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The Hong Kong Film Archive will be marking its 20th anniversary at the beginning of next year—how
time flies! In celebration of this special occasion, a series of events are being planned and organised;
the first of which is ‘Archival Gems—Time After Time’. This batch of invaluable fims from the 1940s
to 60s had not been screened for decades, due to their deteriorating condition. However, they have
been given new life, thanks to the Archive’s new digitisation project. The programme started out with
the opening screening of Blame It on Father (1953); during its seminar, an audience member praised
the film as a ‘personal documentary’ for her, as its settings and character relationships were so true-
to-life to her childhood experiences. Indeed, revisiting works from over half a century ago today can be
particularly fascinating, as so many additional layers of meaning can be uncovered.

As for ‘Archival Gems—One Tale, Two Cinemas’, Sam Ho recounts the Archive’s discovery of
the Shanghai film Struggle (1933) in the US; while Joyce Yang writes about the Hong Kong films The
Soong Sisters (1997) and Eighteen Springs (1997). Cinema is a window to contemporary times and
its art. We look forward to sharing further insights about such matters in our upcoming work and
Symposiums.

‘A Different Brilliance—The D & B Story’ was meant to be one of our headlining events of the
year. Unfortunately, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the screening programme had to be cancelled,
even though the accompanying exhibition and monograph have been released. Only one of the
planned seminars, ‘How It Got Started’, has been held, and the others postponed. On this occasion,
speakers John Sham, Chan Kiu-ying, Mabel Cheung and Alex Law delighted the room with their
witticisms and insights. Their amusing banter hints at a level of chemistry and trust shared between
these former teammates, and one cannot help but feel that these filmmakers’ passion for creative
work, their camaraderie and shared vision, were key to the timeless classics that they created
together. [clkwok@lcsd.gov.hk]
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Date: 5 July 2020

Venue: Cinema, Hong Kong Film Archive
Speakers: Shu Kei (Shu), Sam Ho (Ho)
Collated by Christie Lau
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The film demonises the mother character, and
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It also celebrates the innocence, vitality and care-free spirits
of children, which represent an alternative utopian vision.

HUABRARBEFREIFFERENEER -
The film is a brilliant observation of society and human
relationships.
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through her, explores the complex relationships
between an individual and society.
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Thunderstorm (1957): The film is a mature work which gathers the best cast and crew available. Its emotionally

impactful ending cuts like a knife.

he digitisation project of the

HKFA collection brings films
with sole existing copies or prints
in unsatisfactory conditions once
more to an audience. The project
also paves the way for the first event
of the Archive’s 20th Anniversary
celebration: ‘Archival Gems—Time
After Time’. The event is made up of
numerous film series. Since this year
is also the 80th anniversary of Bruce
Lee’s birth, two early Bruce Lee
films Blame It on Father (1953) and
Thunderstorm (1957) kicked off the
event. Film critics Shu Kei and Sam
Ho conducted a post-screening talk
to analyse the artistic achievements
of the two works as well as their
significance in the period.

Embodying Hong Kong’s

Continuous Development

Ho: Bruce Lee holds a special place in
Hong Kong as well as world cinema.
Emanating a primitive, beast-like
energy that went against established
modes, his acting in those kung fu
films in the 1970s redefined the art
of film performance. Yet, looking at
his films of the 1950s and early 60s,
it is obvious that he was a good
actor in the conventional sense. We
had just watched Blame It on Father
and Thunderstorm. | believe most
of the audience will find his acting
styles in the two films very different.
But he managed to maintain control
over both, putting the range of his
acting skills on display. There is a
saying that originated from the painter
Picasso, ‘learn the rules to break the
rules’, which can be applied to most
artists. Bruce Lee’s kung fu films of
the 1970s might have revolutionised
performance styles on an international
scale, but in the many films of his
child-actor days, we can see that
he already had a firm grasp of basic
acting techniques, which is apparent
in both Blame It on Father and
Thunderstorm. In Thunderstorm he
played a teenager from a rich family,
wearing a Chinese-style Zhongshan
suit, with slicked-back hair and looking
quite handsome, a tender-hearted
lad of gentle disposition. But four
years earlier, in Blame It on Father, he

O
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The character played by Bruce Lee (right) has an awakened interest in the opposite
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tension in his film skilfully.

gender, and out of impulse, wants to marry the girl (left: played by Mui Yee) of his
choice. A victim of the traditional patriarchal society, he bears the sins of his father’s

generation.

played a street thug, a bully. Those
roles capture the two extremes of
Hong Kong’s juvenile condition.

Shu: Bruce Lee’s acting career
is full of symbolic meaning. It is
a microcosm of the continuous
development and growth of Hong
Kong’s identity. Chinese tradition and
western influences are embodied
in his passions for martial arts and
dance. Bruce Lee had received
martial arts training in wing chun since
childhood. In his early days he often
portrayed street kids or people of the
lower social classes. In addition to
Blame It on Father, other films include
In the Face of Demolition (1953)
and An Orphan’s Tragedy (1955).
His costumes for those roles were
rags, but they always had a big hole
in the chest area, so the audience
could see that although he was a
child, he had a muscular chest! This
is the pursuit of embodiment, the
art of physical shape. In terms of
western influences, Bruce Lee loved
to dance the cha-cha. In The Orphan
(1960), his image of the rebellious
young man resembled that of James
Dean. He later went overseas to the
west, where he became a martial
artist. Combining martial arts with his
mastery of philosophy, he developed
the unique art of Jeet Kune Do. After
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his return to Hong Kong, he practiced
and promoted this school of martial
arts philosophy in his films. It can be
said that Bruce Lee is the first actor
of Chinese descent to be known and
accepted globally. His experience is
very similar to that of Hong Kong.
Hong Kong has a glorious history.
Under western influences, it tried to
rise above the shackles of traditional
Chinese culture flowing in its blood,
slowly exploring the way to self-
embodiment, while always telling the
world that it is not small, and can
lead the world in culture, images
and creativity. This kind of Hong
Kong pride, when applied to Bruce
Lee’s career, definitely provides an
interesting parallel.

Blame It on Father Reflects
Children’s Education and the
Phenomenon of Child Stars

Ho: Blame It on Father is rather
preachy in its eagerness to promote
better education for children. Yet its
observations on society and human
relationships are very perceptive,
even sophisticated, illustrating the
complexities of child rearing. First,
the parents. The film’s title clearly
puts the burden on the father and
the mother, expanding the scope of
the ‘father’ in the Confucian teaching
to include both parents. They must

EEROFSMAEZERET - ZHETIFERD -

Director Ng Wui uses set design to enhance the narrative and manipulates the

set good examples to foster proper
development of their children. Next
comes education. Schools, in addition
to imparting knowledge, must also
include the teaching of morals and
values in their agenda, working in
conjunction with the parents. Another
factor is religion. The kids Wah
and Ah B are inspired by a monk,
underscoring the role of spiritual
beliefs in guiding children towards
goodness. The film also calls attention
to the effects of literature and popular
culture, the former represented by
the classic novel Journey to the West
and the latter comic books. This is
interesting. Why is Journey to the
West considered a classic but comic
books are dismissed as mindless
or even harmful entertainment? Not
unlike today’s sci-fi films or the Hong
Kong classic A Chinese Ghost Story
(1987), those comic books are stories
of supernatural adventures that can
promote or even cultivate imagination.
Then there is the law. Big-eyed Dog,
Bruce Lee’s character, is eventually
arrested by the police and will be tried
in court. His is a cautionary example
of neglecting children’s education,
futures compromised, perhaps even
getting on the wrong side of the law.

Shu: Blame It on Father is a children’s
film. All the main characters are
children. They cast a lot of important



child stars of the day. That is its
greatest characteristic. It may have
been influenced by an extremely
popular American television series The
Little Rascals (1922-1944), in which all
the main characters were also played
by child actors. In addition to Bruce
Lee, there was Siu Kei Lun (aka Little
Unicorn), who always fought with him
in the film and was Lee’s best friend in
Hong Kong. When Bruce Lee returned
to Hong Kong to make his kung fu
films, Siu Kei Lun was often cast in
key roles and did an outstanding
job. Another in the cast who had
also acted in numerous other films
of the time and whose acting ability
was tremendous was Chiang Kwai-
lam, who played Wah in the film. He
was the son of Leung Suk-hing, a
Cantonese film supporting actress.
As for Pong Bik-wan, who played Big
Sister, she became the main female
star of Rediffusion Television (RTV).
She was also an outstanding news
anchorwoman.

