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This thesis uses a national agency approach to analyze seminal Hong Kong New
Wave wuxia pian films from directors Tsui Hark and Cheng Xiaodong. Martial arts films
are apopular genre of filmsin Hong Kong, and wuxia pian films comprise a unique sub-
genre that use wire-assisted choreography, special effects, and fantasy elements. Hark and
Cheng both began their careers with wuxia pian films and continued to work in that genre
throughout their careers. The popularity and critical acclaim of their filmswithin such a
long standing and traditional genreis significant, and their visual styles have influenced

countless martial arts films from countries all over the world.



Using two films by Hark and three films by Cheng, made between the years of
1979 and 1992, this thesis will analyze the films according to their visud elements,
generic elements, and production elementsin order to assess their contribution to Hong
Kong's national agency. Thisthesis concludes that the wuxia pian films of Hark and
Cheng represent a genre of film unigue to Hong Kong during the 1980s and early 1990s
and that they helped define life in Hong Kong during a period of transition and
uncertainty through their visual elements and inclusion of themes relevant to Hong Kong

audiences.
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[. INTRODUCTION

The fast-paced world of contemporary Hong Kong cinema has produced films that
are exceptionally imaginative. From their emotional spontaneity to their sporadic bursts
of physical action to their ahility to showcase a unique blend of multi-talented performers,
Hong Kong filmsoverflow with dynamism, unparallded action aesthetics, and good old
fashioned violence. Of the films produced, | am particularly drawn to the wuxia pian
films of the Hong Kong New Wave. The Hong Kong New Wave began in 1979, and its
unique visual style and relianceon local themes continued into the early 1990s. Radically
different from the gongfu (kung fu) films of Jackie Chan and Jet Li, wuxia pian films are
temporarily differentiated and defined as action-esque filmsincond stent with red ity.
Eschewing grounded, complex sequences of martid arts interactionsin favor of gravity-
defying scenes of swordplay, wuxia pian films represent what is fantasticdly possible
only in film.

Before delvingtoo far into an andysis of seminal wuxia pian films, it isimportant
to define major terms associated with the genre. Tobegin, the termwuxia pian is difficult
to grasp because of the vari ety of translations. It is often synonymous with swordplay,
martial arts, or chivalry, transations which are not far from the literal meanings of the
individual written Chinese characters (Chan, 2001). Wu refers to aspects of the military or

martial arts (Manser, 1999). Xia, derived from xiake, refers to chivalrousindividuals and



swordsmen in old times (Manser, 1999). Finally, pian istrandated as “a piece of writing”
(Manser, 1999). Therefore, wuxia pian refers more to novels and written stories than
films. However, characteristicsranging from character types to narrativethemes to
descriptions or depictions of gravity-defying martial arts are common in both media.

Considering the trand ations and those film elements established through a strong
relationship with the original stories, this thesis will examine two films from Tsui Hark
and three films from Cheng Xiaodong, both prominent Hong Kong film directors. Their
wuxia pian films premiered a atime when Hong Kong society had to face its
multifaceted nature and desperately needed a voice (Kar, 2001). Therefore, not only are
they seen as adistinct form of martial arts cinema, but they are representative of Hong
Kong during amajor transitional period. Thistransitional period was due to the re-
emergence of the Cantonese dialect in popular culture, Hong Kong's rise on the
international stage, and the looming changeover from British to Chinese rule. The 1997
changeover, decided in 1984 after talks between England and China (Wong, 2004), saw
Hong Kong handed back to China after existing as a British colony for 155 yeas. It was a
major source of anxiety for the residents of Hong Kong (Ching, 1985).
Key Visual Elements

In addition to their importance to Hong Kong, wuxia pian films feature attractive
visual elements aswell. First, as previously mentioned, wuxia pian films differ from
traditional martial arts filmsin that they incorporate fantasy el ements such as magic.
Finally, the action, combined with cinematography and editing, is highly stylized and

incredibly fast. These elements have led to their popularity on an international scale.



Fantasy elements prove to be the most compelling aspects of wuxia pian films.
While they are often based on real people, places, and events, the addition of fantasy into
wuxia pian films gives filmmakers more creative freedom to reframe history in a
culturally based method using genre conventions such as mystical characters and
superhuman abilities. For example, Tsui Hark’s 1983 film Zu.: Warriors from the Magic
Mountain is based on the sacred mountains of Sichuan Province in the Southwestern part
of China, but Hark used the familiar setting as a backdrop from which he launched
criticisms aimed at the current state of Hong Kong politics (Chen, 1996). Similarly, King
Hu’'s 1990 film Swordsman comments on the upcoming handover of Hong Kong from
British to Chinese rule using the Ming Dynasty as its frame of reference (Sanjuro, 2002a).
It isembedded political and cultural references such as these that gve wuxia pian films
added substance, meaning, and importance to their Hong Kong audience.

Wuxia pian films have an unparalleled fantasy-induced visual appeal. As Sarkar
states, “Watching the Swordsman films [atrilogy of wuxia pian films] of the early 1990s
is often a breathtaking experience” (2001, p. 165). The films feature complex storylines
set in the fictional-historic past and are populated with amyriad of culturally-based
characters such as heroic swordsmen, al-powerful eunuchs, and bi-gendered villains. The
paceisfast, and the editing, primarily during fi ght sequences, is quick and often jarring.
While many dismiss these types of films as pure commercia garbage (Bordwell, 2000),
these films are made by filmmakers who are keenly aware of the possibilities of the

medium.



Additionally, there are strong parallels between the filmmaking styles of Hong
Kong New Wave action film directors and the actual physical execution of martia ats.
For example, in analyzing Tsui Hark’ s 1995 wuxia pian film The Blade (Dao), Teo
(2001) comments on its quick cuts and phenomenal sense of speed. Likewise, Teo (2001)
alludesto Hark’ s use of abrupt emotional shifts within his films, noting that this has
brought him hisfair share of detractors and critics. Lastly, Teo (2001) describes Hark’s
use of subjective camera angles during fight scenes to portray the beauty and violence of
martial arts. These filmmaking techniques are the best use of the medium of film to
capture and emul ate human physica action, specificaly gongfis, through dynamic camera
movements and fast-paced editing.

In one sense, films are away to capture action as it occurs in reality. As Bordwell
(2001) explains, Hollywood films often rely on camera tridks to simulate action and
chaos, whereas Hong Kong adion films rely on an actor’ s physical ability to demonstrate
action. In wuxia pian films, the cameraisin constant motion to capture movement in such
away that enhancesits form as well asits physical outcome. In other words, not only isa
particular action showcased, but special attention is paid to the physical performance of
the actor on the receiving end of akick or punch. Cameratricks arenot used to simulate
action, but to enhance the action. Whether employing computer generated imagery, stop
animation, wires, or relying on real stunts, wuxia pian films use a variety of methods to
create their fantasy worlds. In the second sense, wuxia pian films emulate human physical
action through their pacing. Much like martial arts routines punctuated by poses, wuxia

pian films are often frenetic, yet they are punctuated with pauses that consist of sustained



emotional tones. In that way, wuxia pian films are mentally and physically involving
films due to the physical nature in which they areacted, shot, and edited.
Significance

The significance of wuxia pian filmsin cinema cannot be denied. Their
importance can first be seen by looking at China s attempts to duplicate the critical and
financial success of Ang Lees Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon in 2000. Martial arts
films are such a staple and well-known element of Chinese cinema that recent foraysinto
the genre have since been made by Zhang Yimou (Hero, 2002; House of Flying Daggers,
2004; Curse of the Golden Flower, 2006), Feng Xiaogang (The Banquet, 2006), and Chen
Kaige (The Promise, 2005), directors with no prior ex perience in martial arts filmmaking.
Their efforts succeeded in bringing widespread international attention to Chinesecinema
and illustrate tha, as Zhen states, “among all thefilm genres invented and reinvented in
the twentieth century in different parts of theworld, the ‘martial arts' film, withits
foregrounded body |anguage and spectacular visual choreography, is one of thefew
genres with such far-reaching popularity” (2005, p. 52). Assuch, they have greatly
contributed to thetransnational flow of action aesthetics. In addtion to being rooted in
tradition and history, these contemporary martial arts films draw much of their style and
action from the Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian films of Tsui Hark and Cheng
Xiaodong. Cheng, an action choreographer in addition to a director, lent histalentsto dl
three of Yimou's martial arts films. In thisway, Hark and Cheng set the standard for

contemporary and more internaionally successful martial atsfilms.



Thefilms are also important from a purely visual standpoint. According to Kar
(2001), there has been much debate on the significance of Hong Kong New Wave films.
Compared with representative films of the French New Wave, Hong Kong New Wave
cinema, which emerged in 1979, was seen by some as aesthetically stale. This could not
be further from the truth, for, as Kar (2001) illustrates, this new style of filmmaking
ushered in avisual revolution, a hyper-kinetic aesthetic style that was breathtaking and
mesmerizing. Bordwell (2001) credits this new style of action as one that involves rather
than undermines the actor by showcasing the realism of the stunts. Thisisagain in stark
contrast to Hollywood films that rely heavily on computer generated imagery, takingthe
potential power of an actor’s performance and placing it in the hands of visual effeds
technicians. Reliance on physical stunts was also acommercial tool used by Hong Kong
filmmakersto differentiate their films from older Hong Kong films and competing
international films and to attract a wider audience (Bordwell, 2000).

Some Hong Kong action films, however, are not innocent of sidestepping or
faking action scenes. Andrew Lau’s 1998 film The Storm Riders was an exercisein
commercialy viable and believable visual effects. It was followed in 2001 by Tsui Hark’s
remake of his 1983 masterpiece Zu.: Warriors of the Magic Mountain. Called The Legend
of Zu, it also relied heavily on computer generated special effects, including computer
generated humans. The result was acommercial falure (Chung, 2001). Regardless these
two examples are wuxia pian films, based on comic books and martid arts novels
respectively, and the use of technology to enhance the adors performancesis compatible

with fantasy-themed films. In other words, while both Hong Kong New Wave and



contemporary wuxia pian films relied on varying degrees of special effects, it isdonein
the context of fantasy and therefore used to enhance action aesthetics rather than simulate
action.

Furthermore, Sarkar (2001) credits this visual style asimportant to film-based
research of Hong Kong culture. In other words, approaching research using films that
feature stylized and contemporary action choreography set in a stable and culturally
understood past is useful because of the ever-changing and dynamic nature of Hong Kong
itself and because of the territory’ s tumultuous history. Thefilms feature cuturally
understood frames of reference as well as visual styles tha complement Hong Kong
society. Combined with the narrative and visual possibilities of fantasy elements, the
result isaform of self reflexivity on the current state of Hong Kong society that is often
not possi ble with films set in the contemporary, yet unstable, city of Hong K ong.

This leads to the final point of significance, one that gets to the heart of the
importance of Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian films. As products of the Hong Kong
film industry, New Wave wuxia pian films represent Hong Kong society and Hong Kong
culture. Prior to thistime period, films made in Cantonese, the dialect of Chinese spoken
in Hong Kong, had been in a steady state of declinedue to competition from foreign films
and the complete lack of contemporary-minded Hong Kong filmmakers (Kar, 2001). This
changed in 1979 with the emergence of Hong Kong' s film school generation. Kar (2001)
describes Hong Kong New Wave film directors as addressing “thecity’ stensionsin
several Hong Kong films that conveyed a strong sense of the city’ s contemporary

rhythms” (p. 31). Rodriguez (2001) describesNew Wave cinema as specifically related to



the Hong Kong experience despite the films being influenced by world cinema. In other
words, Hong Kongfilms began to offer something that foreign filmscould not - a sense
of national identity reflected in Cantonese-language films.

The significance of Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian films lies both in their
visual presentation and close relaionship with the cosmopolitan culture of Hong Kong in
the 1980s and early 1990s. Additionally, they continue to serve as benchmarks of quality
by which more contemporary wuxia pian films from prominent mainland Chinese
directors have been measured (Zhen, 2005). However, they are primarily significant
because of the role they played in Hong Kong's changing society. As aresult of Hong
Kong beginning to come to terms with its own multicultural nature, prominent
filmmakers used their internationd training and knowledge of filmmaking stylesto create
avisualy unique brand of action which came to represent Hong K ong life through
reliance on fantasy elements, hyper-kinetic action aesthetics, a shared history among
Hong Kong citizens, and Cantonese as a common dialect (Kar, 2001; Lo, 2005;
Rodriguez, 2001; Sarkar, 2001).

Methodology

A national agency approach represents anew and unique way to conduct film
research. As Berry (1998) describes it, this approach viewsfilms as discursivetexts
which contribute to the formation of collective identity and agency. As Hong Kong
during the 1980s faced an identity crisis and uncertainty regarding the future, an
overarching national agency goproach examines how wuxia pian films defined life during

this turbulent time period. Berry (1998) describesit further by relating it to amore



traditional national cinemas approach, stating the two approaches are related in that
national cinemasare the building blocks of a nationd agency. In other words, while films
are products of culture, history, and modes of production (Corrigan, 2001), they are not
simply reactions to time and conditions but are also instrumental in acting to define the
collective experiences of individuals.

Hong Kong films are described as the most commercial filmsin the world as they
must appeal to each member of arelatively small film community (Bordwell, 2000). As
such, they rely on familiar conventions to atract audiences. According to Bordwell
(2000), Hong Kang films during the 1980s were unique in terms of thar visual content,
genre conventions, and production aspects such as casting. These conventions, rather than
acting as constraints, enabled filmmakers to continually re-invent and re-invigorate Hong
Kong cinema (Bordwell, 2000). Directors such as Tsui Hark and Cheng Xiaodong were
famous for their abilities to re-imagine conventions despite working within the Hong
Kong film industry. Therefore, to understand how wuxia pian films defined a national
agency for Hong Kong, it isimportant to analyze their formal elements, genre
conventions, and productions aspeds, athree-tier framework as defined by Bordwell
(2000), using sub-methodologies such as formdism, genre criti cism, and auteur theory.

