run around but
instead handled issues while sitting in
her office. ‘I mostly did planning and
diplomatic work, for example contacting
the China Film Archive to reproduce
copies of early Hong Kong films in
their collection to add to our collection.
In addition, after being informed that
the US Library of Congress contains
documents of early Hong Kong
documentaries, | also arranged for
them to be copied and added to our
collection. Two of my most pleasant
surprises were telephone calls from Mr

Chow Yun-fat and Ms Josephine Siao
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Janet Young (right) on an acquisition trip to Germany to examine a batch of
European versions of Hong Kong film materials from the 1980s. On the left is
volunteer translator Karoline.

Fong-fong, pledging to donate their
award statuettes. The support shown
by the film industry is tremendously
encouraging to us.’

‘Ms Siao later also donated to
us a copy of the film she produced,
The Spooky Bunch (1980). We could
see how she treasured the fruits of
her labours. It was our honour to store
it properly for her.” To Angela Tong,
interaction with filmmakers is the
part of the acquisitions process that
is indelibly etched in her mind. ‘They
entrust something they cherish to you,
as if they were entrusting you with their
own child. For example, director Chang
Cheh wrote his memoirs for us as part
of the book Chang Cheh: Memoirs
and Criticism. Although he had already
passed away by the time the book was
published, the Archive fulfilled his wish
at long last.’

Wendy Hau agreed that contact
with donors is most memorable to her. ‘I
have been in contact with a lot of elderly
film fans. Their passion for their idols
does not fade as they age. | remember
an old lady who donated a special
publication and some newspaper
clippings about Yam Kim-fai to us just
before she had to move into a home for
the elderly. She had treasured the things
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Wendy Hau (right) on a trip to Taiwan in 2016 to acquire film-related materials

for many years, and only let them go
at the last moment. | was so touched
by that. Another time, a cinema that
exclusively showed adult films, the
Kwun Chung Theatre, was about to
close down. We went to record the
details about the cinema and found
a refrigerator and a microwave oven
inside. We were told that they were for
audience members who had bought
all-day tickets to refrigerate their boxed
lunches and reheat when they got
hungry while watching the films. To me,
this showed the role played by films in
the life of the grassroots. As the cinema
shut down, it was as if | witnessed the

end of an era.’

Sharing the Archival Treasures

For over 20 years, the Archive has
amassed a large amount of precious
materials. But the public has access
to only a small percentage of the
collection. That has led to a lot of
complaints and accusations. Mable Ho
explained, ‘The rights owners of many
Hong Kong films can no longer be
found. But according to the law, without
the authorisation of the rights owners,
the material may not be used in any
way, by anyone. Thus, even the Archive
itself does not have the right to use a

donated by Jimmy Lin Chong.

lot of the materials, although they may
have been discovered by the Archive.
It therefore is in no position to authorise
the public to use them. Meanwhile, the
Archive will tirelessly search for those
rights owners; and at the same time
work with the legal department to find a
way to legally use the fims and related
materials until that time.’

Richie Lam added, ‘At that time,
piracy problems were rampant. When
the Department of Justice planned
to reamend the Copyright Ordinance
in 2007, we took advantage of that
opportunity to submit our proposals,
seeking to protect the benefits of the
rights owners while facilitating the
Archive to conserve, study and exploit
the parts of our collection to which we
could not locate the rights owners.
In order to let more people enjoy the
Archive’s collection, we chose to restore
Confucius, Colourful Youth (1966) and
The Secret (1979) and to release them
in video disc format. That is a very
important way to share those fims, and
it is something the Archive must do.’

Priscilla Chan pointed out
that, ‘Often, conflict exists between
acquisition and programme curation.
Our acquisition policy dictates that
the most perfect original version is to
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be kept for preservation. Unless all
the other versions are destroyed or
damaged, that preserved original must
not be used. Therefore, what ends up
on display is often just a reproduction.
Even if it is an original, it may not be
the best-looking original. Due to the
limitations on space in our exhibition hall,
as well as demands on temperature,
humidity and lighting control, we cannot
display too many original items at any
one exhibition. However, in recent years,
films and materials are often produced
in digital formats, which reduces that
conflict.’