Ho: Blame It on Father is the second
Hong Kong film—after the pre-war
The Little Hero (1940)—where children
play the lead roles. It's interesting that
you mentioned child actors. When
we compare Chiang Kwai-lam of the
1950s to Fung Bo-bo of the 1960s,
the cuteness that define them are so
different. Fung, nicknamed ‘Oriental
Shirley Temple’, captured the audience
with sparkling charm and bubbly
vigour: an innocent child unspoiled by
the world, free of societal problems.
But Chiang’s charm comes from the
dramatic effect of imitating adults, a
cute version of grownups. From the
differences in images projected by
child stars, we can have some idea of
the changes in social expectations of
children.

Women'’s Images in Blame It
on Father

Ho: Pong Bik-wan was already quite
famous at the time. She is in the
very first shot of Blame It on Father,
appearing throughout the film with lots
of screen time. She is even featured

in a singing scene, a sign of her
stardom. Yet her role is not important
in the narrative context, because all
the key roles are played by boys. Her
role is in fact a vivid demonstration of
gender inequality in traditional Chinese
culture. The Big Sister she plays
has to take care of all things major
and minor in the household. She is
blamed and punished for anything
that goes wrong. And she is just a
little girll When the other children are
playing hide-and-seek, she asks of
the younger kids: ‘can | play?’ And
at the end of the film, when Siu Kei
Lun’s character said he wants to go
to school, she chimes in: ‘| want to go
to school, too.” That line of dialogue
is loaded heavy with heartache. She
had always wanted to study in school
but couldn’t, because she had to take
care of everyone and everything. She
had taken on a mother’s duties. On
the other hand, the mother in the film
is very irresponsible, devoted only to
playing mahjong, never assuming a
mother’s responsibility. She beats her
children for no reason and neglects
the needs of her family. This character
design is quite sexist.

Shu: Pong Bik-wan’s role completely
reflects the traditional Chinese
ideology that males are important and
females are not, a way of thought
that still exists today. Although the
children in the film are in the post-
war era, they have yet to escape the
shackles of the old society. The image
of Pong Bik-wan’s Big Sister is very
striking, and makes it very clear that
women of the day, whether they are
eldest sisters or middle daughters,
would have to take on the role of a
second mother, taking care of their
younger brothers and even serving
their elder brothers. They are destined
to make boundless sacrifices for
their families. The character played
by Pong Bik-wan shoulders many
responsibilities: she must baby-sit
the siblings, sweep the floors, do the
mother’s shopping and be told off
when she failed to buy those things.
In the Cantonese films of the 1950s
and 60s, those ‘Big Sister’ roles were

everywhere. To this day, they still exist.
The ideology that males are superior
to females is a very unfortunate part
of traditional Chinese societal culture.
Even when the economic conditions
allow a mother to be freed from
housework, whenever she indulges
in personal, material or sensory
pleasure, she would be demonised
as an incompetent mother, a short-
tempered shrew who abandons
the responsibility of teaching her
children. The mother character in the
film reflects the traditional Chinese
psychology of discrimination against
and disdain towards women. This
expectation that all women must take
on the duty of a good wife and mother
still exists today. Even in the 1980s,
Allen Fong’s film Father and Son (1981)
contains that same description.

Ho: Watching Blame It on Father, a
Chinese saying pops into my mind:
‘After enduring hardship, daughter-in-
law becomes mother-in-law’. When
you first marry into the family as a
daughter-in-law, you are bullied by
your mother-in-law; after years of
hardship, you become a mother-in-law
and you repeat the bullying. A vicious
cycle. Would this situation become
‘After enduring hardship, daughter
becomes mother’? Pong Bik-wan’s
character is mistreated by her mother;
when she herself becomes a mother,
would she break up the circle? This is
worthy of contemplation.

Dramatic Conflict in
Thunderstorm

Shu: Thunderstorm is about what
happens when the previous
generation destroys the next
generation, highlighting the next
generation’s lust, including double
incest. For example, the morally
incestuous relationship between
Chow Ping and Fan-yee, and the
physical, real incest between Chow
Ping and Sei-fung. In the film, only
Bruce Lee is in the same age range
as his character (Chow Chung), and
among the cast of veteran actors,
it can be said that the fact that his
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Blame It on Father (1953): The character played by Pong Bik-wan (st left) represents the long-standing Chinese
feudal idea of regarding men as superior to women, which still prevailed in the early 1950s Hong Kong.

character became the ultimate victim
is the most convincing casting choice.
The audience can completely relate
to Chow Chung’s innocence and
youthful haplessness. Though just a
child, he is burdened with the sins of
the previous generation. In the end he
is electrocuted to death, evoking the
audience’s pity and heartache.

Ho: Some say Fan-yee is Thunderstorm’s
strongest and most complex character.
| think she represents a lot of things:
not only a woman’s pursuit of sex and
love, but also the issue of traditional
family concept. She is not related
to Chow Ping by blood, so it is
actually alright if they have feelings
for each other. But because she is
the mother and Chow Ping the son,
their affair is considered—incest in
name though not in physical terms.
It is a challenge to man-made moral
boundaries. Also, though the film is
known for its questioning of traditions
and feudalistic practices, it also
packs powerful but subtle criticism of
progress in modern civilisation. The
death of Sei-fung and Chow Chung
are caused by thunderstorm and
electricity. Thunderstorm is a natural
phenomenon but the electricity is
man-made, an invention of modern
technology. That lethal destruction to
the family is a combination of natural
and man-made undetakings. | don’t
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know if this is playwright Cao Yu’s
intention, but as an artist he at the
very least had an acute awareness
of the damages that can be wrought
by civilisation and technological
development; he might have sensed
the mortal dangers of progress.

The Artistic Achievements of
Both Films

Shu: Thunderstorm is the first fim of
Overseas Chinese Films. The cast and
crew had worked together at, and had
their skills honed by, The Union Film
Enterprise Ltd and was considered to
be in peak condition. It can be said
that the collaboration between those
in front of and behind the cameras
was at its most mature possible—an
amazing feat. This film was adapted
from Cao Yu’s original play. As a
playwright, Cao is ambitious, but his
artistic merit is a subject of debate.
For example, the play is in the typical,
more colloquial melodrama style, yet it
is obvious that he was trying to elevate
it to the level of a Greek tragedy. But
was he really successful? This is a
point worth discussing. | personally
think it is somewhat lacking. Ng Wui’s
interpretation and adaptation is very
faithful to the original, which turns out
to limit its plot development potential.
Doubtlessly, he also wanted to elevate
this melodramatic style to a higher

level. To this end, various elements
such as the cinematographic images,
mise en scene, art direction, set
design and actor performances
worked to push the ending to a very
high climactic explosion point that is
heart-wrenching to watch.

Ho: The performances in Blame It on
Father may be a little too theatrical,
but | must bring up a point. In Hong
Kong cinema, the performance
style is largely passed down from
Cantonese opera. That acting style
emphasises gongjia (feats) and can
come across as exaggerated on film.
We must not evaluate Hong Kong film
acting with western cinematic notions.
Bruce Lee is the son of Cantonese
opera star Lee Hoi-chuen and was
nicknamed ‘New Lee Hoi-chuen’ or
‘Little Lee Hoi-chuen’ when he first
started acting. In this film, after Bruce
Lee’s character Big-eyed Dog fights
with the other kids, not only would he
make his signature move of rubbing
his nose with his thumb, which comes
from The Kid (1950), he would also
hum a few measures of ‘Robbing the
Road to the Afterlife’. That was his
father’s signature aria, and | like to
think it's a spontaneous improvisation!
He had inherited Cantonese opera’s
‘northern acrobatics’ tradition—so
named because it came from Peking
opera up north—which went on to
inform the development of Hong Kong
martial arts films. Lee’s 1970s kung fu
films take off from that. His art is an
embodiment of east and west, new
and old, south and north.