A formalist approach is useful because film isfirst and foremost an art form. As
Bordwell (2001) explains, form refersto the “overall system of relations that we can
perceive among the elements in thewhole film” (p. 40). Likening it to historical poetics,
Jenkins (1995) desaribes a formalist approach as onethat examines afilm’s motifs,

iconographies and stylistics. It encompasses “ descriptive accounts (how artworks have



been constructed) and prescriptive aguments (how artworks should be constructed)”
(Jenkins, 1995, p. 100). As such, formdism is alimiting approach in itself, leaving little
room to account for the subtleties of a film not found in itsvisual form. This goproach is
necessary, however, because wuxia pian films have distinct formal elements. They can be
examined from avisual standpoint by looking both at individual parts of the mise-en-
scene aswell as how they work together to create unique works of art. Wuxia pian films,
for example, can be individually examined from the perspective of costumes, use of
color, settings and locations, styles of martial arts, and recurring themes. Texts will
therefore be analyzed in part according to their form, with a greater emphasis on how the
formal elements combine to create a style of filmmaking which defines the Hong Kong
experience.

Formalismis closely related to the idea of genre, because, as Zhen states, “the
birth of a genre is more about the production of form than content” (2005, p. 57).
Whereas formalism is more focused on film as a general art form, a genre goproach
allows aresearcher to focus on specific formal elements that define a group of films as
being distinct and separate from others. Bordwd| (2000) claims tha genres are dosely
tied to familiarity and conventions, strengthening their relationship to a particular naion
and its history. Genres are also closely related to the idea of narrative economy, or the
reusing of story elements and icons for the purpose of quickly producing films. As
Hutchings (1995) states, this practice not only solidified genrefilms, but it was smply a
byproduct of the business of filmmaking. Theorists such as Andre Bazin, however, saw

genres as a combination of the mythic and the historic rather than agroup of films with
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similar formal elements (Hutchings, 1995). For the purposes of thisthesis then, films will
be analyzed according to genre conventions as well as their evolution from a mytho-
historical perspective in order to understand both how conventions of wuxia pian films
are strongly related to Hong Kong and how they have changed in order to suit amore
local audience.

Going further than an examination of the films' formd and generic dements will
be afocus on Tsui Hark and Cheng Xiaodong as auteurs. Auteur theory, accordng to
Hollows and Jancovich (1995), seeks to understand how filmmakers can retain their own
distinct styles while working within larger film industries. Thisis an essential sub-
methodology to thisthesis asit takes creative control out of the hands of more abstract
entities, such as nations, and placesit in the hands of filmmakers. As such, filmmaking is
acombination of deliberate choices during every phase of production that helps shape a
national agency. Auteur theory s limitation, however, comes from the idea that
filmmakers rarely have complete control over their films, except in rare drcumstances
(Corrigan, 2001). Both Hark and Cheng were strong creative forces in Hong Kong during
the 1980s. Their experience enabled them to create unique films that served amore local
audience and defined Hong K ong’' s nationd agency.

This thesis will examine how New Wave wuxia pian films contributed to the
national agency of Hong Kong during the 1980s and early 1990s. In writing specifically
about Hong Kong films, Bordwell (2000) singles them out for their visual content, genre
conventions, and production aspects. Therefore, using Bordwell’ s (2000) three-tier

structure as aframework for analysis, sub-methodologies induding formalism, genre
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criticism, and auteur theory will be used to explain how wuxia pian films, a distinct
national cinema of Hong Kong, contributed to alarger national agency during Hong
Kong's period of transition and uncertai nty.

Texts

Though his film output has lessened since the 1997 handover of Hong Kong to
China, Tsui Hark remains avisible figure in the Hong Kong film world. Hark worked as
an actor and assumed multiple responsibilities behind the camera as director, writer, and
producer in multiple genres ranging from romantic comedies to contemporary action
filmsto period martia arts films since his directorial debut in 1979 with The Butterfly
Murders. Heis an intensely visual filmmaker, credited by Bordwell (2005) as having the
ability to utilize international filmmaking trends to enhance his own style. His foraysinto
the wuxia pian genre have produced entertaining, important, and classic works.

The Butterfly Murders premiered at atime when international filmmaking trends
had begun influencing recent graduates of film schools as well as young filmmakers
working in television in Hong Kong. Bordwell and Thompson (2001) refer to The
Butterfly Murders as a“futuristic wuxia pian” (p. 657). Kar (2001) describesit asan
amalgamation of Japanese manga (comic books), Hollywood science fiction, and
traditional Chinese themes, referring to it as afresh take on an old genre. The story
revolves around mysterious deaths at Shum Castle, deaths which appear to be caused by
butterflies. These events prompt investigations by various martial arts clans, putting them
in danger of thefilm’strue villain. Like many films of the genre, the villain’s hope isto

eliminate all other warrior clansand become the number one practitioner of martial ats.
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Though rough by the standards set by later films, The Butterfly Murders represents the
true beginning of Hong Kong New Wave themes and action aesthetics.

Hark soon refined his style and directed Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountainin
1983. The film, as explained by Teo (2001), is an attempt at a national style of cinema
duetoitsalusionsto traditional film genres, but its climate of influence and production
(the 1960s to the 1980s) assures that the film remains rooted in contemporary Hong Kong
society. Thisis echoed by Lo (2005) who describes the film’ s breakneck speed and rapid-
fire editing as products of a Hong Kong in chaos and transition. Like The Butterfly
Murders beforeit, Zu again stresses the pointlessness of clan feuds, though from a much
more humorous perspective, amidst more sophisticated specia effects and action
choreography. The film’s opening battle can only be described as color-coded, as
hundreds of warriors converge on a battlefield wearing brightly colored uniforms to
signify their clan allegiance. Rather than concern themselves with trivial clan feuds, the
film’s heroes unite to destroy an ever-growing evil force.

Similar to Hark, Cheng Xiaodong peforms a variety of film-related duties,
including actor, director, producer, writer, stunt performer, and action choreographer. He
is credited alongside Hark as one of the prime filmmakers responsible for revitalizing the
wuxia pian genre, transforming it for the new cosmopolitan Hong Kong society (Lo,
2005; Sarkar, 2001). He often worked alongside Hark, usually as director or action
choreographer, and their collaborations have produced some of the most memorable and

dizzying wuxia pian filmsin Hong Kong film history.
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Duel to the Death (1983) marked the directoria debut of Cheng Xiaodong. The
film centers around an upcoming match between master swordsmen from Japan and
Chinaand is an amazing mixture of actua physical abilities and highly stylized, wire-
enhanced acrabatics. Interestingly, there is little written about Duel to the Death. This
lack of research undermines its importance as a saminal wuxia pian film. Though its cast
isentirely composed of Chineseactors, itsJapan versus China themeis evident of a
larger transnational flow of cultural forms (Morris, 2004). In this case, Cheng utilizes
action aesthetics from Japanese chambara (samurai) films, but with a decidedly unique
twist that is highly bombastic.

A Chinese Ghost Story (1987), produced by Tsui Hark, deviates from the dizzying
masculinity set forth in Duel to the Death, opting instead for a slightly more subdued
wuxia pian film that revolvesaround a man’s love affair with a female ghost.
Nevertheless, Bordwell and Thompson (2001) describe the film as *an extravaganza of
supernatural martial arts’ (p. 657). More so than that, however, the film represents a
balanced mise-en-scene with al of the visual elements equally represented in the finished
film (Yau, 2001). Finaly, like other films before it, 4 Chinese Ghost Story is a perfect
blend of international film styles and Hong Kong sensibilities and is both uniquely Hong
Kong in nature yet appealing to ather cultures. An(2001) describes the film'sinter-Asia
appeal as the major factor for itssuccess in other Asian countries during the 1980s.

Lastly, Swordsman II (1992) premiered near the end of Hong Kong's New Wave,
providing one last breath for wuxia pian films (Sanjuro, 2002b). Also produced by Hark,

Swordsman II continues the familiar theme of warring clans. Gaining power with each
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victory istheman known as Asiathe Invincible played by actress Brigitte Lin. To gan
ultimate power from the Sacred Scrolls, Asia must castrate himself. Thisloss of sexual
identity isinterpreted in a multitude of ways. Sarkar (2001) views amputations and
castrations in Swordsman II and other films of the genre as narrative representations of
apprehension toward future rel ations between the People’ s Republic of China, Hong
Kong, and Taiwan. Teo (2001) takes a more gendered approach, viewing Asia's
transmutation as apositive changein which he/she becomes both a sexually desirable
figure for men and an image of power for women. These complex themes involving
identity, gender, and cultural norms speak to the maturity of the genre by the 1990s in the
capable hands of Cheng and Hark.

Altogether, these texts both represent Hong Kong during the 1980s and early
1990s and visually and thematically reflect on Hong Kong’ s fast-paced lifestyle and
feelings of uncertainty and anxiety. The selection of texts covering a 13 year period
ensures, as Corrigan (2001) advises, that one can argue for ardationship between a group
of films and a specific culture. The wuxia pian films of Tsui Hark and Cheng Xiaodong
feature similar themes that, when taken as awhole, represent a culturally specific genre
unique to Hong Kong. Their stories, while often based on real peopleand events, exist in
the imaginary jianghu world, aso known as the world of martial arts As such, characters
often possess fantastic martial arts abilities which are portrayed using avariety of special
effects techniques. Finaly, they represent a uniquely Hong Kong genre due to their choice

of language, cultural elements, and sense of speed, both in their editing and action

choreography.
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Literature Review

The wuxia pian genre includes awide variety of filmsthat stretch as far back as
China sfilm industry. They are based both on historical events and novels aswell as
more contemporary martial arts novels. It is a uniquely Chinese genre whose Chineseness
is enhanced by the history involved not only in the adaptation of such storiesinto films,
but also in the production aspects of the films. As Hollywood standardized all aspects of
filmmaking into distinct groups, so too did the Chinese and Hong Kong film industries
come to rely on experts highly skilled in all aspects of adtion choreography including
choreographing individual fight scenes, performing stunts, and operating wires to enhance
the fantastic elements of wuxia pian films (Wu & Chan, 2002).

The first wuxia pian film iswidely believed to be The Burning of the Red Lotus
Temple, adapted from a popular novel and filmed in 1928 by Zhang Shichuan
(Gravestock, 2006). Not only was it the first to combine martial arts with concepts of
magic, but it alsofeatured early uses of special effects. As Zhen (2005) daborates, this
film, along with 240 other wuxia pian films produced between 1928 and 1932, were
instrumental in establishing fledding film industries and instilling in people the benefits
of practicing martial arts. Though thisinitial surge of martial artsfilmswas relativdy
short-lived, itsimpact lasted for decades to come. Perhaps its most notable innovation for
Chinese film was its manipulation of the body (Zhen, 2005). Prior to thistime,
performances were very restrained and elegant. Early martial arts films showed bodiesin
motion and were popular as aresult of the powerful image they created of Chinese

culture.
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The genre went through significant changesin the 1950s and 1960s, finally
maturing in the 1960s with the advent of new film technologies that allowed filmmakers
to more realistically portray superhuman feats of strength and agility. Chief among these
filmmakers was King Hu, director of such filmsas4 Touch of Zen (1969) and Come
Drink With Me (1966). The former, recognized with the Technical Grand Prize at the
1975 Cannes Film Festival, was also instrumental in setting many conventions of the
genre still prevalent today. It was dso one of many films that demonstrated HU' s use of
Chinese history in enhancing the impact of hisfilms (Lu, 2005). The latter featured the
debut performance of actress Cheng Peipei as the famous character Golden Swallow,
establishing the importance and strength of female charactersin the martial arts world.
King Hu' s films conti nue to serve as reference points for up-and-comi ng wuxia pian
directors. AngLe€e s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon contains many visual references to
earlier genre films. The treetop fight in the bamboo forest between Chow Y unfat and
Zhang Ziyi isan alusion to Hu's film 4 Touch of Zen while Zhang Ziyi’s brawl in the
restaurant strongly echoes HU's Dragon Gate Inn (Lu, 2005).

Wuxia pian films took on other forms during this time. Renowned director Zhang
Che specialized in chivalry films with hyper-masculine themes. His films, with thar
depictions of violence, extreme brotherhood, and homoerotic undercurrents, were strong
influences on contemporary directors like John Woo. Additionally, the action, in
comparison to later directors like Tsui Hark and Cheng Xiaodong, is rhythmic in that it
follows a set beat to maintain a consigent speed. As such, the action choreography is

focused on showcasing the physical execution of practical martial arts styles (Lo, 2005).
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The films that are important to this thesis are Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian
films that came into being during the late 1970s and continued throughout the 1980s and
early 1990s. As Rodriguez (2001) explains, this period was marked by a burst of creative
energy and the fusion of international film styles to create something unique. More
specifically, it was during thisperiod of expansionand creativity that Hong Kong became
heavily influenced by Hollywood and the Japanese film industry. AsY eh and Davis
(2002) state, theHong Kong film industry began to look primarily to Japan as a business
model and an ided source for both thematic influences and onscreen and offscreen talent.
This stream of influence is not one way, however. Morris (2004) details the long history
of action cinema as atransnational product, involving the sharing of both talent and
techniques. Bordwell (2005) agrees with this transnational flow, but credits many Hong
Kong New Wave directors for being able to spin international influencesto their own
style. One of those directorsis Tsui Hark. Not only was Hark influenced by international
film styles, but he was heavily invested in both past and present Hong Kong film culture
(Teo, 2001). Thiswastrue of all New Wave action directors, including such famous
filmmakers as Cheng Xiaodong and Y uen Kwai.

In contrast to directors like Zhang Che, Tsui Hark, and Cheng Xiaodong who
worked with period wuxia pian films, John Woo utilized wuxia pian sensibilitiesin
contemporary action films. His films 4 Better Tomorrow (1986), A Better Tomorrow II
(1987), The Killer (1989), Bullet in the Head (1990), and Hard Boiled (1992) feature
hyper-masculine characters like those found in Zhang Che' s films, but their weapons of

choice are guns rather than swords or their own fists. What really connects his films to
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traditional wuxia pian films, however, are familiar character types. Like Hark, Woo
“intercut[s] shots displaying different rates of slow motion . . . . owes a debt to the
tradition of amplifying an action’s emotional overtones by playing with speed of motion”
(Bordwell, 2001, p. 89). Not only do they serve to amplify the emotions, but thissame
tactic is used to create an emotiond connection between the viewer and the heroic
characters onscreen.