Angela Tong continued, ‘Since
the time the Archive was opened
to the public, our activities such as
exhibitions, screenings, publication
of topical volumes, as well as the
Hong Kong Filmography Series, have
not changed. When Uncle Law Kar
was our Programmer, he worked
with various universities to organise
screenings and seminars. We later
conducted screenings for primary
and secondary school students, as
well as post-screening lectures and
guided tours of the Archive. There is
so much more we want to do and
can do, but unfortunately we are
extremely understaffed, so we can only
concentrate on the most basic core
projects.’

In addition to staffing problems,
the location of the venue and the target
market positioning of the programmes
have also become limitations. When
Janet Young took up her post, she
tried to take it a step further. ‘The
Archive is not in the city centre, and
past programmes had focused on

historical research. Thus, the audience
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range has been rather limited. | tried
to actively engage the audience, such
as conducting outdoor screenings
at the Hong Kong Cultural Centre
Piazza. At the same time, we began
to plan and develop film themes from
the post-1980s and 90s era, and
primary and secondary school outreach
programmes —using the “restaurant
delivery” method to bring film to the
young generation, hoping to spark their
interest in film techniques and cinematic
culture.’

Angela Tong shared a similar
sense of crisis. ‘For many years we had
limited ourselves to a specific type of
audience. If we are to attract the general
audience’s interest in the Archive and
to use our resources, we may have
to market ourselves in a newer way.
Perhaps we should consult our younger
colleagues, and listen to their ideas.’

The Next Ten Years

All the interviewees believe there is an
urgent need for the Archive to expand,
both in staffing and audience range.
What do they hope to see and what
ideals would they have for the next ten
years?

Angela Tong said, ‘During the
golden age of the Archive, we had
a group of experts who were full of
passion, such as Uncle Yu Mo-wan,
Uncle Law Kar, Ain-ling (Wong Ain-
ling, former Research Officer) and Sam
(Sam Ho, former Programmer), who
facilitated a lot of the work. However,
some have departed and others have
retired; therefore, the training of new
talent is a rather pressing issue. We
must attract interested young people to

join our ranks, and nurture them. As to

how to share our collection, we must
take advantage of current technology
and evolve with society. We cannot just
stay on our old path.’

According to Richie Lam, ‘The
greatest challenge in the future is
to spark the interest of the young
generation in films and the Archive. |
have a dream, and that is to see the
Archive “branch out”, whether in the
form of brick-and-mortar or online sites,
so that we can share our resources with
more people.’

Mable Ho agreed that developing
online content is the way of the future.
‘In this day and age, especially now
with the pandemic, the whole film-
watching habit has changed. We might
try putting different programmes online,
such as Brodsky’s documentary A Trip
Through China (1917) and independent
films by early filmmakers. | also believe
our staunch supporters would authorise
the Archive to show their films online.’
Wendy Hau suggested that we might
emulate the British Film Institute and
the Korean Film Archive. ‘'m sure there
will be numerous copyrights issues
that must first be resolved, but their
experiences serve as excellent reference
for us.’

Priscilla Chan agreed with
developing online content, but believed
there were boundaries that must not
be crossed. ‘Online content is certainly
a product of the times. In the future,
we might also develop in that direction;
but we must keep in mind the Hong
Kong Film Archive may have different
circumstances and be subject to
different laws than other film archives.
We must not blindly copy others 100%.

At this stage, we plan to invite film



subtitling machine.

industry workers in various positions
to talk about their jobs, and put those
clips online so the public would know
more about different aspects of film
production and the crew members
who work so hard at, and create such
excellence in, what they do.’

To Janet Young, the Archive is still in
its youth. ‘From the Planning Office days
until now, it's been less than thirty years.
It is definitely in the prime of its life. | hope
to watch it grow with the times. Recently,
Australia commemorated the 20th
anniversary of the historical moment their
sprinter Cathy Freeman won the Gold
Medal at the Sydney Olympic Games—
by projecting footage of that race onto
the exterior wall of the Sydney Opera
House. If we can accomplish a similar
programme, it would open the public’'s
eyes to the content we hope to present.’