Shu: Cantonese opera was a main
form of entertainment in Hong Kong
in the 1950s and 60s. Therefore,
Cantonese films of the time, whether
in performance style or cast and crew,
were mostly drawn from the world of
Cantonese opera. After Big-eyed Dog
bullied other kids, he would hum a
Cantonese opera song. This seems
a bit incongruous and too mature
for his age, but when you realise
he is imitating his father, you can
understand why. This kind of passing
on of art has become a part of very
local Hong Kong tradition. [Translated by
Roberta Chin]
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How Wong Fei-hung
Defeated the Tiger
on the Opera Stage
(1959): Many comic
moments are created
out of Wong Fei-
hung’s (middle; played
by Kwan Tak-hing)
interactions with his
mischievous disciples.
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Cheung, the Dragon Boatman (1952): Bad times have fallen,
but the downtrodden still strive to help and support each
other: ‘Only hoping that this Dragon Boat song / Will help
transform the heart of humanity.’ Sad but not bitter, Brother
Cheung's (front: Sun Ma Si-tsang) rendition is absolutely
moving.
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Black Butterfly (1960): Fung (played by Lau Leung-
wah), a fearless Chinese Robin Hood, engages time and
again in clashes with her sly and overbearing opponent
played by director Lo Wei. Screenwriter Chang Cheh
adroitly portrays Fung's father as a righteous veteran
detective, and this complex relationship elevates the
film above a simple conflict between good and evil.
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Conservation and Programming staff
introducing the characteristics of the
films before screening. (From left)
Koven Lo, Carmen Tsoi, Priscilla Chan.
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The Ancient Beauty, Mang Lai-kwun (1949): Witty,
talented and beautiful, Mang Lai-kwun's (played by
Chow Kwun-ling) mysterious, androgynous charms
are perplexing as they are beguiling. She defies
the emperor’s (played by Sit Kok-sin) romantic
overtures, boldly revealing her true self.
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he ecology of the film industry has always been heavily influenced by

developments in technology, as we move from silent pictures to talkies,
black-and-white to colour, film to digital. Since celluloid is no longer the
dominant format for film production or screening, reels and reels of cinematic
memory have been consigned to sit quietly in warehouses all over the world. Yet
the use of digital technology does not mean that films of the past will no longer
be seen, as digitisation has become an important practice of film conservation
in recent years, allowing the moving images on film to shine and sparkle again,
preserving our history, art and culture in a new and invaluable dimension.

(IS AR mRNEE) (1966) : TNEUETFREIME TSR 7 EE X EIER X HiEE
W ESTIRIMREY 303 (EiEEE) @ —RERM - BNEISHEZEINRX -
The Secret Agent 303 (1966): A ‘micro-electronic anaesthetic device'—does it attack a person’s pressure points,
much like martial arts films of old? Ling Wan, Szeto On and Tso Tat-wah are a formidable trio. Donned in his James
Bond-like outfit, Agent 303 (played by Tso Tat-wah) faces off against numerous villains alone with riveting kung fu
stunts.

The Hong Kong Film Archive is
committed to its mission of collecting,
preserving and promoting Hong
Kong films. In the government’s
2019/2020 Budget, the Archive was
allocated HK$20 million to digitise
150 of the films in its collection within
five years. One might ask, why the
need to digitise the Archive’s films,
when it keeps all its film reels in a
temperature- and humidity-controlled
refrigerated vault? According to Grace
Lo, Assistant Curator Il of the Archive’s
Conservation Unit, Hong Kong is a
subtropical city characterised by hot,
humid summers, and the films have
started to deteriorate even before
being acquired. It is impossible to
reverse the deterioration, and even
proper storage can only go so far in
deferring the process. Furthermore,
as cinemas around the world switch
to digital screening equipment,
manufacturers have stopped producing
film projectors, meaning that the
Archive may one day be unable to
screen its celluloid films. It is essential
therefore to expedite the digitisation
process, preserving the audio and
visual components of the films on a
different medium. Digitalisation would

allow the Archive to further its mission
to promote Hong Kong cinema locally
and worldwide, as well as paving the
way for future restoration work.

With over 4,000 titles in our
collection, how should we define the
criteria for selection and prioritisation?
Urgency and rarity were two of the
factors that weighed heavily in our
consideration. Our most pressing
mission is to save the early films that
are in danger of permanent damage.
The older the film materials, the higher
the risk of damage and deterioration.
Examples of works in the list of the
highest priority include The Ancient
Beauty, Mang Lai-kwun (1949), The
Wrongly Accused Lover (1951), and
Cheung, the Dragon Boatman (1952).
Our digitisation project also targets
films with sole prints. In the past, the
Archive had never screened such films
for fear of wearing out these one-and-
only prints. An example is Blame [t
on Father (1953), starring Bruce Lee
as a child actor; the film has shrunk
so much it has not been screened at
any programmes or repertoires in the
past, but has received a new lease of
life with digitisation.

Film digitisation is at once

complex and minute, as each title
requires several months to process.
From examining the original material,
confirming the selected film and the
appropriate film materials, cleaning
and repairing the film, conducting
scanning, syncing the audio and
visual, handling digital compositing,
checking the digital files and re-
checking the original materials, to the
initial digital restoration’, each step
is essential to the process. There is
often a myriad of unique challenges
to digitising films. For example, the
Archive’s version of How Wong Fei-
hung Defeated the Tiger on the Opera
Stage (1959) is an incomplete 35mm
print. To present the film as complete
as we could, we compared it with
the film’s 16mm print and missing
scenes were added from the latter.
Furthermore, since 16mm prints are
usually copied from 35mm films, their
spots and scratches will become
apparent during screening. As the first
batch of 16mm films to be digitised
had been severely worn out from past
screenings, they had to be extensively
and painstakingly repaired by the
Conservation Unit before scanning.
This digitisation project gave
rise to ‘Archival Gems—Time After
Time’, the first of a host of events
in celebration of the Archive’s 20th
anniversary. Sixteen iconic Mandarin
and Cantonese films from the
1940s to 60s have been selected
as examples of how the digitisation
effort helps in the ‘preservation’ and
‘promotion’ of Hong Kong cinema.
The programme comprises eight
themes, which together present a
colourful, multifaceted picture of Hong
Kong cinematic culture. The Bruce
Lee Series comes at an opportune
time, in commemoration of the 80th
anniversary of the international kung
fu superstar’s birth, and showcasing
his charms as a child actor. Two
quintessential works starring Kwan
Tak-hing and representing the tried,
perfected formula of the Wong Fei-
hung films have been also chosen,
and the dragon-and-lion dance
sequence in How Wong Fei-hung
Stormed Phoenix Hill (1958), shot
in Eastmancolor, is a showstopper.
The Sun Ma Si-tsang Series features
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contemporary musical-comedies
from the 1950s, demonstrating his
superb musical and comedic talents
before the advent of his Two Fools
films. Two very rare and valuable
Cantonese opera films are introduced
in the Transgender Performance
Series. Actress Chow Kwun-ling’s
first performance in male costumes
and male huadan Chan Fei-nung’s
playing a character of the opposite
gender (then already an almost-extinct
form of artistic expression) exemplify
the gender fluidity at the heart of
Cantonese opera. The Yeung Kung-
leong Series showcases the Song
of Midnight (1937) complex in this
maverick director, and vividly reflects
his screenwriting, directing, and
acting abilities. Bombshell Lau Leung-
wah plays a spy in one film and a cat
burglar in another in the Lau Leung-
wah Series; both films were directed
by her husband Lo Wei, reinventing
her previous sexy image. On the
other hand, the Tso Tat-wah Series
highlights how Tso’s hard-boiled
masculinity remained unchanged
through the wave of wuxia and spy
movies of the 1950s and 60s. Lastly,
the Jane Bond Series represents a
unique genre in Cantonese cinema
that melds together the innocent
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A Death Pass (1967): Through screenwriter
Szeto On'’s creative efforts, the plot is intriguing
and full of suspense. From his deployment
of the many sculptures in the mansion to
his use of camera angles and mise-en-scene,
director Chor Yuen meticulously portrays the
psychological state of Detective 001 (3rd
left; played by Connie Chan Po-chu), alone
and surrounded by opponents.
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The Dead Comes Alive (1955): Yeung Kung-
leong (back row, right) stars in a picture
he directed and wrote himself. In a defiant
act to regain agency for himself, an actor
becomes an avenging phantom after disaster
strikes. In one particularly memorable scene,
Yeung performs ‘The Fisherman’s Revenge'
with Mui Yee (back row, left), in which they
showcase the ‘boat-rowing’ feat and stage
movements.