More recently, mainland Chinese directors like Zhang Yimou and Cheng Kaige,
both renowned for their social dramas and politically critical films, have directed wuxia
pian-esque films after Ang Lee's Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon became an
international sensation thanks to its transnational sensibilities and pan-Asian cast (L u,
2005). Contrary to the films of Hark and Cheng, which were ableto fuse Hong Kong
sensibilities with a culturally understood past, the Chineseness in Crouching Tiger,
Hidden Dragon comes less from taking on important and contemporary Chinese themes
and more from surf ace features and perfunctory alusionsto the films of King Hu. In
contrast, Zhang Yimou's film Hero was controversial because of his appearing to justify
hundreds of years of Chinese despotism and violence. His clear political references
resonated, for better or worse, with many Chinese viewers, whereas the film’ s striking
visua swereits primary sdling point on aninternationa scale (Maio, 2006). Findly,
Cheng Kaige's more recent offering titled The Promise did little to improve on Zhang
Yimou’'s attempts. Described by Maio (2006) as “amovie that will likely leave most

audience members, from Shanghai to Chicago, scratching their heads in bafflement and
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disappointment” (p. 155), The Promise is an overwrought, effects-filled attempt at
appealing to both Chinese and international audiences without regard for either group.

Two other important filmsin the wuxia pian genre are Tsu Hark’s The Blade
(1995) and Seven Swords (2005). A loose remake of Zhang Che's The One-Armed
Swordsman (1967), The Blade revolves around the jianghu world asit is seen through the
eyes of afemale spectator. It is very much adark vision of amulticultural China at odds
with local sensibilities, in essence reflecting an incompatibility between
Chinesenessitradition and a mainland China playing host to multiple groups of foreigners
(Teo, 2001). As Teo (2001) alludes, it is a deconstruction of wuxia pian films, operating
as a post-modern critique of the genre. Through unbelievably fast fight scenes and the
omnipotent status of the female storyteller, the world of jianghu becomes more of an
abstract and unredlistic state of mind rather than a culturally understood concept.

Hark countered his own dark vision 10 years later when he directed Seven Swords.
With little attention in academic research, Seven Swords has not been properly analyzed
as awuxia pian film. That prosped, however, is beyond the scope of this thesis. While
the action issimilar in visual style to The Blade, the film once again features the theme of
internal strife among groups. In the film, a government dearee places a ban on the practice
of martial arts and promises rewards to those who cut off the heads of thoseillegally
practicing martial arts, persuading disparate individuals to come together in an €fort to
subdue a powerful warrior clan. Seven Swords isthematically areturn to form for Hark as

he once again tackles the problems facing the relationship between Hong Kong and China
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and the fate of Hong Kong society as awhole. Visually, however, the film labors under a
slow pace and longer running time.
Research Questions

As many researchers have pointed out, Hong Kong during the 1980s and 1990s
was highly influenced by anumber of other cultures and the film industry was influenced
by international film styles (Lo, 2005; Morris, 2004). However, directors like Tsui Hark
and Cheng Xiaodong were ableto produce representative Hong Kong films by creatively
using international influences. For example, Bordwell (2001) refers to expressive
amplification and intense cinematic expression, or Hong Kong cinema' s ability to
magnify the most arousing sections of action scenes for dramatic effect. This point leads
to my first research question:

RQ1: How do Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian films, highly influenced by
internationd filmmaking styl es, mai ntain a Hong Kong identi ty?

However, there are a number of skeptics of Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian
films. Lo (2005) sees the frequent over-reliance on special effects and increasing
computer technology as creating avoid of Chineseness. Rather than showcasing the
abilities of actors and action performers, specia effects take the lead and speak to a
gradual virtualization of Chinese martia arts. To Lo, the very element that differentiated
Hong Kong cinema from other film industries, namely its action aesthetics, has now
become its own downfall as special effects can render anyone a martial artist. However,

as Sarkar (2001) explains, the films neverthel ess tackle important themes, usually related
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to Hong Kong’ srelationship with Chinese authority and search for an identity. These
points lead to my second research question:
RQ2: How did New Wave wuxia pian films, with their reliance on local themes and
specia effectsto create a fantasy world, contribute to Hong Kong' s national agency in the
1980s and early 1990s?

Considering these research questions, this thesis will attempt to examine how
Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian films from Tsui Hark and Cheng Xiaodong
contributed to Hong Kong' s national agency. Of Tsui Hark’sfilms, The Butterfly
Murders (1979) and Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountain (1983) will be used as
representative texts. Of Cheng Xiaodong's films, Duel to the Death (1983), A Chinese

Ghost Story (1987), and Swordsman 11 (1992) will be examined.
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[l. LITERATURE REVIEW

Hong Kong cinema has had a tumultuous history given its proximal, political, and
cultural relationship to mainland China as well as its status as a British colony and a hub
of international influences. Y au (2001) succinctly sums up Hong Kong s position in both
the film world as well as the global economic world by describing the dty as the former
epicenter of United States-Asian relations since the end of World War I1. This position
was cause for anxiety prior to the 1997 changeover from British to Chinese rule.
According to Ching (1985), Chinaheld the position tha Hong Kong wasnever a separde
territory and that China had a sovereign right to Hong Kong. Ching (1985) also explains
that anxiety among Hong Kongresidents related to mainland China as a Communist
country. As many residents wereborn in China after the Communist Revolution of 1949,
there was a strong element of distrust toward Communist China. Residents were even
distrustful of British authority as negotiations between England and Chinawere held in
secret and without Hong Kong representation (Ching, 1985).

This anxiety extended into other institutions as well. Conner (1997) explains that
stipulations regarding the makeup of the Hong Kong legal system following the transition
would leave the door open for Chinese influencein local courts. Also as aresult of the
looming changeover, land values and stock prices plunged. Business owners weare facing

economic despair and afalling Hong Kong dollar and thus attempted to relocate to other
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countries (Ching, 1985; So, 1997). These examplesillustrate that feelings of distrust and
anxiety werefreguent in Hong Kong prior to the 1997 changeove from British to
Chineserule.

In terms of the film industry, the primary factor contributing to the slow growth of
film in Hong Kong is language. Although it sharesiits history with China, Hong Kong
residents primarily speak Cantonese, alocal dialect comparatively different from standard
Mandarin Chinese. The Hong Kong cinema scene was dominated for years by Mandarin-
language films and imports from Jgpan and the United States (Kar, 2001), effectively
limiting Hong Kong cinema’ s ability to communicate a shared redlity among Hong Kong
citizens through the use of their language and culture. This statement takes on greaer
importancein light of Carey’s definition of communication as “the process by which
reality is produced, maintained, repaired, and transformed” because of the power of
language within a mass communication context (1989, p. 23).

In order to provide a cultural context in which Hong Kong cinema devel oped, this
literature review describes the evolution of the Hong Kong film industry starting with the
introduction of film technology to the region. With the subsequent addition of sound to
Chinese cinema, a clash developed between various spoken Chinese dialects. Due to the
huge market for Mandarin films in mainland China as well as governmental policies
restricting imports, there was arelatively low number of Cantonese-language films
produced after the onset of sound in cinema (Fonoroff, 1997). After 1949, Cantonese-

language films enjoyed two major periods of resurgence, the first occurring in the 1950s
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when filmmakers began to tackle local Hong Kong issues and the second occurring in the
1970s when Hong Kong began to emerge as a magjor economic force (Kar, 2001).

Separating the history of Hong Kong cinemainto these broad time periodsis
useful because the 1949 Communist Revolution represents amajor shift in East Asian
politics and Hong Kong cinema, prior to 1949, simply did not enjoy the combination of
creative talent, money, and autonomy tha was characteristic of more developed film
industries, such as Hollywood. After 1949, however, Hong Kong dnema enjoyed periods
of heightened success. Upon recognition of the viability of Cantonese-language films,
filmmakers in the 1970s began to cater to the tastes of local audienceswith a keen sense
for international marketability (Ho, 2001; Kar, 2001; Rodriguez, 2001). As aresult, more
diverse films were produced, including martial arts films, sophisticated urban comedies,
social dramas, action films, and crime dramas.

Hong Kong Cinema Before 1949

As with other film industries around the world, the Hong Kong film industry owes
its beginnings tointernational exhihitors and entrepreneurs. The first Hong Kong film is
widely believed to be Stealing a Roast Duck (1909), directed by Leung Siu-Po and
produced by American filmmaker Benjamin Brodsky, prolific in east Asiaas an early film
pioneer and a director of early Chinese, Hong Kong, and Japanese films (Kar & Bren,
2000). Subsequent Hong Kong films consisting of filmed operas, martial arts
demonstrations, acrobatics, and peep shows, composed a cinema of attractions. Belton
(2005) defines acinema of attradions from a Westem perspective asfilmed acts,

primitive trick films, and exhibitionist films that were part of alarger performance.
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Farquhar and Berry (2005) state that theseearly films represented the next logical step for
Hong Kong popular entertainment which had close ties to Cantonese opera and martial
arts. While seen as an entertaining novelty, Hong Kong'’ s cinema of attractionsalso
functioned as mass dissemination of culture and ideology to an increasingly larger
audience. In essence, film allowed elements of Hong Kong history and culture to be
packaged in a more dynamicfashion and disseminated to wider audiences.

Despite the filming of Hong Kong productions from the beginning of the 20"
century, the fledgling film industry met with early resistance due to a preferencefor the
Mandarin dialect of Chinese. Prior to 1949, the Hong Kong film industry was dominated
by Mandarin-language productions due to demand, demographics, and political pressure.
Considering McQuail’s (2000) and Baran and Davis' (2006) characterizations of mass
communication as having the ability to act as a cultural voice, then it follows that Hong
Kong and its people were virtually invisible given the pressures to make Mandarin-
language films and the goal of mainland Chinato marginalize more local cultures and art
forms. Beforegoing in depth regarding factors which led to Mandarin-language film
dominance, it isimportant to first understand what influenced Hong K ong productions.
Influences on Early Hong Kong Films

As early Hollywood films were i nfluenced by live performances such as stage
plays and vaudeville, early Hong Kong films were heavily influenced by Chinese art
formsincluding Cantonese opera and martia arts. By the time film technology reached
Hong Kong, liveopera performances were a wd|-established art form. As Chan states,

Cantonese operais “the most traditional performing art in Hong Kong” (2005, p. 167).
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Chen (1995) provides more specific statistics, stating that traditional Chinese operaas a
whole began ove 2,000 yeas ago, beforethe unification of China. Considering its
longstanding status as a popular art form in greater China, it is no surprise that opera
singers were the first true film stars and celebrities (Y eh, 2003). From avisual and action
standpoint, Cantonese and Chinese operas provided the foundation for wha Bordwell
(2001) calls “expressive amplification of action” (p. 86). In other words, precisely staged
and choreographed visual and audible action is used to sell performances and draw
viewersinto the story. This style of acting carried to film, creating what Farquhar and
Berry (2005) consider a unique and importart art form.

On the whole, the prevalence of operain Chinese history can dso be seenin the
sheer variety of opera styles that vary according to dialect and local musical forms (Chan,
2005). Farquhar and Berry (2005) state that opera existed in many forms and that
audiences werenot necessarily homogenous. Whether based on venues such as teahouses,
geographical location, position within the socia hierarchy, or locd dialect, audiences
varied. Asaudiences varied, so too did the operatic form vary and evolve to include
specific and readily identifiable narratives and dialects. For example, in describing aform
of opera called Huaguxi, native to the South Central region of Chinain Hunan province,
Chen (1995) states that Huaguxi opera began with local farmers dancing in festivities
during Spring Festivals. What began as a purely visual art form without stories or
characters gradually evolved into music and dance-driven narratives that relied on Hunan
slang and identifiable characters to increase and maintain popularity with audiences

(Chen, 1995). Theevolution of operain general coincided with the introduction of film
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technology, producing a uni que art form that focused on “Chinese people seeing a
Chinese art form” (Farquhar & Berry, 2005, p. 29), atrend which continued with the
introduction of martial arts films.

Considering the transnational appeal of action cinemaand China s long history of
the practice of martial arts, it is natural that martial arts stories and practitioners
successfully made the transition to film in Hong Kong. Although martial arts havelong
been related to military strategy dating back to before the unification of China (Kei, Chu,
& Foerster, 1994), their appearance in narrative Chinese cinema actually did not occur
until 1928 with The Burning of the Red Lotus Temple, directed by Zhang Shichuan
(Gravestock, 2006; Kei, Chu, & Foerster, 1994). Based on a popular nove, it set the stage
for novel-based martial arts filmsinvolving early forms of special effects, wire-assisted
martial arts, and magical story elements. It proved to be enormously popula with
audiences, combining classical martia arts stories with hybridized action choreography
for itstime.

Despite the populaity of this and subsequent filmsof the same style, martial arts
films were the subject of contention within the KMT (also called the Kuomintang, or
Nationalist Government). In order to push an image of China as a modern society and
highlight social issues, fantasy martial arts films were censored or banned, resulting in a
drought of martial arts filmsin mainland China (Kei, Chu, & Foerster, 1994). In Hong
Kong, however, there was a huge audience for fantasy martial arts films throughout the
1930s due to the local film industry being the sole producer of such films. Following the

Communist Revolution in 1949 and the emergence of a multicultural and economically
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strong Hong Kong, there was a desire to produce more “redlistic’ martial arts films (Fore,
2001; Kei, Chu, & Foerster, 1994; Lim, 2003). Among the most popular films were
stories about real life figure Wong Fei-hung, a martial artist and doctor whose nameand
exploits were the subject of newspaper serials after his death in 1924 (Fore, 2001). The
first of dozens of Wong Fei-hung films was made in 1949 with Kwan Tak-hing as Fei-
hung. Despite theamateurish nature of these films (Bordwell, 2003), the result was a
stabilizing force in that these films alluded to a common historical past and demonstrated
the physical beauty and power of Chinese martial arts through elaborate choreography
and the strong presence of actor Kwan T ak-hing.

From a gender perspective, matial arts films have also been essential in
showcasing the drength of femde characters Palmer and Lau (2003) look at these female
characters from a unique perspective, describing their importart role in martial artsfilm
history not as a reaction to male dominance, but as a continuation of traditional martial
arts sagas. Elaborating further, Palmer and Lau (2003) state that female heroines have a
long history in Chinese popular culture from the earliest novels and martial arts movies
made in Shanghai. Furthermore, the transnationd appeal of womenin martial arts films
can be seen in the cult-like status that many contemporary stars such as Brigitte Lin,
Maggie Cheung, and Michelle Y eoh have attained on an international scale, whether or
not they are formally trained martial artists (Desser, 2003).

Regardless of gender, part of the appeal of the goplication of martial artsin early
Hong Kong productions is the manipulation of the body. Bordwell (2001) states that from

very early onin Hong Kong cinema, the position and movement of the body in action
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sequences have been essential infurther drawing audiences into thestory worlds Thisis
due to the rhythm and editing of action scenes tha showcase action rather than imply
action has taken place. In other words, action scenes, specifically body movements, are
filmed and edited in such away that action and reaction are foregrounded with concern
for the overall pacing of the film as well as audience enjoyment.