Lesley Fung believed that in the
long run, we must establish a digital
archive. ‘In addition to search and
storage functions, it must automatically
perform health checks on the files
and initiate backups so that nothing
would be damaged or lost. Only then
would others entrust their content
with us—just like years ago, we had
professional film vaults before the film
industry would store their films with

us. Last year, we were given a budget
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Archive Head Rowena Tsang (left) and Nancy Sit (right) at the talk on 'The

Filmmakers' Story of an Era’

of HK$20 million to digitise part of the
Archive’s collections, and to install a
Hierarchical Storage Management
System to handle our digital archive.
That is a starting point. | very much
look forward to the Archive’s further
developments on this front.’

Looking back, Cynthia Liu
recounted the various ‘firsts’ the
Archive has achieved in Hong Kong:
‘The first professional film vault; The
Hong Kong Filmography Series is the
first set of encyclopedias on Hong
Kong films; and the first Chinese and
English film materials search system. All
these accomplishments are the result
of the hard work of many people. After
20 years, when we speak of preserving
cinematic culture, we are no longer just
speaking of film storage. Staff at the
Archive must expand their knowledge
base, move with the times, learn from
the past and inspire the future, explore
how to move ahead by consulting with
veteran and younger filmmakers and
determine the public’s expectations
of the Archive. At this time, | believe
these responses would serve as
encouragement and inspiration.’

Current Archive Head Rowena
Tsang, who came on board in July,
felt that with all the hard work from

her predecessors, so much had been

achieved, and she was excited and
inspired. However, with ever-increasing
items in the collection, we are facing
greater challenges in terms of the work
of storage, detailed arrangement of
the collection and restoration of films.
‘This kind of ongoing work relies on
a team of persistent and professional
staff. Sharing of the collection can
only happen with their hard work.
Thus, training of talent in all facets is
critical. The Archive must also increase
cultural exchange activities and expand
overseas learning and collaboration
opportunities. In this rapidly-developing
digital age, we might make good use
of technology; for example, we are
gradually digitising our materials to
make it more convenient for users. We
should expand to different platforms
for more interaction with the pubilic.
It will be a critical link in our ongoing
efforts for public participation. Through
films, the Archive preserves tokens and
stories of an era, collective memories of
generations of Hongkongers who are
committed and believe in their values.
| hope the Archive will become a place
we all treasure and appreciate.’ [Translated

by Roberta Chin]

Karen So is a freelancer and Project Coordinator
of the HKFA's Acquisition Unit.
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In the Lianyi production, Heavenly Union (1941),
famous opera star Sit Kok-sin (left) was paired opposite
Shanghainese actress Lu Ming for the first time.
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n November 1941, A Colorful World
was advertised in local newspapers

announcing its release date. Just
one month later, Hong Kong fell
under Japanese occupation. A co-
production of Zhongtai Film Trading
Company and Lianan Film Company,
the film was held back until its
premiere in February 1947." In that
time, the production studio also
changed to Lianyi Film Production
Company. Cantonese cinema faced
a long road to recovery in the post-
war period. The industry struggled,
especially due to the lingering ban on
Cantonese films imposed by the pre-
war Republic of China. Established in
1938, Lianyi leveraged its production
accomplishments before the war,
to announce the relaunch of its
operations at the end of December
19457 It was at once regarded as a
potential revitalising force.

Lianyi’s debut film The Echantress
was released in March 1939. Directed
by Lee Ying-yuen, this Mandarin fiim
highlighted the controversial ‘Beiping
Lee Lai’ as its heroine. Looking back at
the studio’s development, Lee had been
a cornerstone of Lianyi all along. Later,
there were reports that claimed the
company was actually founded by him?,
but his official role in those early days
were never very clear. After wrapping on
The Echantress, Lee went on to direct
Lianan's founding work Marriage Made
in Heaven (1939). This marked the start
of many collaborations with prominent
opera performer Sit Kok-sin, with whom
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Directed by Lee Ying-yuen and written by Mok Hong-
si, Perfect Together (1949) was the first post-war
collaboration between the duo. The film starred Pak Yin
(left) and Cheung Ying (right).