‘Jade Girl’ trope with the excitement
of James Bond. The Female Chivalry
(1967) even features the rare instance
where the Jane character, usually
restrained in her administration of
violence despite the genre’s action
orientation, actually kills.

Priscilla Chan, Assistant Curator
| of the Archive’s Programming Unit,
states that the team encountered
new challenges when planning and
co-ordinating this programme. In the
past, the team would usually settle
on a theme before selecting the titles.
The process is reversed this time, as
themes needed to be defined from the
first batch of 30 digitised films, so as
to help audiences better understand
Hong Kong cinema in a systematic
manner. As the languages, genres,
cast and crew of the films diverged
widely from each other, it was no easy
feat. Furthermore, as some of the films
contained elements of Cantonese
opera, additional knowledge of that
medium was needed in the curating
process. For example, in Blame It on
Father, there is a scene where the
pre-teen Bruce Lee playfully imitates
the characteristic hoarse singing of his
father, opera actor Lee Hoi-chuen. We
are thankful to Professor Yuen Siu-
fai for helping us to identify that the

song Lee sings is actually his father’s
signature tune ‘Robbing the Road
to the Afterlife’. On the other hand,
Cheung, the Dragon Boatman offers
a rare glimpse into the artistic world
of Dragon Boat style of singing from
Lingnan. Remarkably, the release
date of The Battle of the Peaks (Part
1 & 2, 1953) was a mystery until this
digitisation project prompted further
research, uncovering more information
about the title. After meticulous cross-
checks by the Programming Unit, we
were able to verify from newspaper
adverts that the film indeed premiered
in 1953, rather than 1962 as stated
online (1962 was the year of the fim’s
re-release).

To increase audiences’ understanding
of celluloid and digitisation, ProFolio
(Issue 98) includes information about
the original format of each digitised
title. Colleagues from the Conservation
and Programming Units will also
briefly discuss prior to the screening
the film sources, the conditions they
were in and their characteristics.
Unlike past ‘Archival Gems’
programmes, where post-screening
talks were held between screenings,
we will be holding the talks after
both screenings, in the hopes that
audiences would participate in the
discussion and sharing after watching
the entire series. [Translated by Rachel Ng]

Note

1 Film digitisation is not the same as digital
restoration. The former process converts the
images and sound on film into digital files and
store them in modern digital media for long-
term preservation and screening purposes.
The latter utilises digital technology to process
and improve on audiovisual quality for digitised
films. Initial digital restoration is to restore
areas blocked by dust and dirt, as well as to
correct any obvious flaws in the visual image.
However, full digital restoration takes around a
year. The Archive’s principle for restoration is
to remove all the audiovisual problems caused
by the damage or deterioration of film stock,
such as scratches, stains, dust and flickers,
and to restore the original content faithfully
to its condition when it first premiered. Flaws
that had existed already in the original picture,
e.g. dark images due to insufficient lighting,
would not be corrected. As such, the restored
films would not look completely brand new.

Poon Kit-man is Project Researcher of the
Programming Unit of the HKFA.

For details of ‘Archival Gems—Time After
Time’, please refer to ProFolio (Issue 98)
or the HKFA’s website.
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The technicians have to first check the film and make
initial repairs; if the condition allows, the next step
would be digital scanning, ultimately transforming the
title into a digital film.
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Editor’s note: When the ‘Time After Time’ programme opened with a screening of Blame It on Father (1953), Koven Lo,
Assistant Curator | of the Archive’s Conservation Unit, shared with the audience the journey of the digitisation project,
and the reasons behind why some of the images look the way they do onscreen. Gaining greater insight into the history
and stories behind the film print helped build a special rapport between the audience and the celluloid film, and Lo’s
explanations enhance viewers’ overall experience of the film.

Our digitisation project prioritises
films with sole existing copies or
prints in unsatisfactory conditions
that urgent attention is required. The
process begins with checking and
initial repairs. If the celluloid film is in a
physically good enough condition, we
would move on to digital scanning,
ultimately transforming the title into
a digital film. Many people refer to
film digitisation and digital restoration
interchangeably, but in fact, digitisation
is simply an initial digital scan of the
film, which paves the way for future
restoration. Digital restoration is a
time-consuming process that often
takes up to years, averaging around
at least a year per fim. Like other film
archives around the world, we select
films that are particularly significant or
meaningful for full digital restoration.

Among the first batch of digitised
films that have been chosen for
screening as part of the ‘Time After
Time’ programme, the opening
film Blame It on Father is a black-
and-white talkie, with a monoaural
soundtrack. The original copy of
the film was on 35mm acetate film,
meaning that the celluloid film was
made out of cellulose acetate. This
material needs to be preserved in
cool, dry conditions, or it would
undergo hydrolysis. Exposing the
film to a humid environment would
release acetic acid and the hydrolysis
process that results would shrink
the film. Shrinkage is a criterion for
measuring the condition of celluloid
film, and if the shrinkage rate of a
film is more than 0.78%, it cannot be
screened safely. The shrinkage rate of
Blame It on Father was more than 2%,
meaning that we needed to put in a lot
of preparation work before it could be
digitised. There were many instances
of splicing, tape stains, and damaged
perforations that required individual
attention. Despite our best efforts,
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however, one may still experience
image and audio imperfections when
viewing this some six-decade-old film.

The image clarity of Blame It on
Father leaves much to be desired. The
existing copy of the film is not a first-
generation copy, and has also been
screened many times. Every time a
film is copied, from one generation
to the next, the latest copy suffers
an approximately 5% loss in audio
and visual information; so multiple
rounds of copying could lead to
significant loss in quality, resulting in
problems that may include blurring,
high contrast and loss of details. And
why is there occasional jittering when
we watch old movies? Film shrinkage
does not occur proportionally. For
example, the first frame could suffer
from a higher degree of shrinkage
than the second frame; sometimes
within a single frame, the amount of
shrinkage on the left and right sides
differs. When there is a mismatch from
frame to frame, the image may move
slightly during screening, causing what
appears to be fjittering’ to the human
eye.

Furthermore, marks are often left
behind on the film in preparation for
screenings, as well as ones resulting
from damage, such as the scratches
caused by too many projections.
Sometimes vertical scratches are
left on the film, commonly called
‘tramlines’; other scratches may be
diagonal, from all sorts of different
angles. Dappled round spots may
also be found. These marks are signs
of film deterioration.

Another problem is that of
flickering, where the tone or colour of
images are inconsistent. This is due to
corrosion of the film caused by acidic
gas, leading to decrease of image
density. In colour films, this results
in colour fading or discolouration,
whereas in black-and-white films,

dark colours become light and light
areas could even disappear. The level
of deterioration could vary widely,
meaning that the visual defect could
occur irregularly and inconsistently.

Missing frames occurs when
some of the consecutive frames in
a film is cut and discarded. This is
quite a common phenomenon, as in
the past, technicians would cut out
any damaged frames from a piece of
film, and splice together the remaining
pieces. When the images onscreen do
not flow and move as they should, it is
likely because some of the frames are
missing, and because the soundtrack
is also linked to the film, this means
the audio experience is fragmented
too.

There is a dedicated film
restoration workstation at the Archive
for repairing and enhancing some of
the aforementioned flaws. First, we
would let the film run on Auto Mode at
the workstation, and let the computer
identify and reduce any scratches.
Minor scratches can be removed or
diminished at this stage, but the more
serious ones would remain. Further
enhancement would require the full
digital restoration procedure.

Audiovisual problems and
limitations come with age, and
naturally, one cannot expect older
films to be in the same pristine
condition as new releases. Yet there is
a sense of familiarity that comes with
old films, as though they are our old
friends. Although time has left marks
on them, their shortcomings and
imperfections are part of their charm,
part of the rich tapestry of cinematic
history behind the film itself. [Translated
by Rachel Ng]

Koven Lo is Assistant Curator | of the
Conservation Unit of the HKFA.
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The world premier
of Struggle (restored
version) was held at
the HKFA on 6 October
2019. Sam Ho (left) and
Priscilla Chan (right) each
shared with the audience
their own discoveries in
the post-screening talk.
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Struggle (1933)
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‘Human and nature as one’: The sequence features a series of natural sceneries, which is followed by a cut to the river, with concentric ripples radiating across the surface. It is
soon revealed that the ripples are generated by an irrigation machine. Farmers are seen harmonising with nature.
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The discovery of Struggle (1933) was one of great importance.