With operaand martial arts films, Chinese audiences in general were finally able
to see Chinese people perform Chinese art forms. In the beginning of the 20" century, the
predominant image of Chinese people in the West was tha of ignorant pessants,
criminals, or drug users (Goldstein, 1999; Xiao, 1997). Thisimage filtered into China
and Hong Kong because early film exhibition primarily consisted of Hollywood imports
that depicted Chinese characters as negative stereotypes such as drug addicts or
dangerous, violent people (Farquhar & Berry, 2005; Kei, Chu, & Foerster, 1994; Xiao,
1997). For example D. W. Griffith’s 1919 film Broken Blossoms: The Yellow Man and
the Girl tellsthe story of a Buddhi st missionary from China, played by American stage
actor Richard Barthelmess, who comes to Americato expound the teachings of Buddha.
While the film acts as a commentary on racism and intolerance in America, it
nevertheless furthered Chinese stereotypes first and foremost by having a White actor
portray a Chinese character. This casting decision marginalized Asians and furthered their
invisible status in society. The character of the Chinaman often spends histime in an
opium parlor, furthering the stereotype of Asians as drug addicts. Another film, the
Harold Lloyd vehicle Welcome Danger, was screened in Shanghai in 1930 and

subsequently sparked protests due to its racist depiction of Chinese characters as “stupid,
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ridiculous, and uncouth” (Xiao, 1997, p. 38). As areallt, feelings of Chinese nationaliam
swept over the film industry, eradicating subversive portrayals of Chinese people and
instilling in audiences a sense of unity and pride in traditional art forms.

Political Pressure and the Language Issue

Despite being a colony of the British empire for 155 years, Hong Kong was
susceptible to film regulations and censorship laws st forth by the Nationalist Party in
mainland China. Officialy established in 1912, the KM T was set on preserving
traditional values related to nationalism and the livelihood of the people According to
Xiao (1997), there was dso adesireby the KMT to start Chinaon the road to moderni ty.
In order to maintain integrity through film, an increasingly popular leisure activity since
itsintroduction, the KM T banned importing Cantonese-language films beginning in the
early 1930s and severely li mited Western imports from the United States and Europe (Lu
& Yeh, 2005). According to Abend (1933), foreign imports were allowed so long as they
did not conflict with the principles of the KMT and could function as useful propaganda
tools. In this sense, the KMT actively censored films that were deemed leftist or
humiliating to Chinese people (UCSD, 2003; Xiao, 1997). These included fantasy martial
arts films, degrading comedies and Cantonese-language filns.

The KMT’ s policy on both foreign and domestic films was essentially areaction
to the early dominance of Hollywood filmsin China. In addition to the negative depiction
of Chinese charactersin Hollywood films and mass media (Farquhar & Berry, 2005; Kel,
Chu, & Foerster, 1994; Xiao, 1997), the dominance of English language productions

ensured a greater dissemination of Western values than traditional Chinese and Confucian
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values of filial piety, unity, and cultural awareness. As Lu and Y eh (2005) explain it,
language creates unity. Considering that oneof the core tenets of the KMT was to foster
unity among Chinese citi zens, a push to develop domestic production and limit foreign
competition was a byproduct of its sense of nationalism.

The push for national unity through Mandarin-anguage standardization cast a
shadow over Hong Kong cinema for decades, both in terms of language and personnel.
While Hong Kong was able to produce Cantonese-language operas and wuxia pian films
for film-hungry Hong Kong audiences in the early 1930s (Teo, 1997), this resurgence was
short-lived due to political strifein mainland China. Following the Japanese occupation
of Shanghai during World War I1, China s filmmakers emigrated to Hong Kong and
began producing Mandarin-language films. Except for a singe Japanese produced
propaganda film that depicted the taking of Hong Kong (Teo, 1997), film production shut
down during the Japanese occupation of Hong Kong. Political strife continued after
World War 11 in the form of the Chinese Civil War between the emergng Chinese
Communist Party and the strugding KMT, increasing the number of Shanghainese
filmmakers who fled to Hong Kong and transformed the city into the capital of Mandarin-
language filmmaking (Rodriguez, 2001). It was not until the Communist Revolution of
1949 that Hong Kong filmmakers began making Cantonese-language films that catered to
local audiences

Hong Kong Cinema After 1949
The Communist Revolution of 1949 signaled a major shift in East Asian culture.

This shift had such aresounding impact that Chiao (1991) credits 1949 as the year that
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gave birth to the Hong Kong film industry due to the influx of mainland filmmakers
fleeing to Hong Kong from the new Chinese Communist Party. They brought with them
more sophisticated filmmaking techniques and a host of personnel familiar with all
elements of filmmaking. Furthermore, Chan (2005) states that Hong Kong underwent
massive industrialization during the 1950s due to multiple trade embargos against China
by the United States and the United Nations and the financial support that Hong Kong
provided to the deteriorating British economy. This view of the begnning of Hong Kong
cinema can a'so be seen in the avalable academic research detaling Hong Kongfilm
history before 1949 which tends to focus on afew popular genres and the effects of
regional politics on film output as opposed to cultural analyses of films and popular
performers as they related to a Hong Kong independent of mainland China.

Thislack of research, however, is not due to disinterest in early Hong Kong
cinema but isinstead the result of disregard for film preservation. According to Fonoroff
(1997), Japanese occupiers in Hong Kong destroyed many existing copies of Hong Kong
filmsto extract their silver nitrate for the purpose of making ammunition and explosives.
Theresult is confusion over the number of pre-World War |1 Hong Kong films that were
made. According to afilmography compiled by the Hong Kong Film Archive in 2006,
there were roughly 900 Hong K ong productions made prior to 1949, but the actual
number of films still in existence today is believed to be much smaller. Thislack of film
production and appreciation changed with Hong Kong' s economic growth and acquisition
of filmmaking talent following the Communist Revolution. The film culture that resulted

eventually paved the way for Hong Kong cinema’ s most successful yearsin the lae 1970s
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and 1980s. As Blake (2003) states, Hong Kong eventually came to be known as the
Hollywood of the East, producing the third highest output of films behind Indiaand the
United Statesin its most productive years.
The First Golden Age of Hong Kong Cinema

With the finality of the Communist Revolution and the end of World War 11 and
Japanese occupation, filmmakers within Hong Kong were free to restart film production.
However, with the recent flood of mainland Chinese into Hong Kong, film production
essentialy split into Mandarin and Cantonese productions (Kar, 2001; Lo, 2005). In
addition, Cantonese-language films had to contend with imports from Japan and the
United States. Nevertheless, local films became very successful in part dueto the political
structure of Hong Kong. While the film industries of nearby China and Taiwan weretied
to the state, Hong Kong cinema remained largely independent due to the laissez-faire
policies of the British empire (Chan, 2005). Filmmakers were therefore free to operate
with flexible accumulation, defined by Y eh and Davis (2002) as a mode of production
that does not rely on vertical integration. In other words, production is decentralized and
conducted on a product-by-product basis. As such, filmmakers enjoyed a sense of
autonomy and were able to quickly produce films without interference from a central
power structure.

Recognizing the need to forge a national identity, Hong Kong filmmakers and
performers founded the Zhonglian Company to produce Cantonese-language films (Kar,
2001). With the ability to quickly produce films, Cantonese filmmakers found successin

the 1950s and early 1960s with Cantonese opera films, martial arts and wuxia pian films,
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and family melodramas (Kar, 2001). Popular examples of postwar wuxia pian films
include The Six Fingered Lord of the Lute (1965) and Sacred Fire, Heroic Wind (1966),
both making use of hand-drawn animation and specia effects (Lim, 2003). Aswith more
realistic martial arts films, wuxia pian films were produced in record numbers, saturating
both domestic and international markets with low budge and low quality filmsto
capitalize on the then existing martial arts craze (Chute, 2003). Furthermore, all popular
genres of the 1950s were essentially commercial in nature relying less on local themes
and focusing instead on turning a profit. Standout filmmakers from this erainclude Chor
Y uen who achieved success with popular Cantonese-language cat burdgar thrillers such as
Black Rose (1965) and melodramas such as Eternal Regret (1962).

As aresponse to aiticism of low-budget productionsmanufactured inthe 1950s,
filmmakers began to look deeper into Hong Kong for inspiration in the later part of the
1960s (Kar, 2001; Rodriguez, 2001). Popular filmmakers of this time period were Chor
Y uen, afilmmaker from the previousdecade and founder of the New FHIms Company in
1968, Lung Kong, and Shu Shuen. The appeal of their films was their attention to social
issues. Chor Yuen's 1969 film Joys and Sorrows of Youth depicted youth violence and
restlessness as a response to hatred of middle class values (Kar, 2001). Lung Kong was
more concerned with visual rhythm and social criticism in his 1967 film Story of a
Discharged Prisoner (Kar, 2001). He was also among the first to use graphic violence as
ametaphor for local conflict and uncertainty in the 1969 film Teddy Girls (Kar, 2001).
Shu Shuen’ s directorial debut in 1970 with The Arch signaled the international emergence

of art films within Hong Kong cinema. In addition to the visua style of Indian
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cinematographer Subrata Mitra, The Arch was the first Hong Kong film to gain
international attention at film festivals (Kar, 2001). However, the emergence of these
films near the end of Cantonese cinema was insufficient to completely revive Cantonese-
language cinema, though their efforts inspired a new generation of filmmakers who
directed the first films of the Hong Kong New Wave in 1979 (Kar, 2001).

Until the early 1980s, the Shaw Brothers studio was a powerful force in Hong
Kong Mandarin filmmaking and a major force in the international popularization of
Chinese cinemawith their elaborate martial arts films (Desser, 2003). As Kar (2001)
states, the Shaw Brothers studio modified the wuxia pian, maintaining the use of heroes
and swordsmen but relying on more realistic martial arts, larger budgets, and fresh talent.
Studio heads also imported Japanese talent to help with production efficiency (Yeh &
Davis, 2002). According to Lo (2005), a major source of revenuefor the Shaw Brothers
studio came from international sales, making them a valuable commodity in the Hong
Kong filmmaking world. Also contributing to their dominance was recognition of the
international appeal of their films which led to the subtitling of al filmsin both English
and standard written Chinese (Lo, 2005). Some filmmakers such as Chor Y uen,
instrumental in the creation of social dramasin the late 1960s, were unable to survive the
downturn of Cantonese-language cinema and became employees of the Shaw Brothers
studio (Kar, 2001).
The Hong Kong New Wave

The emergence of the Hong Kong New Wave in 1979 signded a standardization

of film form and content that appealed to local audiences. In essence, filmmakers
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recognized the need to create filmsin a style that complemented life in Hong Kong. Kar
(2001) states tha in the eyesof some critics, the Hong Kong New Wave essentially came
out of nowhere and appeared to have little uniformity. These statements by critics,
however, are not supported in light of available research. Rodriguez (2001) details the
history of film criticism in Hong Kong and credits a growing film culture as adriving
force in the emergence of a New Wave. In other words, with theemerging self-awareness
among Hong Kong citizens and film scholars came a desire to understand the link
between popular cinema and their own social environment and an even stronger desire to
forge alocal identity. From acritical perspedive, this represents an examination of Hong
Kong films as products of Hong Kong culture. From a filmmaking perspective, thisis
what Lai (2001) refers to asenigmatization, or the reorganization of popular culture for
the purpose of both defining a specific local audience as having the necessary cultural
background to fully understand representative texts and subsequently marketing to that
audience. Research indicates tha the Hong Kong New Wave is additionally attributed to
the rise of television in Hong Kong, standardized education in Cantonese, and a growing
sense of nostalgia among citizens (Kar, 2001; Rodriguez, 2001).

While Mandarin filmmakers were concentrating on elaborate, big budget wuxia
pian films, audiencesas well as Cantonese filmmakers were looking to television as a
cheap alternative to the expensive and uncertain world of Cantonese-language films. For
filmmakers, it provided atraining ground in which aspiring filmmakers could learn the
craft of budget storytelling by produdng, directing, and starring inoriginal produdions.

AsKar (2001) states, the importance of television to the emergence of the Hong Kong
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New Wave was that it functioned as an ideological training ground as much as a technicd
training ground. Many up and coming directors such as Ann Hui and Tsui Hark made a
name for themselves with television films and series that explored social issuesin Hong
Kong such as poverty, corruption, class distinctions, and political ineptitude.

Contributing to the success of and appreciation for more local films was a change
in the education of Hong Kong reddents. According to Lo (2005), Hong Kong began to
form a national identity through education in a more standardized form of Cantonese,
contributing to the decrease in hybrid dialects that included words and phrasesspoken in
English, Shanghainese, Mandarin, and other Chinese dialects. This process continuedin
cinematic form. AsLu and Y eh stae, “cinema has increasingly participated in the ‘ birth
of anation’” (2005, p. 2). Followi ng language education came Cantonese-language
popul arization through mass communication, continuing the process of constructing and
mai ntaining a coll ective red ity and a nationd i dentity.

Another factor contributing to the success of Hong Kong New Wave films was
their nostalgiafactor. Lu and Y eh (2005) explain that New Wave filmmakers had a desire
to capture reality while alluding to history and cultural traditions. According to Wai, “the
use of the past as a basis for constructing locality spontaneously gives rise to a sense of
nostalgiathat is directly related to the issue of identity formation” (2005, p. 322). In other
words, this desirefor nostalgia extended beyond ayearning for the idedized past to also
include an examination of cultural and popular culture history for the purposes of
furthering education and fostering an identity. In the case of Hong Kong, this hybridized

identity is forged through reinterpretation and translation of cultureas opposed to relying
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strictly on tradition (Wai, 2005). As an example, New Wave filmmaker Tsui Hark was
proficient in creating films filled with allusions to past films and cultural traditions (Teo,
2001). However, considering his international sensibilities and cultural awarenessin
contrast with hisintense focus on thelocal, it was said the nostalgiainvoked in his films
is hybridizedin that he reimagines Hong Kong in the face of casmopolitanism.
Regardless, Hark’ s films were instrumental in fostering shared meaning among Hong
Kong citizens by depicting a stable past in the midst of increasing change.