' BB #

Lee immediately joined forces on filming
By Candle Light (1940). In the same
year, he returned to Lianyi, where Lee
co-produced with Sit the film Conjugal
Bliss, which was released in February
1941.

Since that time, the relationship
between Lee and Lianyi grew closer.
In July of that same year, Lianyi issued
a statement: ‘A long-term contract
has been signed with Sit Kok-sin,
who will star exclusively in the studio’s
productions’. Lee was appointed
production manager, while also directing
films. Lee also issued a personal
statement to confirm the above
arrangement, validating he had left
Lianan and would only direct for Lianyi
going forward.*

Lee was a native of Zhongshan,
and entered the film industry after
graduating from a university in Shanghai.
He directed the silent film Dark Shadow
for Dachangcheng Film Company,
which premiered at Hong Kong’s The
World Theatre on 22 December 1932.
And the film was written by fellow
townsman Mok Hong-si. Mok and Lee
had been friends since primary school
in Guangzhou, and were ongoing
collaborators both in the Shanghai and
Hong Kong film circles.

On 20 November 1941, Lianyi
and Mok Hong-si's Huasheng Film
Company published a joint notice in
the newspaper announcing: ‘The two
companies will join forces and share
in talents, resources and know-how...
to create more engaging cinema for
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audiences from all walks of life’. In
addition, individual works directed by
Lee and Mok from the two companies
would be distributed by Liansheng. The
company name ‘Lian-Sheng’ indicated
a likely joint venture between the two
companies. Liansheng also advertised
the launch of five films, produced by
Lianyi and starring Sit Kok-sin, including
the three titles directed by Lee, namely
Smiling Sweetly, An lllusory Life and
A Beautiful Family. According to this
announcement, it appeared that the
aforementioned long-term contract
between Lianyi and Sit had also been
translated to Liansheng. After the war,
there were news reporting Sit ‘has
signed a contract with Lee’s Liansheng
Films... He (Sit) still has four starring films
slated for production’.® The reports also
affirmed ‘Liansheng’ as Lee's company,
implying that he played a leading role
in facilitating the cooperation between
Lianyi and Huasheng.

The following month, Hong Kong
fell under Japanese occupation. The
film industry came to a halt, during
which time Lee still traded on films.
On 28 March 1942, Zhongtai closed
down, and A Colorful World co-
produced with Lianan was resold by
creditor Shiu Kai-yan to Lee on 20
January 1943.° Therefore, A Colorful
World was billed as a Lianyi production
after the war and premiered on 21
February 1947. Lianyi thus became
one of the first companies to release a
new film in post-war Hong Kong.

At the end of WWII, the filmmmakers

successively returned to Hong Kong.
By the end of December 1945, Lianyi
and Huasheng announced that they
would resume operations and continue
film productions. Five existing works’
from the two companies were selected
to be re-released. Those films that
fortunately survived the war, became
important assets for the studios. They
were re-released and screened after the
liberation up till 1947. The generated
revenues helped support the relaunch
of production.

The film industry sought to
resume production in a short period
of time. The critics were pessimistic
and believed that ‘only four studios—
Nanyang Studio, Grandview Studio, the
new studio jointly managed by Lee and
Mok, as well as the Kwokar Studio ran
by Kwong Tsan—would survive after a
year’.® Another analysis also looked at
the resilience of Lee and Mok’s studio:
‘Lianyi has connections with theatres
in the US, making fundraising and
financial stress less of an issue’. At the
same time, Lee and Mok held multiple
contracts with top-billing actors: ‘there
is a contract with Ma Si-tsang for three
films, Sit Kok-sin for four more, and
several flms each with Lam Kwun-shan,
Cheang Mang-ha, Luk Siu-sin, Wong
Man-lei, etc. The commentator believed
that ‘going forwards, the recovery of
Southern Chinese cinema would see
Grandview and the two companies
under Liansheng’s banner (Lianyi and
Huasheng) becoming the industry
leaders’.’
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Lee Ying-yuen entered the film industry in
Shanghai in the early 1930s. With more than 30
movies under his belt, Lee was especially adept at
comedies and had directed both Mandarin and

Cantonese films.