The Hong Kong Film Archive’s
2012 discovery of a collection of
1930s and 40s Hong Kong films from
California, USA, provided precious
clues to the understanding Hong
Kong cinema of that period. Among
that collection, Struggle provided
especially valuable information in the
study of Chinese language fims.

Struggle is a Chinese film made
during WWII and is important in many
aspects. First of all, it is a work by a
renowned filmmaker and an important
company. Qiu Qixiang, its helmer,
was reputed to be a highly-creative
director in early Chinese cinema but
all his works have been lost. Students
and lovers of film had only heard of his
name but never seen his work. The
film’s production company, Unique
Film Productions, which later became
Shaw Brothers Studio, was also an
important commercial establishment
of its time. But its works have also
been lost. The discovery of Struggle
has provided preliminary but treasured
information to fill in two blanks in
Chinese film history, one artistic and
one commercial.

Struggle is also one of the
earliest sound films in China. In the
mid-1920s, talkies began appearing
in the west. Runje Shaw (elder
brother of Run Run Shaw), founder
of Unique Film, was a visionary. He
started importing American recording
equipment and technology in the

1930s to embark on the making of
sound films. Struggle is therefore not
just the only Unique film we can see,
but also the only Unique film we can
hear.

With change comes transitions.
The shift from silent to sound
created numerous problems for film
industries all over the world, and each
responded with its own solutions. In
Struggle, we can see adjustments by
the Shanghai film industry and director
Qiu Qixiang. In the post-screening
talk after the HKFA screening, Priscilla
Chan of the Archive’s Programming
Unit pointed out that the entire
first reel of the film was shot in the
countryside, but with no dialogue,
with only music accompaniment
on the soundtrack. When the first
utterance was delivered, it was
recorded indoors but, with skilful
editing between exterior and interior
scenes, the effect of speaking outdoor
was created. It was a clever way to
avoid the complicated and expensive
process of recording sound outdoors.

Struggle also evinces the
director’s command of film language.
Qiu Qixiang graduated from the
Shanghai Academy of Fine Arts and
obviously had a solid foundation in
visual presentation, with remarkable
compositions and accomplished
cinematography, sometimes with
expressionistic touches. A deft
animation of mise-en-scéne is also
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Struggle is a film with remarkable compositions and
accomplished cinematography, occasionally throwing
in some expressionistic touches.

on display. Despite production
limitations of 1920s Chinese cinema,
Qiu would often stage carefully-
planned pan shots, with skilful
orchestration between actors and
sets, occasionally even launching into
complicated camera movements, to
explicating effect. This early talkie is
rather crude in its use of music, but
with better employ of sound effects, in
turn coordinated with its outstanding
editing and visual imageries. It is no
coincidence that Qiu Qixiang enjoyed
a sterling reputation in the early
Shanghai film industry.

The opening segment, shot
in the countryside, is outstanding.
With no spoken dialogue for almost
ten minutes, an organic relationship
between human and nature is
portrayed with images and music.
In a manifestation of the Chinese
notion tian ren he yi—human and
nature as one—a subtle contrast
between natural environment and
man-made environment is presented.
The sequence features a series of
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natural sceneries, with lyrical images
of trees and flowers. This is followed
by a cut to the river, with concentric
ripples radiating across the surface in
a poetic moment. It is soon revealed
that the ripples are generated not by
nature but by an irrigation machine
made of wood, part of the agricultural
process with which humans exploit
nature for survival. Yet, the human
beings later introduced are not the
ruthless, abusive kind, but farmers
who live in harmony with the very
nature they exploit.

This evokes the Chinese notion
of yi nong liguo—agriculture is the
foundation of the state—consistent
with the tradition in Chinese cinema
that depictions of farming procedures
often take on special significance.
Later in the opening sequence
of Struggle, characters are seen
ploughing the field with an ox, patting
baby goats with affection, and trapping
fish for food. Again, such interactions
with living creatures, though exploitative
in nature, are positively portrayed.
In the 1930s, China was plunged
into a national crisis, dragged into
war by an invasion, but through

23.4.2020 - 23.6.2020

Far Sun Film Co. Ltd.

Golden Scene Company Limited
Hong Kong Wei Kuen Film Company

the process of exploiting nature, a
human-centric balance is reached in
the film. The concepts of ‘human and
nature as one’ and ‘agriculture as the
foundation of the state’ are manifested
with contemporary context in this
wordless segment that opens the film.
However, this human-centric balance
would soon vanish, the harmonious
fields displaced by a social structure
rent with class inequality and a nation
devastated by war.

Last November, Struggle
was shown in Shanghai for the
first time after having been lost for
decades. The screening was part
of the programme ‘One Tale, Two
Cinemas’, a collaboration between
the HKFA, the Shanghai Film Archive
and the Shanghai Film Museum.
At the post-screening talk, several
Chinese scholars indicated that with
the discovery of Struggle, the history
of Chinese cinema will be re-written.
[Translated by Roberta Chin]

Sam Ho is a veteran film critic, researcher and
former Programmer of the HKFA.

Special thanks to Mr Jack Lee Fong of
Palace Theatre, San Francisco, USA
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Struggle (restored version)
was screened in Shanghai on
2 November 2019. Along with
the screening, a seminar titled
‘Coming and Going: A Tale of Two
Cinemas’ was held on the same
day. Sam Ho (left) and Mainland
film scholar Shi Chuan (right)
took the opportunity to meet
and exchange views.

No Ceiling Film Production Limited
Mr Cheung Kam-moon
Ms Wong Ming-lok

Thank youl!
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The Soong Sisters (1997): The film romanticises the
story of the three sisters through star power, with a
heroic touch in the depiction of hardship.
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The director accurately captures Eileen Chang's essence
in the film and shines a spotlight on the mundane life
and complicated family affairs.
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The film underscores the bitterness of being separated
from loved ones, of encountering the detestable, and of
hopelessness.

BOABA (EIE) EOE - HPp—8F
H2E FonEEE BEHRES
. - RERENHMEI HNE - b
B "HREZEARRESLZEN/NE
15 BOEREREE T e
80 o MU/ AEREBNRER - 267
BIFREENNFIEERE - LEBRR
Be " ENESBEEA LBXAE
ZENIZIENEIER  TEERIERES
F6p  MEE R MIRILEYEIFLTEE
2 BB EIRE T ~ B
54 B2MPMEKIBIEIRE D o (R
B () BRERETZAMBIRFAE
16 - BREMOEY o EFFFEINE
BB BS Mt ABPR - NAB1EZK © 218
B+ N REINS B BT E
BEVRR - BES B\ NN+
BIR= O+FRNE LG - 8240H
BEFEEEY "0 IS5 HEEE
B o IRENRZ EAERBEDIEIE
BEL R BAHIREBOVRRIE SN E T
AL o s —RBTPMRNBI L - &
B LZREFEMRAE LIGPEEAEE
BE - ABA - RE2E BB EEE
E5 FrERHBRTEHREEE @ A
E LsEmsitpatiR —5 -
g~ RNBEET - TEPERK
BEIR S tHB1L BBV AIBR L 0YYS
B
1 (RR2) BB Al 5EESIM
G0 FEREHETBEREXEBRA
8 EREFRFMSERUE o (FELEKF)
EEBRELHEFLEEERATEAMILL
EXRFRESH
2 BARMNER "IRE, BRIN19B5F5H
5 B (XB) ¥BHE - EFEMEBBHNE
CTRIK, A 8K, > o
3 BNIEEHRE  A=E=RTEIE : (B[
1451 ~ BIBERRESE —SRPIIEEHA> © (&
SLEAMT) S5 323HF LR 12008 FE 11 8 o
4 FTNR: (BEAPHR— (+H/\E) B (F
&) BVNRIEBR) - BIiBE ~ RREI

FFFER: (BEREBR)Y @ BEm: LR
ERBhRNL » 2004 - B 91
5 RER: (BEHXE) @ (REKHE

E—HTE— 1 1939-1947 FVER) -
GFEE : IGFBEhRIt » 2003 » BB 16 ©

BER AN RBBEXIREESS
8

o

19



(RKEHA) (1997)
The Soong Sisters (1997)

Golden Harvest Entertainment Atertainment
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Despite the film being glamorous and opulent, and is
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The sisters were known for their legendary feat of changing a
country’s destiny simply within the confines of a house.
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furnished with planes, troops, and warfare, it is still centred
on family turmoil, with the historical factor serving only as

romantic embellishment.