However, virtualy all Hong Kong films during the New Wave period throughout
the 1980s were made in the shadow of mainland China. In other words, at atime when
Hong Kong was attempting to forge a national identity and export films on an
international scde, it was difficult to escape from the general Chinese category. Wai
(2005) refersto this asspectral nationality. As researchea's have noted, thisuncertainty
regarding identity and the relationship to mainland China contributed to the content and
themes found in Hong Kong New Wave films (Ciecko, 1997; Kar, 2001). To make
matters worse, the impending 1997 changeover from British to Chinese rule aroused
feelings of anxiety and fear that permeated films of all genres. Ciecko (1997) argues that
Hong Kong was in a pre-postcolonial position, stuck trying to escapefrom the shadow of
Chinain the midst of increasing anxiety about the eventual changeover to Chinain 1997.

Hong Kong' s struggle for an identity within the shadow of China can be seenin
films of the time that featured characters and storylines that reflected feelings of isolation,
anxiety, and uncertainty. Thisis supported by Kar (2001) who argues tha some film

critics of the time praised these New Wave films for basing their stories and themes on
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life in contemporary, ever-changing Hong Kong. Ann Hui’ sfilm The Secret (1979) was a
mixture of genres and shifting female perspectives under the umbrella of a murder
mystery (Ho, 2001). Tsui Hak’s The Butterfly Murders (1979) reimagined the classic
wuxia pian films with a keen eye for fantasy elements and special effects (Teo, 2001).
Cops and Robbers (1979), by Alex Cheung, used contemporary Hong Kong as the setting
for amodern crime drama (Kar, 2001). Finally, Peter Wai-chun Yung’'s The System
(1979) depicted the uncomfortable reality of the relationship between lav enforcement
and organized crime (Kar, 2001).

While the first batch of Hong Kong New Wave films were box office failures
(Kar, 2001), their critical successes were staggering. Furthermore, their increasing
commercial sensibilities and attention to local audiences with relevant themes and a
unique visual style gradually ensured their success. Kar (2001) explains that by the early
1980s, Mandarin-anguage productions virtually disappeared from Hong Kong cinemain
the midst of arediscovery of Cantonese-language cinema. This led to a subsequent
rediscovery and refashioning of popular genres, such aswuxia pian films, for more
educated, affluent, and contemporary aud ences.

The Wuxia Pian Genre and Two Important Filmmakers

Of the films produced during the Hong Kong New Wave, few have enjoyed such
long lasting critical and commercial success aswuxia pian films. Sarkar (2001) briefly
defineswuxia pian films as martial arts films. Pollard (2004) further desaribes wuxia pian
films as more ethereal in nature, combining elements of fantasy and magic. In describing

their importanceto transnational action aesthetics, Bordwell (2001) claims that wuxia
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pian films use the form and abilities of the human body asthe central element of their
mise-en-scene. L0 (2005) further argues that they function, on the surface, as nostalgic
depictions of an ideal past. Wuxia pian films draw their inspiration from classic novels
from authors such as Jin Y ong and Gu Long. While these are more contemporary
examples, Chute (2003) claims that stories about martial arts heroes have been a popular
form of entertainment since the third century B.C.E. Likewise, fantasy-oriented wuxia
pian films have been a mainstay in Chinese and Hong Kong cinema for decades. In 1928,
the first recorded wuxia pian film, The Burning of the Red Lotus Temple by Zhang
Shichuan, started arevolution, eventually leading to aflood of hundreds of similar films
within the next four years (Gravestock, 2006).

Following the KMT ban on wuxia pian filmsin 1932, the Hong Kong film
industry filled the void and began to produce pradigious amounts of fantasy martial arts
films throughout the 1930s until the Japanese occupation shut down film producti on. It
was not until after 1949 that martial arts cinema reemerged, this time in the form of the
more stable and grounded Wong Fei-hung films. Fantasy-oriented wuxia pian films,
however, were not completely absent. As Chan (2001) states, wuxia pian filmsin the
immediate post war erarelied on fantasy and theconvincing portrayal of characters with
supernatural abilities. While they wereinitially drowned out by the flood of cheaply made
Wong Fei-hung films as well as other martial arts films, wuxia pian films made a
comeback in the late 1960s and 1970s, reimagined by directors like Zhang Chein a
hyper-masculine fashion and featuring choreography that adhered to actual styles of

martial arts (Fore, 2001). Examples of these filmsinclude One Armed Swordsman (1967)
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and Blood Brothers (1973). This shift in presentation was due in part to competition from
popular Hollywood imports and the changing demographicsin that a growing number of
Hong Kong' s residents were born after 1949 (Fore, 2001).

Cantonese language began to dominate the film scene in 1979 with the emergence
of Hong Kong New Wave directors. One of the first New Wave filmswas Tsui Hark’s
The Butterfly Murders (1979), awuxia pian film that relied on highly stylized
choreography and limited, yet effective, specia effects to entertain audiences. The
popularization of Cantonese and the prevalence of more inventive and commercial
filmmaking sensibilities in the New Wave led to a major resurgence of wuxia pian films.
Important films from this time period include Hark’s Zu: Warriors from the Magic
Mountain (1983), Cheng Xiaodong' s Duel to the Death (1983) and A Chinese Ghost
Story (1987), aswell as Ronny Y U’ s The Bride with White Hair (1993).

An important characteristic of wuxia pian filmsis the chivalrous nature of the
characters. As Sarkar (2001) states, strong displays of chivalry are subversive in nature
because of their incompatibility with law and order. As such, likewuxia pian films
themselves, these characters function as stable elements that audiences can look to and
immediately understand. Wuxia pian films essentially came full circlein 1991 with the
release of Tsui Hark’s Once Upon a Time in China, starring ardatively unknown Jet Li.
The film, which spawned numerous sequels, returned to the stable and heroic character of
Wong Fei-hung, reimagined in the wake of more schizophrenic wuxia pian films made in
the 1980s with wire-assisted martial arts and fantasy elements in terms of Fei-hung's

martial arts abilities. Aside from being a commercially and critically successful endeavor,
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the film is a prime example of hybridized nostalgiain that it reinterpreted Fei-hung'slife
by pitting him against Western domination and native opportunists.
Tsui Hark

Since his directorial debut in 1979 with the New Wave wuxia pian film The
Butterfly Murders, Tsui Hark has been amajor credtive force in theHong Kong film
industry. Providing a short summary of Hark’s early years, Teo (2001) states that Hark
was born in Vietnam in 1951, eventually moving to Hong Kong by the age of 15. Aswith
Ang Lee, the Taiwanese director who brought international attention to contemporary
wuxia pian filmsin 1999 with Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, Hark studied the art of
filmmaking in the United States (Lu, 2005; Teo, 2001), although he was educated in
Hong Kong. Unlike Lee, however, Hark retained the visual appeal and commercialism of
Hollywood films rather than narrative sensibilities and smooth storytelling. Hark’ sfilms
are fiercely Hong Kong in naturein that they reflect Hong Kong's position at the
crossroads of international influences. This awareness of the context in which he made
and released films can be seen in the schizophrenic rature of their visuals as well as ther
narratives (Sarkar, 2001), relating them to Hong Kong' s search for alocal identity in the
midst of arapidly changi ng society.

Before turning to directing films, Hark got his start in Hong Kong working on
television productions. Most notable of his television productions was an adaptation of
martial arts novdist Gu Long's The Gold Dagger Romance (Kei, Chu, & Foerster, 1994).
Hark’ s feature film directorial debut came in 1979 with The Butterfly Murders. The film

not only showed Hark’ s ability to blend special effects with an engrossing story and
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inventive action choreography, but it also demonstrated his desire to forge alocal
identity, a desire that continued with ferocity in hisfollowing films. Dangerous
Encounter of the I*' Kind (1980) functioned as a metaphor for social chaos in post-war
Hong Kong and depicted foreign characters as dangerous and destructive (Kar, 2001).
Also released in 1980, We Are Going to Eat You featured zombies and graphic violence
which Hark used to enhance the local factor in the film (Teo, 2001). Kar (2001) explains
thislocal factor found in Hark’ s films by claiming that violence, chaos, and a mixture of
genre conventions were a metaphor for Hong Kong in transition. Followinga string of
acting rolesin 1981 and 1982, Hark returned to hiswuxia pian roots with Zu: Warriors
from the Magic Mountain in 1983. The result was increasing sophistication regarding
specia effects and breakneck pacing as an alegory for a chaotic Hong Kong (Lo, 2005).
After making a name for himself with his early films, Hark’ s creativity needed
greater freedom. This freedom came in 1984 in the form of Film Workshop, Hark’s own
film production company. In an interview, Hark stated “other companies had their own
theories, their own way they believed they should make films. Soin forming Film
Workshop, | could go the way | wanted” (Mottesheard, 2001). Following this endeavor,
Hark made Shanghai Blues (1984), aromantic comedy about alove triange set in
Shanghai during the 1940s. Asthe first film made under Film Workshop, Hark has called
it hismost personal and sweetest film (Short, 2000). With Shanghai Blues, Hark
continued to create films that demondtrated hi s knowl edge of Hong K ong film history,

alluding to master directors like King Hu and Zhang Che (Teo, 2001).



Although he directed only afew commercial films between 1986 and 1991, his
skill as aproducer and his commercial sensibilities were instrumental in creating some of
the most iconic HongKong films of all ime: A4 Better Tomorrow (1986), A Chinese
Ghost Story (1987), and The Killer (1989). Hark’s success as a director continued into the
1990s with the epic trilogy Once Upon a Time in China, Starring relati ve newcomer Jet Li
asiconic martia arts hero Wong Fei-hung. The series was an enormous triumph, winning
awards for Best Director and Best Action Design from the Hong Kong Film Awards and
transforming Jet Li into an international action star. Subsequently, Hark went on to
director the film’s sequels and maintained continued success as a producer of wuxia pian
films such as The Swordsman trilogy (1990, 1992, and 1993) and Dragon Inn (1992).
Nearing the 1997 changeover of Hong Kong to China, Hark directed The Blade (1995). A
wuxia pian film on the surface, it functions instead as a deconstruction of the genre. As
such, it also functions as a deconstruction of an imagined Hong Kong identity (Chen,
2002b). A remakeof Zhang Che's One Armed Swordsman (1967), The Blade seesthe
martia arts world of jianghu through the eyes of afemale spectator. Hysterically violent,
the film depicts China of the past as a multicultural hub filled with infighting and
xenophobia, practices and circumstances which are natural byproducts of increased
globalization (Teo, 2001).

Like other Hong Kong film icons such as John Woo and Jackie Chan, Hark
eventually left to work in Hollywood. His Hollywood directorid debut came in 1997 with
Double Team, starring Jean-Claude Van Damme and Dennis Rodman. The impact of

Hark’ s career in Hollywood is his contribution to the Hong Kongificaion of Hollywood
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action aesthetics (Lu, 2005), a process that came full circle with the enormous success of
both Ang Le€ s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon (2000) and the Wachowski Brothers
The Matrix (1999), both featuring wire-assisted action choreography by Y uen Woo-ping.
Hark returned to Hong Kong periodically, but with little success. His most recent film,
Seven Swords (2005), was a modest success both in terms of style and content. An
adaptation of Liang Y u-sheng’s multi-volume epic, Seven Swords eschews the nihilism of
The Blade and recalls the heroic nature of Once Upon a Time in China as aband of
swordsmen extol the benefits of martial arts in self-defense and self-discovery and right
political wrongdoings.
Cheng Xiaodong

Lesser known by name than his contemporary and frequent filmmaking partner
Tsui Hark, Cheng Xiaodong is equally important in both the international popularization
of the Hong Kong New Wave and the revitalization of wuxia pian films. Cheng was born
in Hong Kong in 1953, son of the famous Shaw Brothers director Ching Gong. Growing
up inamartial arts environment within the Shaw Brothers studios, Cheng eventually
came to study martial arts himself, learning at a Beijing Opera school in Hong Kong for
seven years from the age of eight (Lukitsh and Pollard, 2004). His training soon
developed into teaching as he opened Long Hu Wu Shi, afamouswu guan (martial arts
school) in Hong Kong where he taught for a number of years (Duan Mu Min Jiao, 2006).

More visible on an international scde, however, has been Cheng’ s contribution to
direction and action choreography in Hong Kong cinema. Along with fellow filmmaker

Tsui Hark, Cheng is credited with reviving Hong Kong cinema and the wuxia pian genre
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in the 1980s (Lo, 2005; Lu, 2005). Duan Mu Min Jiao (2006) argues that Cheng’s
familiarity with many styles of Chinese martial arts has made him particularly adept at
devising action choreography for wuxia pian films. Furthermore, in Hong Kong action
filmmaking, action choreographers are often given freereign to design and edit their own
action sequences without the director being present (Lukitsh & Pdlard, 2004). Thisstyle
of filmmaking has allowed Cheng to develop a uniquestyle of choreography whichis
instantly recognizable. Working his way up from a stuntman to action choreographer to
director and working behind the scenes as an editor and screenwriter, Cheng has been and
still isaversatile force in action cinema

After working for years as a stuntman, Cheng directed Duel to the Deathin 1983.
The story follows Bo Ching-wan of China and Kada Hashimoto of Japan as they are
selected to participate in alife or death duel. The film demonstrated Cheng'’s skill not
only as an action choreographer but also as an editor and visual artist. The action scenes
are fast and highly stylized, yet a'so comprehensible as a result of careful staging and
precise editing. Furthermore, in afilm that features exploding bodies, dismemberments,
and decapitations, the lightning fast action isin linewith the film’s over-the-top graphic
content. In an interview, Cheng credits the film’s combination of graphic violenceand
macabre humor to his desire to create a more commercial film. (Lukitsh & Pollard, 2005).

While primarily relegating himself to the role of action choreographer, Cheng
went on to direct seminal wuxia pian filmsin the years to come. In 1987, he collaborated
with Tsui Hark on 4 Chinese Ghost Story, starring Cantonese pop star Leslie Cheung.

The story of atraveling tax collector who becomes romantically entangled with afemale
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ghost proved to be a successful merger of transnational action sensibilities and various
entertainment forms, earning a multitude of nominations and awards from the Hong Kong
Film Awards (Chen, 1990). Y au (2001) credits the film’s popularity in part to its
borrowing elements from Japanese samurai filmsto American silent films and comedies,
stating further that despite its amalgamated nature, it is successful at maintaining avery
sensual style.

Aside from directing and choreographing the action for the two sequelsto 4
Chinese Ghost Story, Cheng directed and choreographed Swordsman 11 (1992) and
Swordsman III: The East is Red (1993), both starring Taiwanese actress Brigitte Lin as
Asiathe Invincible. With these films, Cheng once again demonstrated his ability to
design dizzying action sequences that made useof wire-assisted martial arts, miniatures,
pyrotechnics, and other special effects.