The recovery of the industry
arrived late, however. After the war,
the first Mandarin film to be produced,
Gone Are the Swallows When the
Willow Flowers Wilt, was not released
till 15 December 1946. While the first
Cantonese film My Love Comes Too
Late, which began filming in the same
month, was only released in January
the following year. Lianyi and Huasheng
did not launch a new film in the interim.
Mok Hong-si was the first Southern
Chinese director to mobilise production.
The Mandarin film Flames of Lust
produced for Dahua Film Studio, had
started principal photography later, but
was released ten days earlier than Gone
Are the Swallows When the Willow
Flowers Wilt. A Mandarin film produced
by Cantonese movie makers, Flames
of Lust encapsulated the dilemma and
challenges of the post-war film industry.

The return to filming after the war
faced many obstacles. In addition to
problems such as the need to repair
studio facilities and the shortage of
equipment, the national government's
policy of prohibiting Cantonese
films into the Mainland had not
been lifted. Producers switched to
Mandarin films in order to preserve
access to the Mainland market. In a
report, Runde Shaw of Nanyang Film
Company stated: ‘In the future, we will
predominately produce Mandarin films
90% of the time. Cantonese films will
no longer be a focus’.™

However, a predicament remained:
Cantonese actors had to perform in

Mandarin, which required time for
retraining; as for working with talents
from Shanghai, one must consider
whether they had any affiliations with
the enemy during the war, in order to
avoid being banned due to investigative
reporting. At the same time, Mandarin
films produced by Southern Chinese
filmmakers were ‘discriminated’ by
the Northern Chinese market, with
buyers keeping offers low or outright
refusing to buy film rights."" Also the
cost of producing Mandarin films was
generally higher than that of Cantonese
films. Financial fluctuations in the
Mainland at the time, in conjunction
with the depreciation of the national
currency, and lack of safeguards for
return of investments, all saw investors
scrambling back to their ‘old ways’.
Successful box-office performances
of Cantonese films, such as My Love
Comes Too Late and a few others, were
also a pull factor.

During this period, Lee quietly bided
his time for the right opportunity, while
focusing on building his film processing
and distribution businesses. Moreover,
he had always adhered to the motto
of ‘slow work to produce fine goods’,
such that his first post-war directorial
effort produced by Lianyi, All For the
Baby, was not released until 6 May
1948. The film was adapted from the
pre-war film project A Beautiful Family,
with the leading man changed from Sit
Kok-sin to Ma Si-tsang. Together with
its last production of Perfect Together
(1949), Lianyi produced a total of six

films, five directed by Lee, four of which
were Cantonese comedic fiims, with
relatively large budgets and ensemble
casts. Unfortunately, no original prints
remained. However, the Archive was
able to retrieve their English dialogue
scripts from the New York State
Archives (NYSA) to create synopses of
the films. For example, Heavenly Union
(1941) was a situational comedy of
errors, interweaving multiple storylines
and characters to sophisticated and
humorous effects. The freshness of the
film is an interesting comparison to the
social and cinematic zeitgeist before
and after the war, while giving a sense
of Lee's trailblazing courage. [Translated
by Hayli Chwang]

Notes

1 The film had already been released in Macao
in 1942.

2 Wah Kiu Yat Po, 28 December 1945 (in
Chinese).

3 Wah Kiu Man Po, 3 October 1947 (in
Chinese); according to Artland Biweekly,
The Enchantress was initially produced by Li
Yuen (HK) Film Co, which was founded by
Lee Ying-yuen. Artland Biweekly, No 45, 1
January 1939 (in Chinese).

4 Wah Kiu Yat Po, 15 July 1941 (in Chinese).

5 ‘A Meeting with the Newcomer Sit Kok-sin’,
Ling Sing, No 240, 6 April 1946 (in Chinese).

6 Wah Kiu Yat Po, 11 May 1943 (in Chinese).
See note 2. Six flms were being listed; it's
probable that Spring Wind and Autumn Rain
was never shot.