Following the feud between Ching-ling (left:
Maggie Cheung) and May-ling (right: Vivian
Wu), the film heads toward the climax in
which one small family obtains the power to
dictate the fate of a nation.

t is impossible to examine the multiple cultural identities of Hong Kong films when geographically confined to the city

itself. Hong Kong cinema has close ties with the culture of many regions. From portraying the traditional Confucian

roots of Chinese culture, Hong Kong films have gone on to embody the folk characteristics of immigrants, as well as

undergo re-interpretation, renewal, and transformation by Western culture. Ever eclectic and continuously evolving, they

have become an important artistic means of absorbing foreign cultures and reconstructing local cultural identity.

Hong Kong and Shanghai in
the 1930s and 40s are like two twin
sisters, or two peas in the same pod
if you will, identical to one another be
it in terms of cinematic development
or the evolution of modern urban
culture. In the late 19th century,
filmmaking took root in Shanghai after
being introduced to the Mainland,
with the industry already reaching
quite a significant scale in the early
1930s. The Japanese invasion of the
Mainland in 1937 brought an end to
peace in Shanghai’s concessions as
well as its golden age as the nation’s
film capital, causing filmmakers
to move southward in droves.
Hong Kong picked up the baton
of sustaining the film dream, taking
advantage of the situation to establish
itself as the ‘Hollywood of the East’
in the late 1950s and early 1960s.
Looking back at 1930s Shanghai,
while war, chaos, and despair raged
beyond the city’s foreign concessions,
scenes of prosperity were stolen
through the cracks of the political
landscape. The mixed emotions which
arose from short-lived moments of
beauty and the rude awakenings that

2@ HKFA Newsletter August 2020

followed were echoed in humerous
1980s and 90s Hong Kong motion
pictures. The likes of Wong Kar-
wai, Tsui Hark, Stanley Kwan, Ann
Hui and Mabel Cheung all infused
their works with the essence of old
Shanghai to turn decay into delight.
As co-produced films' from 1997,
the year which marked the handover
of Hong Kong, The Soong Sisters
and Eighteen Springs are light on the
depiction of reality and detailed in the
portrayal of romance, telling historic
tales of Shanghai in a depoliticised
fashion by transforming Hong Kong
actresses into Shanghainese women,
demonstrating a perspective unique
to the Pearl of the Orient.

Lu Xun once talked about the
Beijing School and the Shanghai
School. He stated that ‘Beijing is
the capital for both Ming and Qing
dynasties while Shanghai is known for
its foreign concessions; the capital city
is a birthplace for government officials
while Shanghai is all about business.’?
Shanghai’s distance from the
Mainland’s political centre facilitates
the tolerance for its ‘business-first’
mindset. Lu Xun was commenting on

literature, but the same also applies to
the art of film. This ‘business-oriented’
tendency already existed in early
twentieth-century film culture which
first developed in Shanghai. Hong
Kong cinema continued this tradition.
Even though the medium of film, to a
certain extent, is for conveying truths,
it adhered to the literary customs of
focusing on popular aesthetic taste
and emphasising emotion over facts.
The Soong Sisters is about the three
eponymous siblings who influenced
contemporary Chinese history, while
Eighteen Springs is an adaption
of a Shanghainese literary classic.
The blueprints upon which the two
works are based hold authoritative
prominence, but Mabel Cheung and
Ann Hui made clear trade-offs to
balance art and commerce without
giving much thought to ideology.
Faced with the historical facts
related to The Soong Sisters, Mable
Cheung emphasises that she is
‘unburdened by the past’ and ‘I
tried to look at the events from the
perspective of the three sisters.”® The
Soong sisters were born in Shanghai
and grew up in the West. The mix



of Eastern and Western influences
in their upbringing, perhaps with the
latter having greater sway, actually
makes them similar to the people of
Hong Kong. The film begins with the
three sisters’ legendary romantic lives
and marriages. Following the feud
between May-ling and Ching-ling
in the second half, it heads toward
the climax in which one small family
obtains the power to dictate the fate
of a nation. Much of the feature’s
duration is dedicated to highlighting
the three sisters’ legendary feat of
changing a country’s destiny simply
within the confines of a house.
Although the subject matter is very
different, The Soong Sisters bears
an authorial trademark as distinct as
that of An Autumn's Tale (1987): the
characters’ sentimental attachment
to drifting from place to place, the
fairy-tale style treatment of character
relationships, the romanticisation of
the story through star power, and
the heroic touch in the depiction
of hardship. Consequently, if the
standards of historical drama are
applied to the motion picture, the
abundance of romantic, dramatic,
and entertaining elements may cause
it to fall short of expectations. In the
scene depicting the Xi’an Incident,
for example, Soong May-ling turned

m
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the crisis around on her own,
which some consider as excessive
glamorisation. In the version of the
film released in the Mainland, this part
was edited out. As opposed to the
political parties represented by Ching-
ling and May-ling, director Mabel
Cheung actually cares more about
the emotional conflict between them
as both siblings and rivals. The sense
of identity which The Soong Sisters
conveys does not stem from the
acclamation or condemnation of the
political system, but rather the lament
and desolation of the characters after
having gone through countless trials
and tribulations.

The ‘Shanghai 1930’s’ shown
in the opening of Eighteen Springs
is somewhat ambiguous, only
vaguely pointing out an approximate
time period and location. The
love story between Manzhen and
Shijun is stripped of national history
and political ideology. The 1930s
Shanghai setting, as well as the
chaos and war which accompanies
it, is almost hidden from sight. Only
the bitterness of being separated
from loved ones, of encountering the
detestable, and of hopelessness is
portrayed. In Eileen Chang’s literary
world, Eighteen Springs marks her
first published work in Shanghai after
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Eighteen Springs (1997): Shijun (left: Leon Lai) and Manzhen’s (right: Jacklyn Wu) chance encounter in Shanghai

serves as the emotional climax and finale.

the Chinese Communist Revolution.
It was originally serialised in the
newspaper The Yi Daily from March
1950 to February 1951 under the
pen name Liang Jing. It was quite
popular and was eventually released
as a standalone publication, which
also became her first full-length novel.
After arriving in the US, Chang rewrote
the novel and republished it as Half
a Lifelong Romance in 1968, editing
the elements related to state and
political affairs which she was initially
hesitant about. In Eighteen Springs,
Shuhui tells Shijun that he has to go
to the Northwest Liberated Area and
‘really do something for the people’.
In Half a Lifelong Romance, however,
Shuhui ‘applies for a scholarship’
and ‘goes to the US’. An even bigger
change is made at the end of the
novel, with the entire timeline shifted
four years forward. Shuhui originally
returns to Shanghai in 1949 after the
Chinese Communist Revolution, but
now comes back to the Mainland
in 1945. Meanwhile, Shijun and
Manzhen’s journey to the northeast to
participate in the revolution at the end
is removed in the republished novel,
with the chance encounter between
the two in Shanghai serving as the
emotional climax and finale instead.
Compared with Eighteen Springs,
Half a Lifelong Romance downplays
the expression of national history.
Chang ‘washed out the lies and
replaced them with personal history,
showing indifference to national
history and rendering a country’s
despair or the fall of a city as a mere
illusory backdrop to the stage of life.”*
In comparison to her adaptation of
Love in a Fallen City (1984), Ann Hui
captures Chang’s essence more
accurately in Eighteen Springs. Void
of allusions to the tumultuous times,
Eighteen Springs shies away from
historical events and instead shines
a spotlight on the mundane life and
complicated family affairs, making
Manlu and Zhu Hongcai’s twisted
relationship the stumbling block to
Manzhen and Shijun’s romance.
There are no sophisticated acrobatics
of plot construction, and the story
of their romance is as plain as their

2
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The dramatic allure sought after originates in the twists and turns experienced by
the human condition and its inability to distinguish between right and wrong during
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polarised times. This is where the Hong Kong film and the Shanghainese literature

resonate with each other.

token of love: a pair of red gloves.
Thus, personal sorrows become the
griefs of the times. This is how The
Soong Sisters achieves the same
outcome as Eighteen Springs, albeit
through different means. Despite
the former appearing evidently more
glamorous and opulent and showing
many typical symbols of affluent
Shanghainese families—such as
labyrinths, cruise ships, the Bible,
exquisitely made cheongsams, and
even planes, troops, and warfare—it
is still centred on family turmoil even
though the characters are on the
roam. It is a tear-jerking love story,
with the historical factor serving only
as romantic embellishment.