More importantly, however, was how Cheng dealt with female charactersin his
films, most notably that of Asiathe Invincible. As Duan Mu Min Jiao (2006) states,
female charaders are referred to as gingjie, which isto say they are degply rootedin
culture and often represent a very complex knat of various meanings and charaderistics.
Palmer and Lau (2003) state that the character of Asiathe Invincible is neither male nor
female as aresult of self-castration in order to gain more powerful skills. On the other
hand, Teo describes Asiathe Invincible as “ambiguous in gender and covers the spectrum
from villain to hero, from female to male, from man to eunuch to woman” and explains
that the character was directly influenced by the use of male adtorsto play female

characters in Peking opera, often creating androgynous characters (2001, p. 153). Asiathe
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Invincible sposition between mde and female proves to be his undoing in that he lusts
for power yet has strong affections for his opponent. This represents a significant aspect
of Cheng’'s career as afilmmaker because it demonstrates Cheng’ s ability to fuse complex
cultural characters and values with modern sensibilities in awuxia pian setting, making
his films accessible to audiences throughout Hong Kong.

Cheng’s claim to fame following the 1997 changeover to China has been as action
director for mainland director Zhang Yimou’'s martial arts melodramas Hero (2002),
House of Flying Daggers (2004), and Curse of the Golden Flower (2006). Asal films
have had wide theatrical runsin the United States, Cheng, like Tsui Hark, is contributing
to the globalization of action cinema, not by Hong Kongifying Hollywood action films,
but by demonstrating that action choreography is an art form that is visually appealing
and marketable on amass scale (Lo, 2005).

Summary

Wuxia pian films have along history within Hong Kong cinema. However, Hong
Kong cinemain general was slow to develop due to censorship, imports from China,
Japan, and the United States, and the domi nance of Mandarin-language productions. It
was not until the early 1970s that Hong Kong cinema, with a batch of fresh and
contemporary-minded directors, was able to create shared meaning among local citizens
through Cantonese-language films. The resurgence of wuxia pian filmsin Hong Kong's
New Wave allowed directors such as Tsui Hark and Cheng Xiaodong to areatively use
international influences and new styles of action choreography to produce marketable, yet

culturally understood, fast-paced films that relied on local themes of identity and conflict.
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1. METHODOLOGY

A national cinemas approach has proven to be a popular method for film research.
Using this approach, researchers come to understand afilm by locating it within alarger
cultural and national framework and viewing that framework as the film’ s author
(Corrigan, 2001). For thisthesis, | will go beyond thisideathat films are authored by
nations and approach research from a national agency perspective, as detailed by Berry
(1998), to specifically examine how seminal wuxia pian films from the 1980shel ped to
forge an identity for the then British Colony of Hong Kong. By using theterm agency,
Berry (1998) isreferring to cinemd s participation in the creation, legitimation, and
articulation of a constructed entity. As a concept then, agency refersto a collective or an
agent that is created through the act of communication. Similar to national cinema, a
national agency methodology is directly concerned with matters regarding concepts of
nation, state, identity, and community. National cinema and national agency are closdy
related in that a national agency is created through competition as well as conflict
between nationd cinemas. However, national agency views films as national cinemasin
that they are “bound together by the politics of . . . collective subjectivity” (Berry, 1998,
p. 132) and are active agents in identity formation rather passive products of the nation as

author (Berry, 1998).
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Thisthesis uses an overarching national agency gpproach to film anaysisfor the
purpose of explaining how the selected movies from directors Tsui Hark and Cheng
Xiaodong helped to define lifein Hong Kong during a period of turbulenceand
uncertainty in the 1980s. This approach clarifies the concept of national cinema, allowing
for atighter focus on specific films and genres by both labeling them as distinct national
cinemas and highlighting their contribution to the creation of a national agency. More
specific to thisthesis, its use liesin its concern with attempting to define a nation by
examining discourse, such as films, rather than assume a nation to be a*“ socially and
historically specific idea of community” (Berry, 1998, p. 136). Furthermore, this approach
incorporates formalism, genre criticism, and auteur theory as elements of each approach
arecrucial in defining and differentiating films as types of national cinemas

National Agency and National Cinema

Film research from a national cinema perspective takes the position of viewing
films as authored by the state. For example, in defining Australia’ s national cinema,
Zielinski (2006) describes representative films as imbued with Australianness. Asthis
definition implies, nations are taken as homogenous groups that produce films, and, as
such, al films are somehow similar in terms of themes and content because they were
authored by alarger, collective identity. Corrigan (2001) defines anational cinemas
approach as understanding a film by placing it within a specific cultural and political
framework, claiming that it is difficult to fully understand a film unless one understands

the cultural climate that produced it.
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Along adifferent path, much research from anational cinema perspedive
describes nationa cinemas as reactions to Hollywood domi nance (Berry, 1998). In
detailing the history of Chinese cinema, Lu states that “the emergence and consolidation
of aChinese ‘national cinema’ (minzu dianying) in the ensuing years must be read against
this background of the importation of film as a Western technology, ideology, and
medium of art” (1997, p. 4). Similarly, Michael (2005) credits the popularity of
contemporary French martial arts films to a consolidated effort in the film industry to
counter the domination of Hollywood blockbusters. According to this approach, then,
national cinemasoften emerge from national policies or industry standards in a deliberate
effort to combat Western ideologies and promote locd values.

A nationa cinemamethodology ultimately fails in its assumption that all films
from aparticular film industry inherently exhibit standardized national traits. According
to Bordwell (2000), this assumption proves fal se because some countries do not have
native film production and instead rely on exhibition of foreign imports or co-
productions. As aresult, what it means to be anational cinemabecomes unclear. If afilm
isa co-production between France and Germany, isit inherently French or isit inherently
German? The concept of national becomes increasingly complex in the face of
globalization and increasing reliance on technology which blur the lines between different
mass media. Additionally, Berry (1998) tekes issue with research from a strictly national
cinema perspective by elucidating the absurdity in the image of an entire nation

communicating and shooting films with solidarity and unity.

52



A national agency approach takes a different route to the relationship between a
collective and itscinema. As Berry (1998) definesiit, rather than make a casefor afilm
movement as emblematic of a particular nation and representing the beliefs, values, and
attitudes of its citizens, a national agency approach looks at how a film movement or a
specific genre contributes to the creation of a collective or national identity. However,
rather than see this approach as independent of national cinema, Berry (1998) states that
the two are closealy intertwined, arguing that nations arediscursively created agencies
rather than pre-existing entities and that it is cinema, composed of multiple national
cinemas, which defines a nation.

While Berry (1998) is detailing national agency within a specific framework of
Chinese cinema, the central argument is sound enough to reinvigorate film research from
an overarching national cinemas per spective. Using a national agency methodology
places the creative control of filmmaking in the hands of the filmmakers rather than
operatesunder theassumption that a nation and its collective identity serve to standardize
film themes and content, for, as Bordwell states, conventions “ give the artist a structure
within which to exercise his or her talents’ (2000, p. 149). In other words, filmmakers
make use of common filmmaking conventions to create unique films that bear their
signature, a statement which proves to be the underlying theme of auteur theory
(Corrigan, 2001; Stoddart, 1995).

Furthermore, anational agency approach takes modes of film practice into
account. Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson define a mode of film practice as “a set of

widely held stylistic norms sustained by and sustaining an integral mode of film
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production” (1985, p. xiv). The central claim in this definition is that stylistic elements
are the product of a mode of production and, upon their success and acceptance among
industry professionals and the filmgoing public, subsequently continue to support the
mode of production. Such a consideration assures that attention is not paid solely to the
text itself but to the text in history and in relation to film production. Bordwell (2000)
follows a similar line of research gecifically on Hong Kong cinema by andyzing films
according to three aspects: genre conventiors, the star system, and visual style. Itis
Bordwell’ s (2000) framework which will be adhered to for the analytical purposes of this
thesis asit dictates not only which filmic elements will be examined, but dso because it
implies sub-methodologi esto be utilized: formaism, genre criti cism, and auteur theory.

From a national agency pespective, however, this examination of stylistic
elements and film production using the three sub-methodol ogies listed above represents
only the first methodologicd step. For Berry (1998), the question is not how nationalism
is represented in films through visual motifs, but how films and filmmakersuse film
production and visual motifs to define a cultural and collective experience. For
researchers, this constitutes a number of different factors. From afilm production
standpoint, Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson (1985) argue that distri bution, fi nancing,
and available technology influence the final version of afilm by providing filmmakers
with choices throughout production. More specifically, according to Bordwell (2000),
film distribution and exhibition are instrumental in increasing film literacy and shaping
local film cultureas aresult of a combination of content and filmmaking practices.

Regarding visual motifs and other film content, Bordwell (2000), referring to emerging
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Hong Kong cinema of the late 1970s, cites local dialects, locations, figure behavior, and
underlying morals as factors contributing to aredefinition of what it meansto livein
Hong Kong.

Therefore, with Bordwell’ s (2000) framework providing alist of elementsto
examine, thisthesis will analyze visual content, genre conventions, and film production
(represented originally as “the star system” in Bordwell’ s framework) using a
combination of formalism, genre criticism, and auteur theory. Thiswill alow for an
inferential leap from more focused sub-methodologies to alarger, national agency
approach by claiming that certain textual aspects under analysis shape Hong Kong’'s
nationa agency.

National Agency as it Relates to Formalism, Genre Criticism, and Auteur Theory

Formalism is defined by Corrigan as “film criticism concerned with matters of
structure and style in amovie or with how those features [the narrative or the mise-en-
scene] are organized in particular waysin amovie” (2001, p. 103). Formdism as a critical
method represents a very basic method of film analysis as it focuses on the visual or
narrative elements that compose a film with no regard for modes of film practice or the
culture in which the film was produced (Bordwell, Staiger, & Thompson, 1985; Corrigan,
2001). According to Jenkins, formalism as a critical method used to evaluate art derives
from Aristotle s Poetics, or afocus “on the processes and conventions through which
artworks are constructed and evaluated” (1995, p. 100).

While formalism focuses on textual analysis by establishing rules by which art

forms should be analyzed, there is room for consideration of the roles that history and
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culture play in the creation and standardization of formal elements (Jenkins, 1995).
However, this approach, while examining the relationship between a culture and its films,
assumes a chrondogical view of filmmaking in that culture and tradition, at |east
partialy, dictate filmmaking. This examination is more concerned with how filmmakers
use the tools at their disposal to conscioudly create films that define a nation, an
assumption that is more closely related to auteur theory. Regardless, an examination of
formal elementsis necessary to provide a foundation by which to analyze visual and
narrative elements that construct films because films, first and foremost, rely on
filmmaking conventions, such as continuity editing and shot-reverse-shot sequencing for
example, for their construction.

Going further in taking history and culture into account is an analytical method
based on generic elements. Defined as “ classifying filmsin terms of common patterns of
form and content” (Corrigan, 2001, p. 98), a genre analysis examines how historically
based form and content create distinct categories of film. Genreanalysis was especially
popular in the 1960s and 1970s due to the research of critics such as Andre Bazin, Robert
Warshow, and Lawrence Alloway (Hutchings, 1995). According to Hutchings (1995), for
Bazin, genre analysisis less about a deconstruction of formal d ements and more about a
genre’srelaion to cultural beliefs and prevalent cultural myths. Bazin's contemporaries,
however, were interested in a genre’ s relationship to modes of film production and
audience expectations.

Also of interest is Alloway’ sidea of genre filmmaking as representing collective

authorship (Hutchings, 1995), a sort of hybridized view of auteur theory that essentially
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looks at a group of authors rather than creative individuals. However, Bordwell (2000)
credits some directors working in specific genres as being able to credtively use genre
conventions to separate themselves from the collective and emergeas individual auteurs.
For example, Tsui Hark is described as an internationally savvy director who molds
various film techniques and genre conventions into a unique and individual style,
separating himself from other directors in the commercial world of Hong Kong
filmmaking (Bordwell, 2000).

A study of generic elementsis essential to film research from anational agency
perspective because genres are firmly rooted in a collective experience. Bordwell sums up
the importance of genres to a distinct nation by stating that “at the center of any genreis
an interplay between familiarity and novdty, convertion and innovation. Genres cross
media, so it comes as no surprise that afilm genre typically arises from conventions
ruling literature and drama” (2000, p. 150). In other words, genres are closdy related to
cultural practices and norms as well as cultural art forms that provide afoundation for
filmmaking conventions and audience expectations. Assuch, genre aralysisis essantial to
this thesis because Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian films are rooted in a culturally
understood past so as to comment on the present situation that operated in Hong Kong.

Finally, considering auteur theory as a component of national agency is necessary
and practical because, according to Stoddart (1995), auteur theory looks at how
filmmakers can express individual visions while working within alarger film industry. As
acritical method, it is central in placing a creative filmmaker at the forefront of

filmmaking, crediting her or him with their film’s visual and narrative style and
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essentially assigning ownership of afilm to the filmmaker (Corrigan, 2001). From an
audience perspective, it allows us to categorize films according to filmmakers with
distinct styles, providing us with expectations depending on whether we plan to see a
“Steven Spielberg film” or a“Luc Besson film.” However, it isin this categorization that
auteur theory revealsits primary flaw regarding film research. Except in certain cases,
“rarely does adirector have the total control that the term suggests, since anyone from a
scriptwriter to an editor may be more responsibe for the look andlogic of afilm”
(Corrigan, 2001, p. 102).

Regardless of its primary limitation, auteur theory gets to the heart of national
agency, especially as it relates to Hong Kong during the 1980s, because the central claim
isthat filmmakers consciously use formal elements and genre conventions to define a
cultural experience. Furthermore, its limitation is lessened when combined with
formalism and genre analyss, both of which post that filmmakers arein fact limited in
their filmmaking choices as aresult of historically based conventions and styles.