8 Pang Pang, ‘Actors from Southern China
Get Back to Duty’, Ling Sing, No 239, 30
March 1946 (in Chinese).

9 Ngai Ching, ‘The Outlook of Southern
Chinese Films’, Wah Kiu Yat Po, 27
December 1945 (in Chinese).

10 ‘An Interview with Runde Shaw Amid the
Relaunch of the Film Industry’, Ling Sing, No
235, 2 March 1946 (in Chinese).

11 Sing Pao Daily News, 26 January 1947 & 10
February 1947 (in Chinese).

Wong Ha-pak is a media veteran, editor,
freelance writer and researcher for multiple
HKFA projects, such as the one on Yau Ma Tei
Theatre. His authored works (in Chinese) include
Remembrances of the Theatre (2007) and
Retrospect of Hong Kong Theatres (2015).
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A LLook at Hong Kong Cinema from the 1930s to the 1940s
—Notes on Organising the Symposium

ZBEFE Kwok Ching-ling

ow does a non-academic
Hinstitution like the Archive go about
organising an academic symposium?
Perhaps all quests in life originate in
the pursuit of truth and knowledge.
How does the tiny Archive, whose very
foundation is its collection, make use
of the materials gathered? How does it
juggle manifesting and collecting? This
has been our homework every single
day. The Archive joined hands with The
University of Hong Kong to co-organise
the symposia ‘The Cold War Factor
in Hong Kong Cinema, 1950s-1970s’
in 2006, and ‘History of Early Chinese
Cinema(s) Revisited’ in 2009. The
conferences were planned and
coordinated by then Research Officer,
the late Wong Ain-ling, and Programmer
Sam Ho, and saw the participation of
scholars and researchers from all over.
The 2009 event began a journey to the
past to uncover history and origins, that
continues in the present study of Hong
Kong cinema of the 1930s and 40s.
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The exploration of early cinematic
history is the practice of running
ahead into the past. The symposium
‘From Silent to Sound—Hong Kong
Films of the 1930s and 1940s’, to
take place in the coming January, will
cover the period straddling WWII from
the 1930s to the 1940s. During the
planning process, we benefitted from
the valuable advice of Mr Law Kar and
Mr Sam Ho, and over the course of
several months, held discussions with
a few dozen scholars and researchers.
Eventually the sessions of ‘Film History
and the Industry’, ‘Fiimmakers - Film
Studios’, ‘Film Genres - Aesthetics’,
‘Film Music and Musical Fims’, ‘Hong
Abroad’, and
‘Transcultural Cinema - Methodologies’

Kong - Shanghai -

took shape. Historical timeline is one
contextual thread of the symposium and
within it are multiple areas transcending
geographical and other categories. On
the one hand, the beginnings of Hong
Kong cinema had more than a few ties

with Shanghai, Guangzhou, Japan and
the US. On the other hand, the various
topics are themselves interrelated. For
example, Hollywood film scripts were
rendered into Cantonese opera, and
this went on to influence the adaptation
of the film version. Everything was
inextricably linked and fascinatingly so.
In terms of genre films, the speakers
will shed light on topics, including
national defence movies, musicals,
family dramas, historical films, nuixia
films, and wenyi films. | am partial to
works that give a sensitive portrayal
of human nature; they have a power
to move audiences independent of
their temporal context. Those of my
generation may remember the trauma
of seeing Yung Yuk-yi’'s horrifying face.
Recently | saw her again as the ‘love’
as written by Zhu Shilin for Yonder
My Love (1947). She was poised and
gracious with a hint of worldliness,
savoir faire and wit; she was dazzling.
Zhu Shilin who was plagued by
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suspicions of being a conspirator
with the Japanese during the Sino-
Japanese War, had lots to get out
of his chest when writing this.