Both works take a stance on
revolution and love. Charlie Soong
allows Chiang Kai-shek to take the
Bible that he often reads at home
with him. One of the pages contains
the line ‘Revolution is love, and love
is revolution.” All of Eileen Chang’s
stories are set in troubled times. She
once stated, ‘| even go so far as
to say that | only write about trivial
matters between men and women.
In my works, there are no wars or
revolutions. | think that when people
are in love, they’re purer and more
uninhibited than when they’re engaged
in warfare or revolution.’”® This is
where the Hong Kong director and
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the Shanghainese literature resonate
with each other. The dramatic allure
sought after by their creators does not
originate in love claiming superiority
over revolution, but the twists and
turns experienced by the human
condition and its inability to distinguish
between right and wrong during those
polarised times. The Soong Sisters
and Eighteen Springs both open with
the protagonists’ recollection of the
past, turning the clock back to the
very beginning. The elderly May-ling
and Ching-ling are geographically
separated and out of touch with each
other, while Manzhen and Shijun
narrate the beginning and end of their
romance through nineteen voice-
overs. Reminiscing the old Shanghai
of the 1930s and 40s in 1980s and
90s Hong Kong naturally conjures
connections to the transformation of
Hong Kong’s identity in the face of
the handover. The point of nostalgia
is to make up for what is lacking in
reality and to find one’s place through
the recollection of bygone beauty.
On this path of spiritual nostalgia,
Hong Kong actresses often become
the successors and pioneers of the
quintessence of old Shanghai. Stars
such as Maggie Cheung and Anita
Mui especially have an air about them
which makes them synonymous
with the female image in the

ourtesy of MOTION PICTURES LIMITED
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On this path of spiritual nostalgia, Hong Kong actresses, such as Anita Mui, often
become the successors and pioneers of the quintessence of old Shanghai.

metropolitan culture of old Shanghai
—beautiful, modern, legendary,
exuding middle-class appeal, and
embodying the characteristics of
secularisation, consumerisation, and
internationalisation. [Translated by Johnny
Ko]

Notes

1 The Soong Sisters was a co-production
involving Hong Kong, the Mainland, Taiwan,
and other places. Golden Harvest from Hong
Kong was the chief producer and Beijing Film
Studio also participated in its production.
Eighteen Springs was co-produced by
Mandarin Films Limited from Hong Kong and
Tianshan Film Studio et al. from the Mainland.

2 Lu Xun’s article ““The Beijing School’ and
‘The Shanghai School™, first published in the
fourth issue of the second volume of Tai Bai
Biweekly on May 5, 1935 (in Chinese).

3 ‘Space, Gender, Love and History—An
Interview with Director Zhang Wanting’,
interviewed by Yang Yishu, collated by Zuo
Xingning, FilmArt, Vol. 323, Beijing, November
2008 (in Chinese).

4 LiSiu-leung, ‘The Retreating Tide of History—
The Film and Literature of Eighteen Springs
and Half a Lifelong Romance’, in Rereading
Eileen Chang, Joseph S. M. Lau, Leung Ping-
kwan and Xu Zidong (eds), Jinan: Shandong
Pictorial Publishing, 2004, p 91 (in Chinese).

5 Eileen Chang, ‘Writing of One’s Own’, in
Eileen Chang Collection Complete Works—
Prose (Vol.1): 1939-1946, Harbin: Harbin
Publishing, 2003, p 16 (in Chinese).

Joyce Yang is a fim critic and member of the
Hong Kong Film Critics Society.
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As the 1970s morphed into the 1980s, Shaw Brothers (HK) Ltd shrank its production and D & B Films Co., Ltd.
capitalised on the opportunity to rise to prominence. Alongside the two movers and shakers at the time—Golden

Harvest (HK) Limited and Cinema City Company Limited, it became one of the three pillars of Hong Kong cinema.
Following the retrospectives of Golden Harvest and Cinema City in 2013 and 2016 respectively, the HKFA received
support from Fortune Star Media Limited to launch the ‘A Different Brilliance-the D & B Story’ retrospective exhibition

and publish a monograph on the subject in June 2020. We also organised a seminar on ‘How It Got Started’, hosted

by Thomas Shin and featuring speakers John Sham, former D & B helmsman; Chan Kiu-ying, former manager of D &
B’s creative department; and film directors Mabel Cheung and Alex Law. The guests shared their memories of the film

production company in its most glorious years.

Diversified Direction
D & B was established in 1984 by
businessman Dickson Poon, in
partnership with filmmakers Sammo
Hung and John Sham; Sham was in
charge of its production in the first four
years. By the time it ceased operation
in 1992, the company had made 67
titles. Its inaugural production The
Return of Pom Pom (1984) was the
sequel to a Bo Ho Films Company
Limited production of the same
year, Pom Pom (1984). The fiim was
produced by Sammo Hung and it
scored high in entertainment value,
as well as genre and cast appeal.
It ultimately grossed a whopping
HK$18 million at the box office. Yet
rewatching it, one of the lead actors
John Sham, said he felt embarrassed.
‘Did | really want to play such idiotic
and silly roles as Beethoven and
Lion Head? | don’t appreciate my
performance at all, but | knew if |
didn’t make blockbusters to earn
money, | wouldn’t be able to make
less financially promising alternative
films. | had to strike a balance.” Sham
stressed that his guiding principle was
that the commercial films he made
were ones he could comfortably show
his daughters.

Unlike Golden Harvest and
Cinema City which specialised in
mainstream martial arts titles and
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At the exhibition
hall: (From left)
Mabel Cheung, Alex
Law, John Sham,
Chan Kiu-ying, John
Chan Koon-chung

comedies, D & B embarked on
creative explorations and nurtured
young creatives. It engaged in projects
for which profit considerations were
not first and foremost, like Hong
Kong 19417 (1984), a film about the
fall of Hong Kong during the War
of Resistance Against Japan, that
followed close on the heels of its
founding work. There were also
The Lunatics (1986) and Silent Love
(1986), which were concerned with
disadvantaged groups in society; Love
Unto Wastes (1986) which dissected
love and desire in the city; and Dream
Lovers (1986) which traversed time
and space. These were all forward-
looking alternative titles that still
continue to mesmerise.

John Sham remarked that D & B’s
diversity was no coincidence, but had
much to do with his own background,
social circle, and way of thinking. A
baby boomer born and raised in Hong
Kong, Sham grew up reading The
Chinese Student Weekly and English
language magazines, and watching
foreign films; he was also a journalist
in the UK. Sham later made a research
trip back to Hong Kong when he was
working on a documentary. There he
made the acquaintance of Leong Po-
chih, Philip Chan and others in the
film circle. He subsequently became
Editor-in-Chief of City Magazine, a

position that allowed him to befriend
New Wave directors who had studied
film overseas, such as Tsui Hark, Anne
Hui and Yim Ho. ‘My circle comprised
mostly the New Wave. | got on
especially well with them. It was the
early 1980s. A mindset, shooting style
and filmic language that detracted
from that of folks raised in the studio
began to take shape.” Sham added
that D & B’s positioning was also a
classic example of how traditional
and foreign cultures merged in Hong
Kong. But he admitted that D & B was
the youngest of the three ‘pillars’. ‘Of
Golden Harvest, Cinema City, and D
& B, we were definitely the “tiniest” in
terms of financial power and human
resources.’

Films with Something to Say
Besides entertainment value, genre
and cast, Sham believed a film’s
appeal was determined by whether
the director had something to say
about society and the world, and
whether they said it well through the
film. ‘What do you want to say? If you
have nothing to say, your work is no
more than a money-making tool and
I will judge its merits on its ability to
bring home the dough. But if you have
something to say, I'm all ears.’