Therefore, a combination of auteur theory, formalism, and genre analyssto film
research subsequently describes filmmaking as a series of ddiberate choices which result
in unique cultural artifacts that participate in shaping a national agency. These subgenres
make for a useful combination in understanding the films under analysis as distinct Hong
Kong films. Furthermore, as Hong Kong New Wavewuxia pian films premiered & atime
when Cantonese- anguage cinema was overshadowed by foreign competition, their

relationship to thecity of HongKong and its locd themes and conceans as well as their
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visual and thematic representation of the Hong Kong experience necessitate research
from multiple pergoectives.
Limitations of a National Agency Approach

While approaching the concept of national cinemas from a national agency
perspective is an invigorating method of research, it has limitations. In critiquing Berry’s
focus on national agency and its relationship to national cinemas Zhang (2004) claims
that its chief weakness is its ambiguous nature. This weakness, as with a rational cinema
methodology, comes from the vague concept of national. Interms of anaiona agency,
guestions arise as to what exactly contributes in a discursive manner to alarger, collective
identity. For example, Berry (1998) examines the Taiwanese film City of Sadness (1989),
pointing out that the film’s central theme, the failed revolution against the Kuomintang
government in 1947, islargely portrayed in the film through the effects that it has on the
individual characters. Isthis creating anational agency when it is depicted in amore
personal manner despite the significance of the event? For Berry (1998), the answer lies
with the audiences and how they choose to read films.

All film research exists in tension between analysis and interpretaion (Bordwell,
Staiger, & Thompson, 1985). Considering films as contributing to a national agency takes
both content and culture into account, but Berry’s (1998) proposition contains no clear
structure for how such an analysisis to be conducted. While | have combined national
agency with Bordwell’ s three-tier framework on analyzing Hong Kong cinema, it
represents a methodol ogical choice based on two primary reasons. First, it is necessary to

examine the content, conventions, and modes of production of the selected textsin order

59



to understand how they function as unique films with distinct forms. Second, given Hong
Kong's contested nature as a British colony with ties to China and the West, an
examination of how Hong Kong cinema has attempted to define what it meansto livein
Hong Kong is most significant.

National Agency and Hong Kong Wuxia Pian Films

National agency, although it is related to established research methodol ogies such
as formalism, genre criticism, and auteur theory, is arelatively new way to goproach film
research. Additionally, when applied to Hong Kong cinema, a national agency approach
is confounded by the fact that conceiving of Hong Kong as anation is a complex
undertaking gven its contested status as the bridge between East and West. Accordingto
Teo (2000), Hong Kong' s long search for an identity is the most prominent theme in art
films as well as purely commercial cinema. It isfrom this foundation that an overarching
nationd agency gpproach, compaosed of formalism, genre criticism, and auteur theory,
will be used to analyze the selected texts by Tsui Hark and Cheng Xiaodong using
Bordwell’ s (2000) three-tier focus on visual style, genre conventions, and film
production.

A national agency approach goes beyond a categorical methodol ogy that labels
films as authored by a particular nation and instead allows for a deeper analysis that
examines how films contribute to the creation of anationa identity or anationa agency.
The first aspect of the selected movies which will be examined isthe visual style. As
Bordwell states, “styleis no less important [than norms of genre and stardom] for being

invisible” (2000, p. 160). For each film, therefore, | examine visual elements rangng
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from elements of the mise-en-scene to varying styles of adion choreogrgphy. This will
yield an understanding of the approach to filmmaking utilized by Hark and Xiaodong
regarding the processes of staging, shooting, and cutting.

Secondly, this thesis will assume a generic approach in analyzing how visua
elements work to define these films as part of a distinct genre of martial artsfilms. This
represents a progressive moveas it goes beyond atextual analysis to locate thesefilms
within a historical timeline, taking into account modes of film practice and filmmaking
conventions. A genre analysis a'so marks the first step in truly getting to the heart of how
the filmmakers usethe selected texts to create a national agency because these films
represents a consistent use of their individual filmmaking styles and themes. Studying
genre conventions will yield agrasp of how wuxia pian filmsin the 1980s, while based
on a historically popular genre, were re-imagi ned for the creation of anationa agency.

Finally, this analysis will cover production elements rangng from castingto
martial arts choreography and the relationship between films and audiences. For example,
Bordwell (2000) describes the usual midnight screening of a Hong Kong film duringits
most productive years in the 1980s and early 1990s as a final opportunity for filmmakers
to directly receive audience feedback before their films go into a wider release. The
typical midnight screening was an important event in which the filmmakers would often
attend the screening with highly critical local audiences who would provide direct and
blunt feedback related to the film. This direct link between audiences and filmmakers had
an effect on the mode of production that operated within Hong Kong. As with both the

analyses of visua style and genre conventions, the focusis not only on what is visible on
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screen, but also how these directors used their filmmeking skill and knowledge to both
create unique films and to shape a national agency. Thiswill yield an understanding of
how wuxia pian films cater to local audiences in terms of casting and exhibition by
providing audiences with identifiable stars and products for the purpose of fostering
discourse and forging an identity.

Asisimplied in Bordwell’ s (2000) framework, these categories are not mutually
exclusive. More importantly, the primary focus is on how these categories work together
in discursively producing a national agency. For Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson
(1985), asimple textual analysisis not enough, nor is an overemphasis on a historical
timeline. Rather, the primary focus is on underganding not only how history hasled to
certain conventions and filmmaking practices, but also on how those practices are used
for the creation of a national agency. In the case of Hong Kong during the 1980s, thisis
an especially relevant topic to explore as the city was in search of an identity as aresult of
its placement between East and West.

It should be noted, however, that Berry does not consider Hong Kong to be a
viable field of study regarding national cinema because of its status as a former British
colony and because its audience is “ as much the Chinese global diasporaasit isthe
population of Hong Kong itself” (1998, p. 134). Regarding national agency, Berry (1998)
does not illuminate Hong Kong’ s position in research. Counter to Berry’s (1998) position,
however, considering that global film exhibition is at least partially erasing borders
between countries, it would seem that no country would be fit to exami ne asfostering a

national agency through cinema. The fact of the matter is that Hong Kong cinemaduring
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the 1980s, though films were indeed exhibited throughout the Chinese global diaspora,
had a different impact on Hong Kong audiences as a result of filmmaking choices made
by internationally trained filmmakers. However, Berry’ s position on Hong Kong and
national agency also comes after both Hong Kong cinema’ s most productive yearsin the
1980s and 1990s and the 1997 changeover from British to Chinese rule.
Concluding Remarks

In summary, this examination focuses on the visual style, genre conventions, and
production elements of wuxia pian filmsby Tsui Hark and Cheng Xiaodong, paying
particular attention to formal and generic elements and how they work together to define
these films as a specific national cinema of Hong Kong during the 1980s. In keeping with
theme of placing creative control in the hands of the filmmakers rather than alarger,
collective identity, this thesis will also analyze these films as products of credive auteurs
who used filmmaking conventions and available resources in the Hong Kong film
industry to create signature films. Finally, this thesis will consider how these visual
elements and filmmaking choices contribute to the creation of a collective identity by
placing them under the larger concept of nati onal agency.

| have demonstrated how a national agency approach can be used to examine the
contribution of Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian filmsto Hong Kong's nationa agency.
Although Hong Kong has historic and cultural ties to mainland China and Great Britain,
it represents animportant field of study as aresult of itslong search for an identity. It is
thisidentity which can be better understood by examining filmsin context aswell as

examining how directors used filmmaking conventions to appeal to local audiences for
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the purpose of contributing to a national agency. Using Bordwell’ s (2000) exhaustive
framework for Hong Kong film analysis and goproaching research from formal, generic,
and auteur pergpectives, thisandysiswill be comprehensive enough to claim that wuxia
pian filmsreleased in Hong Kong in the 1980s and early 1990s represented a distinct

national cinema and helped to defi ne the experience of living in Hong K ong.



IV.ANALYSIS

An analysis of the films of Tsui Hark’s and Cheng Xiaodong’ s films throughout
the 1980s provides insight into how they both evolved as filmmakers in creating movies
for Hong Kong audiences. Both directors received much of their traning overseas. Hark
studied filmmaking in Texas and Cheng, as a martial artist and action choreographer
himself, isfluent in avariety of Asian fighting styles and used that knowledge to make
his films more commercially viable. Their international training served to elevate their
filmsin the eyes of Hong Kong audiences as the city itself has many international
influences. Despite their international training, both Hark and Cheng worked in the larger
Hong Kong film industry and within the established wuxia pian genre, yet they were able
to creatively modify established conventions to provide audiences with films more
“local” interms of their visual styles, genre conventions, and production aspects. By
modifying established filmmaking styles as wdl as genre conventions, Hark and Cheng
created uniquefilms that began to define the Hong K ong experience during the 1980s.

Analysisfrom a national agency perspective necessitates examination of the
filmmaking choices made by directors for the subsequent purpose of explaining how they
create anational agency. Thisthesiswill thereforeexamine the visual style, genre
conventions, and production elements of The Butterfly Murders (1979), Zu: Warriors of

the Magic Mountain (1983), Duel to the Death (1983), A Chinese Ghost Story (1987),
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and Swordsman II (1992) from the perspectives of formalism, genre criticism, and auteur
theory. Elements of the films’ visual styles that will be analyzed are intense dnematic
expression, what Bordwell (2000) defines as the fusion of visual and audble elementsto
create a striking scene or shot, cinematography and editing, mise-en-scene, color, and
action and staging. Genre conventions that will be analyzed consist of recurring themes of
conflict, character types, and action aesthetics. Production aspeds have to do with the
films' stars, budgets, and behind-the-scenes elements that worked to mantain the film
industry.
Visual Style

A film’'svisual style encompasses all that is seen and heard on the screen and
repr esents the foundati on of a parti cul ar film. AsBordwell (2000) explains, the early days
of cinema saw agreement among filmmakers on a style of filmmaking called the
continuity style, which reli es on techni ques such as establishing shots, eyeline matching,
and following an axis of action to convey information. While this style remained
dominant for anumber of yearsin many parts of the world, there gradually emerged new
styles by which to organize films. The visual styles of Hark and Cheng, two prominent
Hong Kong filmmakers throughout the 1980s, are characterized by more vibrant visuds,
elaborate staging and action choreography, and an overall faster pace complete with faster
cuts and more subjective point-of-view cinematography, but with great regard for visual
flow and intense cinematic expression. This style of filmmaking is also complimented by

striking compositions of color, lighting, and action.
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The Butterfly Murders

AsHark’sfeature film debut, The Butterfly Murders represents the establishment
of Hark’ s signature chaotic visual style, a style marked by highly stylized sequences of
action, many of which feature fast-paced editi ng and di sorienting cinematogr aphy,
advanced special effects, the use of vibrant colors, and music that is less traditional and
more Western. The Butterfly Murders istold in flashback form by Fong (Lau Siu-ming), a
traveling scholar and collector of martia arts stories. Following the opening narretion, the
film follows Tien Fung (Huang Shutang), a martial arts master and leader of the Ten
Flags Clan, as he travels with his clan to Shum Castle to investigate a series of mysterious
murders involving butterflies. With this film, Hark showed both his knowledge of
filmmaking conventions and began to establish himself as a unique creative force in Hong
Kong cinema as aresult of the stylistic choices Hark made as director.

Intense Cinematic Expression

For Hark, an intensely visual director, the use of intense cinematic expressions
begins at the start of the film and continues throughout. The film opens with expositional
narration by Fong who provides historical information about the martial arts world and
describes how he came to be involved with Tien Fung, leader of the Ten Flags Clan. The
narration can be heard over striking scenes of an ominous, foreboding sky and a barren
desert. The opening scene concludes with a closeup of Fong' s fist clenchinga butterfly as
arousing pop song begins that relies less on traditional Chinese instruments and more on
Western instruments and rhythms No sooner does the pop song begin than it is

interrupted mid-way through by the sound of awaterfall as the camera pans over a stream
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full of dead bodies, the entire sequence setting a dark and pessimistic tone for the rest of
the film.

As Bordwell (2000) explains, this type of cinematic expressivenessis not
confined to a single shot, but can aso be found in entire scenes. Following the
introduction of Tien Fung, he issues orders to his clans as they prepareto investigate the
mysterious butterfly incidents at Shum Castle. The scene cuts between shots of Tien Fung
as he looks down on his clans from up high and his clans looking up to him as a trumpet
fanfare grows louder. The lack of physical motion and camera movement draws attention
to Tien Fung as the stoic and immovalle hero of the film.

The most striking example of intense cinematic expression comesin the fina
fight between Tien Fung and Master Shum (Guozhu Zhang), a scenewhich makes use of
high speed photography to emphasize the impact of the scene. Set in the caverns beneath
the castle, Master Shum attempts to flee his battle with Tien Fung by using his grappling
hook. Just as he begns sliding down hisrope, Tien Fungleaps off of the ledge above to
grab onto Shum’ s body, cascading down the rope and crashing Master Shum’ s head into
the opposite wall. Aside from the culmination of the fight, the scene represents a dramatic
combination of visual and audible elements. After hooking his grappling hook into a far
off wall, the film cuts to awider shot as Master Shum begns to slide in slow motion with
Tien Fung leaping off the ledge above him. With the score striking a loud chord, the
actors scream as they side down the rope. The film cuts between shots of the actors
sliding toward the camera and shots of the oncoming wall zooming in toward the camera.

Tien Fung'svidory isvisudly sealed with a shot of blood splattering on the wall.
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Cinematography and Editing

While the cinematography during scenes of dialogue (initially following the
opening credits) relies on traditional techniquessuch as establishing shots and shot-
reverse-shot cinematography, the camera work becomes increasingly chaotic and more
expressive once the action begins. As members of Tien Fung's White Flag Clan chase a
murder suspect through afield of tall grass, the camera shifts back and forth from afirst
person perspective of the suspect, athird person perspective behind the suspect, and
lateral tracking shot as the suspect runs, signifying the chaotic nature of the chase. Once
the suspect is caught by the clan’s leader, a short one-on-one fight ensues with the camera
fixed on close-ups of the characters only to quickly zoom out or cut to awider shot to see
the physicd actions and uses of weapons.

Many of the film’s later action scenes consist of butterflies attacking people. It is
in these scenes where Hark’ s creative use of editing and cameramovements begin to
show. In the scenes leading up to the first butterfly attack, Hark crosscuts between
closeups of butterflies as they stalk a group of graverobbers and closeups of the
graverobbers, focusing spedfically on the sweat glistening on their bodies. It isa
rhythmic series of cuts that serves to heightentension before the butterflies actually
attack.

In alater attack at Shum Castle, Hark creates chaos by simply shaking the camera
amidst a series of quick cuts of characters swatting at butterfliesin a panic. However,
when one of the charactersfalls over arailing to alower part of the room, the camera

quickly cants 90 degrees counter-clockwise to visually counter the actor’ s clockwise
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falling motion. The takeis short, but it stands out not only because it is the only shot like
it in the scene and one of the few shats like it in the entire film, but also because thereis a
noticeably stronger and more involving physical impact that does not come through in the
more standard, chaoti c camera shaking.