The Republican era of the
1930s and 40s teemed with
scholars and literati, many of whom
had by chance written scripts for
the stage and the silver screen.
They and their works are worth
studying yet little have been said
about them. It's worthwhile to
go back in time to retrace their
historical footsteps. All this show
that in the fledgling days of Hong
Kong cinema, its nutrients had
been rich and varied.

| have poignant dreams about
Ain-ling on some nights. She has
left us for close to three years now.
It would have been so different
exploring all this with her. [Translated
by Piera Chen]

Kwok Ching-ling is Assistant Curator | of the
Research & Editorial Unit of the HKFA.
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The Filmmakers’ Story of an Era
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In conjunction with the ‘60% Off Selected Museum Publications’ special, Muse Fest HK
2020 Express launched the 'Reading with Curators’ Talk Series, with the second session
titled ‘The Filmmakers' Story of an Era’ which was held at the Archive’s Cinema on 8
November while broadcast live online. The talk was moderated by May Ng, Assistant
Curator | (Research & Editorial), and Priscilla Chan, Assistant Curator | (Programming) of
the Archive, with guest speakers including renowned actress Nancy Sit Kar-yin and Dr Ng
Chung-hung, Honorary Associate Professor of the Department of Sociology, The University
of Hong Kong. During the talk, the speakers led the audience to a cinematic journey by
discussing two books in the ‘Oral History Series’ published by the Archive: Director Lung
Kong and An Emerging Modernity: Hong Kong Cinema of the 1960s.

Sit recalled that when she took part in Teddy Girls (1969) by director Patrick Lung Kong,
her parents were initially very much opposed to the idea for fear of ruining her ‘good girl’
image. Sit’s parents relented, however, when director Lung Kong pleaded with sincerity and
explained that the film would be an honest portrayal of the society. Sit ended up receiving
wide acclaim for her performance in the film. For Sit, ‘Uncle Lung Kong’ was a mentor who
guided her in handling emotional scenes. He was highly respected for both his serious
work attitude as well as bold and innovative spirit. With Sit’s sharing, Dr Ng highlighted the
importance of oral history not only for the vivid descriptions but also for the lively details that
complement document archives.

On the topic of Hong Kong cinema during the 1960s, Sit pointed out that as western
popular culture later came to be in vogue while Eastmancolor and widescreen cinema
became the latest technological advent, song and dance scenes grew more extravagant.
Dr Ng noted that television started to become a mass medium by that time. Hong Kong
films needed to play catch up with Hollywood’s advanced technology to improve its
production quality, thus kick-starting an era where modern practices were taking over
conventional fillmmaking.
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‘The Filmmakers' Story of an Era’ was conducted in Cantonese. Highlights of the session have been
uploaded to ‘Visit HK Museums’ YouTube channel and Facebook page for public viewing. In addition,

the ‘50% Off Selected HKFA Publications’ special is available now until 31 March 2021. Please visit the
Archive’s website for details.
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From Sham to Shin: the Second Phase of D & B Online Seminar
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Filmed at the Archive’s Cinema on 28 October with
director Stephen Shin (right) and host May Ng (left).

Continuing with the previous ‘How It Got Started’” seminar,
the Archive presented the second of the ‘D & B Story
Seminar’. Titled ‘From Sham to Shin: the Second Phase of
D & B, the seminar, recorded on 28 October, was hosted
by May Ng, Assistant Curator | of the HKFA's Research &
Editorial Unit with director Stephen Shin invited to recount
his experiences at D & B.

During the seminar, Shin was candid about having
devoted a great deal of time and effort to reposition D &
B. During his tenure, D & B produced middle-class and
yuppie comedies like Heart to Hearts (1988), shaping
a trend aligned with the studio’s identity while achieving
considerable box-office success. In addition, Shin adopted synchronous live
recordings of sound on set and used Dolby Atmos technology in the film. These
improvements helped actors to be more vivid and authentic in their performances,
and widened the film's appeal with its elevated production level. Shin believed
that filmmaking is both an intellectual enterprise and an art form. Therefore, its
development as an industry and being market-oriented are equally important. The
film sector needs to be sustainable before having a chance to present more works of
quality.

PritRziniE

‘From Sham to Shin: the Second Phase of D & B’ was conducted in Cantonese. The entire seminar will
be available to the public on the Archive’s website.
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On How Chan Kwun Reprimanded Cho, The Dead Comes Alive and The Ghost Hero
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In conjunction with the commemorative programme 'In Memory of Ma Si-tsang on His
120th Birth Anniversary', the post-screening talk of How Chan Kwun Reprimanded Cho
(1957) was held on 16 October, Dr Stephanie Ng explored the vocal style of director
and star Lau Hark-suen, which seemed identical to that of Ma Si-tsang, as well as
Lau’s classic silver-screen image. Dr Ng indicated that in the film, Lau performed in Ma
Si-tsang’s signature ‘beggar vocal style’ to an extremely high standard reminiscent of
Ma'’s finesse. Interestingly, Lau, who by that time had become an expert in performing
chousheng (male clown) roles on the opera stage, became exclusively a villain on screen.
In this film, Lau played the suspicious, sinister and calculating Cho Cho, a great example
of the ‘high-class villain’ character he had established.