Mabel Cheung agreed that the
most important thing about being
a director was giving vent to their
thoughts and ideas. Two of her
directorial efforts, The lllegal Immigrant
(1985) and An Autumn’s Tale (1987),
are related to immigration. The stories
were created when talks over Hong
Kong’s sovereignty were underway
between China and Britain. ‘After
the talk ended in 1982, British Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher tripped
and fell as she walked out of the
Great Hall of the People. Hong Kong
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The exhibition ‘A Different Brilliance—The D & B Story’ begins with a brief timeline introducing D & B's history. The second zone displays rare film artefacts such as production
still albums and manuscripts, and features a light box portraying stills and behind-the-scenes photos. All these serve to rekindle visitors' memories of all the classic cinematic

moments.

society was in a state of panic. | was
studying in the US at the time. The
US dollar plummeted and everyone
told me not to return to Hong Kong.
Immigration suddenly became a hot
topic. Everyone was thinking: should
we leave Hong Kong? If yes, where
should we go? The immigration titles
were the stories we wanted to tell.’
Cheung also observed that films
were her way of expressing herself,
of saying what she wanted to say;
that she never considered whether
she was making an art movie or a
commercial one, or whether it would
be lucrative.

Talent Needs a Good Eye to
Blossom

Yet not all screenplays become movies.
After wrapping up the script for An
Autumn’s Tale with screenwriter Alex
Law, Mable Cheung decided to cast
Chow Yun-fat, then known as ‘box-
office poison’, as the protagonist. She
felt only Chow could ace the role of a
convincingly romantic low-life. It was
only after Chow agreed to play that
they went in search of investors and
found themselves up against many
obstacles. ‘One company suggested
we move the setting to Mongkok
and change the protagonists to a
Mongkok thug and a student of The
University of Hong Kong (HKU). If that
female character from HKU has family
and friends, why would she need to
depend on such a loafer in Mongkok?
It’s not logical. When | lived in New
York, all yellow-skinned and black-
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haired students were friendly with
each other. We ate dinner together
every evening. This engendered a
feeling of interdependence.’

Alex Law, who has worked
with Cheung for many years, added
that although film companies liked
the script very much, Chow Yun-fat
gave them pause, to the point that
they would ask Law and Cheung to
choose instead among superstars, like
Sammo Hung and Jackie Chan. Law
quipped that Hung would have made
the film a comedy. ‘As for Jackie
Chan, imagine him in the final scene,
chasing the car. Do you think it would
have intimidated him in the least,
someone who could have jumped
from the bridge in a heartbeat?’ So
they rejected all the suggestions.

Thanks to the introduction of John
Chan Koon-chung, who was one of
the producers at D & B, Cheung and
Law later went to see John Sham with
some trepidation; they dropped off the
screenplay then promptly left. Shortly
after they got home, they received a
call from Sham inviting them to return
to his office the next day to sign the
contract. Sham recalled reading the
script during a night shoot. He liked
the story tremendously even though
he had 10-odd pages more to go; in
particular, he loved the sentiments
of what he described as ‘a romance
that never was’. As Chow Yun-fat only
had one film contract left with D & B,
which was going to be the company’s
largest investment ever—Magnificent
Warriors (1987), Sham placed Derek

Yee in that role instead, so Chow
could do An Autumn’s Tale.

Mabel Cheung said they were
lucky to have met John Sham. At a
time when the majority of investors
and producers were attaching great
importance to profitability and the
popularity of the cast, Sham judged
a film simply by how enjoyable it was
to watch. ‘For New Wave directors
like us who returned from studies
overseas, we would never have
realised our ambitions without people
with a good eye for talent.’

An Autumn’s Tale grossed HK$20
million at the box office, and bagged
Best Film, Best Screenplay, and Best
Cinematography at the 7th Hong
Kong Film Awards. It was a D & B title
that enjoyed both critical and popular
acclaim. Sham joked his creative input
was zero, that his only contribution
was not interfering. ‘I would ask them
a few questions every now and then.
If they answered wrong, | knew they
had no idea what they were doing. If
they answered right, | left them alone.
It’s their baby. | couldn’t have known
it better than they did. If | made too
many creative suggestions, it would
have hurt the work’s integrity and
derailed it.’

Strong-Handed But Flexible
Executive Producer

Thomas Shin observed that many
people described John Sham
as a strong-handed leader, yet
many creatives were still willing to
collaborate with him, because he



was adept at both soft and tough
tactics. Sham confessed that at times
he was hands-on not only in revising
screenplays but also editing. ‘The
crucial thing is whether | was helping
them and how | could be of help.’

Sham said Final Victory (1987)
had an original ending in which the
triad leader played by Tsui Hark
stabbed his younger ‘brother’ Eric
Tsang to death. “This was not a good
ending of course. It was Tsui Hark who
rang to tell me. | was so shocked that
| almost dropped the phone.” Right
away Sham asked director Patrick
Tam and screenwriter Wong Kar-wai
to come out for a chat. He admitted it
wasn’t easy convincing those two. ‘I
used all possible tactics. We chatted
from 10 at night to 6 the next morning.
Finally | asked Patrick to shoot and
edit a version in accordance with my
idea, then compare it to the original.
If he still thought his was better, then
he was free to use it.” In the end,
Patrick Tam agreed that Sham'’s idea
was better, hence the ending we see
now prevailed. “You can't just criticise
a scene for being no good. It is
meaningless. You need to say how it
can be better. Make suggestions then
have a debate.’

John Chan Koon-chung, the
screenwriter of Hong Kong 1941,
added off-stage that similarly, Hong
Kong 19417 had a scene that never
made it to the screen. Originally, just
before the three protagonists flee by

boat, there is a scene where Chow
Yun-fat and Alex Man try to distract
the Japanese soldiers who have
entered a village and are executing
villagers. But John Sham edited
out this action sequence due to its
incongruous pace, although it was
the most expensive scene to make in
the entire film. ‘This was a very good
decision. It’s the overall effect that
matters.’

‘Can Do’ Spirit of Hong Kong
Filmmakers

Chan Kiu-ying, who started out his
career as a television scriptwriter,
was recruited by his friend John
Sham into D & B shortly after the
founding of the film company. As the
manager of the creative department,
he was responsible for reviewing
and vetting screenplays of large-
scale commercial films. This was a
tortuous task as there were often no
complete screenplays to go by and a
lot of improvisation happened on the
set. ‘For the first time, | realised that
lighting was not done because there
was a scene to be shot, but to free up
time for writing the script.’

John Sham added that the film in
question was It’s a Drink! It’s a Bomb!
(1985) that was initially slotted for an
Easter release. However, Where’s
Officer Tuba? (1986) failed to make the
Christmas slot, as Sammo Hung was
busy with other projects, so they had
to finish It’s a Drink! It's a Bomb! a few
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months early to replace it. This meant
not only having to work overtime, but
dealing with emergencies such as
requesting production manager Chui
Po-chu to find 12 cows in the wee
hours for a scene to be shot a few
hours later, and shooting an outdoor
day scene at night. ‘Director David
Chung was amazing. He used HMI
lights and night turned into day!’

Chan Kiu-ying believed that such
examples of extreme improvisation
might seem frivolous, but they
were highly professional. ‘My most
memorable observation from my
years at D & B was this very Hong
Kong approach to problems, which
completely embodied the Hong
Kongers’ “can do” spirit. | think this is
something filmmaking in Hollywood or
Japan has yet to achieve.’

John Sham said he had a strong
team at D & B: Chan Kiu-ying in the
creative unit; Shu Kei and Manfred
Wong in promotion; Linda Kuk and
Chui Po-chu in production; Terence
Chang in distribution.... He was proud
of them all. Perhaps like-minded
souls do find their way to each other
and this was the secret to D & B’s
success. [Translated by Piera Chen]

Cheung Po-ching is Assistant Curator Il of
the Research & Editorial Unit of the HKFA.

‘How It Got Started’ was conducted in
Cantonese. For the video in full version,
please visit the HKFA's website.
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|, the loner, ran into you
We embarked on an adventure together

My heart suddenly roams free :
Wild from now on and forever

‘You are my Christmas eve i

You make my life a wild, frantic party

Ever since you've become my Christmas_ eve
My eyes have been sparkling' e
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It's a Drink! It's a Bomb! (1985) is another D & B'’s family-friendly production. Boisterous and impulsive, the three protagonists remain
unscathed despite numerous close calls. The idea of a “Trio’ in this film is worlds apart from the ‘ménage a trois’ in Jules and Jim (1962):
Cat (played by Maggie Cheung) is simple and candid; Stewart Pik (played by John Sham) has a brave heart and Bobo Lam (played by
George Lam) is a loyal friend. Instead of Bremen, they are the Hong Kong “Town Musicians’.
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