Dr Stephanie Ng was also the speaker at the 1 November post-screening talk of The
Dead Comes Alive (1955) and The Ghost Hero (1956), both films written by, directed
by and starring Yeung Kung-leong. The talk was part of the programme Time After
Time'. Dr Ng elaborated on Yeung's specialty genre of horror films and suggested that
he was very much influenced by popular European and American films of his time,
seen in his use of dark tones and high-contrast lighting techniques to create light-
and-shadow effects characteristic of the western style of Expressionism. Parts of the
plots of both fims are clearly reminiscent of the western classic The Phantom of the
Opera. Although the plot points of both films are very similar, Dr Ng indicated that
each is exciting in its own way. The coordination between singing and acting in The
Dead Comes Alive was a lot more refined than numerous other fims of the period.
Meanwhile, The Ghost Hero was a perfect vehicle for demonstrating Yeung Kung-
leong’s directorial skills. The two main characters, Tang Bik-wan and Law Kim-long,
poth had room to show off their acting abilities. Yeung, as the hero who is also a ghost,
had also been given enough screen time to showcase his agility.
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Transgender Performance Series: Love in a Dangerous City and The Ancient Beauty, Mang Lai-kwun
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With the advent of digitisation, Love in a Dangerous City (1955) starring renowned male huadan artist
Chan Fei-nung and The Ancient Beauty, Mang Lai-kwun with Chow Kwun-ling in cross-dressing
sheng role, are digitised and featured in ‘Time After Time’. In the post-screening talk held on 4
October, Professor Yuen Siu-fai, Professor Chan Sau-yan, and Cantonese opera artist Lam Wai-
ting discussed in details the background of the two films as well as various gongjia (feats) performed
by the actors. Professor Chan pointed out that since the ban on mixed-gender troupes came to an
end in 1933, male huadan actors gradually declined in number and many became teachers instead.
It was therefore a rare and celebrated occasion, when Chan Fei-nung returned to the spotlight in
a feature film during the 1950s. Professor Yuen recalled on having met many male huadan artists.
Being males, they often devoted more efforts in portraying females, and their expertise formed
the basis of artistry for huadan that influences the generations to come. Lam Wai-ting praised on

_ Chow Kwun-ling’s vigorous strides when she wore high-platform boots during sheng roles. Chan
1&??%5%%:%% :ﬁlﬁ;#{:?&ﬁ Fei-nung’s virtuoso portrayal as demure maidens is also demonstrated by his eye movements and

Post-screening talk on 26 October: choreographed body movements.

Prof Chan Sau- left) and S ) . , L
Hrg (righe"c? au-yan (left) and Sam As the only extant Hong Kong film starring a male huadan, Love in a Dangerous City is a true gem of

high artistic and historical significance. To celebrate UNESCO'’s ‘World Day for Audiovisual Heritage’,
the film was presented as a special screening on 26 October with post-screening talk by Professor
Chan Sau-yan and fim researcher Sam Ho. Ho pointed out that with the 56-year-old Chan Fei-nung
portraying a young maiden, the audience is fully aware of his male identity. Chan Fei-nung, however,
is full of artistic vigour. In a close-up shot, he shows disdain and snickers at male foolishness from
a female perspective, adding a deeper layer of gender politics for the film. Professor Chan pointed
out that in addition to showcasing the artistry of male huadan, the film also archived a variety of
traditional Cantonese opera performance techniques including juding (heaving the cauldron), sanpi
(triple grilling), jianwu (sword dancing), and shuibolang (water waves). Ho highlighted the film’s
impeccable combination of Cantonese opera and film language such as running around the pillar
which embodied unique oriental aesthetics.
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