Mise-en-scene

Thefilm’s settingis primarily in and underneath Shum Castle. As the residents
have either gone missing or have been killed, the castleisin a state of disrepair. Many of
the windows, covered by traditional paper screens, aretorn and the entire castle’ s position
in a desert-like location givesit a dusty, faded, and colorless appearance. Underneath the
castleis atwisting maze of caverns and various store rooms. One of those rooms, filled
with experimental amaments and dead butterflies, is reminiscent of laboratories found in
horror films.

The lighting scheme found in The Butterfly Murders is akey component of its
visua style. Unlike other wuxia pian films before it, much of the action in The Butterfly
Murders takes place either at night or in underground caverns, necessitating the need to
properly illuminate the action. While the dark visuals of the film fit in with its overall
mystery, it also servesto differentiate thefilm from its predecessors as a new style of
wuxia pian, one more visually similar to Western saence fiction, horror, and film noir
genres that use harsh lighting to create shadowy and ominousatmospheres.

Making use of vibrant colors with regards to costumes, Hark opts less for
traditiona attire found in previous films of the genre and more for color-coded clans and

characters tha visually stand out. Tien Fung's clans are distinguished by their stark white
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or bright red uniforms, signaling the specific faction they belong to. Likewise, Tien Fung
himself is dressed completely in black, giving him both an air of superiority and
identifying him as a skilled warrior independert of histroops. It is significant dso
because black istypically assodated with masculinity and strength, traits that are
possessed by Tien Fung.

The introduction of the film’s heroine is marked by an explosive use of the color
green. Walking a path surrounded by trees, Tien Fung is approached by Green Shadow
(Michelle Mee) who makes her entrance swinging from tree to treeusing a grappling
hook for transportation. She is dressed completely in bright green to match the
surrounding foliage. These cdors appear all the more striking when juxtaposed against
the film’ s future locales, such as in and around Shum Castle and in the underground
caverns. These locales are marked by muted earth tones and a general lack of vibrant
colors.

The film’'s pessimidic themes are complimented by the actors' performances, all
of which are relatively stoic in nature. In contrast to later wuxia pian films, character
behavior is understated. Tien Fung’s entrance into Shum Castle is depicted in aslow
manner as he takes time to observe his surroundings. This carries throughout the rest of
the film as dialogue scenes especially rely on rigid performances to complement the
film’'s themes of pessimi sm and uncertai nty.

Action and Staging

The film’sfirst action sceneis brief, but is characteristic of the more fantastical

choreography that is utilized later. While running from members of the Tien Fung' s
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White Flag clan, a suspected murderer performs an impossible jump down a hillside.
However, most of the jump occurs off camera, serving more as a hint of actions to come
in later fight scenes. Upon landing, he is confronted with the leader of the White Flag
Clan who dispatches him at close range with a hook-like weapon after afew physical
exchanges.

The film’'sfirst mgjor scene of physical combat occurs almost an hour into the
film. Assuch, it takes on less of a perfunctory purpose and is more the explosive product
of the film’ sintensifying mystery element and the appearance at Shum Castle of the
Thunders, outlaws skilled in different styles of martial arts. While waiting for the third
Thunder to arrive at the castle, the other two Thunders, Kwok Li and Li Kim (Eddy Ko
and Jiang Wang respectively), voice their concerns to one another over the presence of
Tien Fung as his clan represents a threat to theirs. Kwok Li saysto Li Kim, “There are
only two kinds of people. Oneis our men, the other is our enemy.”

At this point, a mysterious figure (who is thought to be the third Thunder) appears
and attempts to kill Madam Shum while she slegps. After he is discovered, members of
the White Flag Clan descend upon him with their curved blades. Deviating from
traditional fight scenes, the masked man is wearing black, flexible aimor that rendershim
invulnerable to blade strikes and allows him to mercilessly pummel the White Flag Clan.
It isavery claustrophobic fight that takes place inside a bed chamber, making use of
close-rangestrikes to createa sense of urgency for the outmatched White Hag Clan with
astrong, foregrounded empheasis on the effects of the characters physical strikes.

Characters are sent flying from strikes by the masked man and spit up blood when struck.
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Once the masked man moves outside, Hark uses the open space to elevate the
fight to new heights. Confronted with Tien Fung, who wields a short club for a weapon,
the masked man is soon beaten into submission, eventually using a concealed grgppling
hook to pull himself up to the rooftops. It is at this point that the masked man and Green
Shadow, herself proficient with a similar weapon, confront each other while swinging
from rooftop to rooftop. That these characters can perform seemingly impossible physical
featsis never treated as enigmatic or out of the ordinary. It isinstead accepted as normal
in the story world. Additionally, although the action is taken for granted in the story
world, it isall the more striking and visually stunning when juxtaposed against the
claustrophobic nature of the interior fight scene just minutes before.

Thefinal sequence in which Tien Fung and Green Shadow battle the masked man,
now discovered to be Master Shum himself, and Kwok Li is an extended sequence that
pulls together all of the techniques utilized in previous action scenes. Taking place in the
castle courtyard as well as in the underground caverns, the sequence uses extensive
pyrotechnics, brutal physical combat, wire-assisted combat, and the destruction of the
castle set itself to end the film on a visually powerful note and to demonstrate Hark’ s
ability to creatively stage action in avariety of locales.

The most notable scenein the sequence iswhen Tien Fung kills Master Shum. It
is striking not only because of the inherent difficulty in killing a character who is armored
from head to toe, but a so becauseit isthe only shot in the film photographed in high
speed, dramatically slowing down the visual ook of the action whileheightening its

dramatic and visual impact. After stripping Master Shum of his helmet, Tien Fung leaps
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onto Master Shum as he fires his grgopling hook into afar away wall in an attempt to
flee, dliding along the rope with him and crashing Master Shum'’ s head into the wall. The
leap itself is played out in painfully slow motion, concluding with a shot of blood
splattering onto the wall after the impact.

Summary of Important Points

AsHark’sdebut film, The Butterfly Murders contains many visual elements that
would define hislater films. Action scenes are highly stylized, with many scenes
featuring characters fighting while suspended from wires and grappling hooks. Action
scenes are morevisually stunning thanks to thefilm’s sophistication in terms of itsmise-
en-scene compared with previous Hong Kong films. Furthermore, the stylized acion
scenes visually counter the actors' restrained performances. Finally, the color shift upon
the characters' entrance to Shum Castle is an important visual juxtaposition that signifies
their entrance into uncertain territory. These visual elements not only signaled an
approach to filmmaking unique to Hong Kong, they complemented the city’ s fast-paced
nature while calling attention to Hong Kong's emergence on to the world stage.
Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountain

Zu is Hark’ s second wuxia pian film, made four years after the start of Hong
Kong's New Wave. Its narrative is more complex, with a greater variety of settings and
characters. The film follows Ti Ming-Chi (Y uen Biao) as he escapes from clan feudsin
the real world to the fantasy world of Mount Zu. Once in Mount Zu, hebecomes an
apprenticeto Ting Yin (Adam Cheng), a master swordsman, and learns that hisfateisto

destroy the evil Blood Demon with the help of Yi Chen (Mang Hoi), a Buddhist monk.
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Visually, itissimilar to The Butterfly Murders in terms of action aesthetics and
genre conventions as Hark began to solidify his auteur status. In many ways, it isalogical
extension of his previous film'’s stylistic aspects in thet it incorporates many of the same
visual elements while greatly expanding upon them. Thematically, however, it represents
atonal shift that affects the presentation and purpose of the action scenes. Zu is more
comically satirical than pessimistic, and the action and recurring themes of conflict are
often played for laughs. Despite this shift in tone, the film continues Hark’ s motif of
juxtaposing color and surroundings as well as different types of actions to create striking
visuals.

Intense Cinematic Expression

Zu isamore frenetic film compared with The Butterfly Murders, and nowhereis
this more evident than the film’s many action scenes. In kegoing with the film’s satirical
approach to group conflict, the battles are often used to heighten the absurdity of conflict
in general using well-choreographed martial arts and comedic motifs of coincidence and
bad luck. Prior to amajor battle, Ti Ming-Chi and Chang Mei (Sammo Hung), former
rivals who now realize that they have a common enemy in the form of authority, are
shown relaxing in aforest. After remarking that they would not be able to have such a
nice conversation if they were on the battlefield, they are suddenly surrounded by
multiple armies who turn the tranquil setting into a battlefield. At this point, Chang Mei
shouts out, “Not again!” leading to alengthy sequence in which these two warriors use

their skillsin a pretend duel to avoid war.
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Armiesin red, green, and yellow charge each other as swords clash and bodies fly
through the air. Ti Ming-Chi and Chang Mei begin to fight against each other so asto
appear preoccupied and engaged in battle. In one particul ar sequence, the camera laterally
follows the two as they shuffleaway and dash swords in purposely bad choreography, all
for the sake of exiting the battle assoon as possible. The film then cuts to each of their
faces as they look away from each other to avoid nearby skirmishes while continuing their
pretend duel. These two shots also let the audience know that Ti Ming-Chi and Chang
Mei are not watching each other as they are escaping. After the film cuts back to awider
shot, Ti Ming-Chi is suddenly pulled away and replaced with a soldier intent on killing
Chang Mel. Chang Mei does not realize it until he notices that Ti Ming-Chi’s strikes have
become harder and more aggressive, at which point he looks, sees the snarlingface of a
rival soldier rather than Ti Ming-Chi, and goes on the offensive. This sequence
demonstrates how visual and audible elements work together in the film to create physical
comedy based on coincidence.

A singular moment in the film is the introduction of the Countess of the Jade Pool
Faerie Fortress, played by legendary Taiwanese actress Brigitte Lin. Yi Chen brings his
wounded master Hsiao Y u (Damian Lau) to the fortress to be healed by the Countess.
Accompanied by Ting Yin and Ti Ming-Chi, he learnsthat if the Countess does not
appear beforeablue flame in thefortressis extinguished, it is fate that his master dies.
Hoping to keep the flame alive with his magical powers until the Countess arrives, Ting
Yin holds it above his fingers with a determined look asHsiao Y u’s wounded form is

seen in the background. The film then cuts to the Countess’ servants as they angily leap
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in front of the door leading to the Countess' chambers a high angle shot signifying their
determination to uphold their society’ s rules and regulations. Suddenly the music stops
and a close up shot shows the door open, brilliant white light spilling out into the hall. A
stream of white fabric flies from the open door followed by a high angle shot of the
Countess flying directly over the camera. A 180 degree cut shows her flyingaway from
the camera as she lands on a giant elephant statue. Two quick axial cuts then bring the
Countess into a close up shot as she gazes directly into the camera with a piercing stare.
Here, the combination of motion, rhythm, and performance is used as a striking
introduction to thefilm’s female pratagonist.

Cinematography and Editing

The most notable departure for Zu from the editing style of The Butterfly Murders
isan increase inthe use of shorter takes. In kegping with the filmsfrenetic nature with
regards to the speed and style of the action, the time between cutsis drastically shorter,
reflecting Hark’ s contemporary and morecommercia approach to making filmsin Hong
Kong. This becomes most noticeable in the action scenes. However, despite the use of
quick cuts, the adtion is never unintdligible or obscured but isinstead enhanced in its
physical intensity by the combination of quick cuts and precise camera work.

The cinematography is more objective in that it guides audiences through the
action rather than subjectively involving them. In other words, whereas The Butterfly
Murders featured many subjective camera anges as well as handheld style footage during
battle scenes to involve the audience in the mystery element, Zu is more about conveying

spectacular images and actionsin a clear manner. As such, the camerais primarily
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objective, guidng audiences through the film inorder to highlight the action in the best
way possible. As many of the charactersin the film are essentially able to fly without the
aid of grappling hooks, Hark uses all of the available space around the actors to enhance
their actions, moving the camera counter to onscreen action, as he did in The Butterfly
Murders, as well as with theaction to a much greater effed.

Mise-en-scene

The settings of Zu are varied and distinct and demonstrate Hark’ s ability to give
hisfilms avery organic feel. The opening setting on the beach sets the pace and tone of
the film with the crashing waves in the background. Later scenes on Mount Zu, such asa
dilapidated temple and the cave of the Blood Demon, are dressed to ook ominous and
lifeless. The temple especialy is dusty and in an extreme state of disrepair. The Jade Pool
Faerie Fortressis the most distinct as it is the set with the greatest amount of color and
light. It isfilled with statues of elephants and Buddha, giving it avery spiritual feel.
Furthermore, asit is set underwater, it has a very bluish look to it and the delicate adions
of the Countess and her servants suggest a very fluid environment. With all of the sets,
thereisagreat sense of lifein that large pieces of the set are capable of moving. In the
Fortress, the large elephant datues fly around the room at the Countess’ will while
elsewhere, Long Brows uses his eyebrows to cover the Blood Demon with the myriad of
human skulls that line the ground inside the Blood Demon’ s cave.

Aswith The Butterfly Murders, many of Zu’' s scenes take place in dark locdes.
Rather than rely on a more natural lighting style, however, Hark relies on thundestorms,

pyrotechnics, fire, and the film’s many special effectsto light the film’s sets. In alater
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scene where Ti Ming-Chi is confronted by the Blood Demon, casting an evil red light,
and Long Brow (another character dso played by Sammo Hung), casting a tranquil blue
light, the film alternates between the two contrasting colors asif lit by aflashing neon
sign. Thislighting style continues throughout the film and is a strong departure from the
natural style of the film’'s opening, outdoor scenes. This shift, however, occurs when Ti
Ming-Chi enters Mount Zu, signifying his departure to anothe world radically different
from the one he knows. Furthermore, the use of redto represent alarger evil isamatif
that plays heavily into Hak’s future films

The characters' costumes are functional in that they define thecharacters
personalities and roles. Ti Ming-Chi and Chang Mei are dressed in armor suited for low-
ranking soldiers and carry curved swords. Hsiao Yu and Yi Chen wear traditional
Buddhist robes and use long staffsfor weapons. Ting Yin, as the film’s stoic hero, is
dressed in the stark white robes and black hat of a swordsman and he carries amore
refined Tai Chi sword. Lastly, as the Countess exists in an underwater fortress, her
ensemble consists of brightly colored robes with long, flowing trails which gve her an
element of mystery and otherworldly beauty.

Compared with the performancesin The Butterfly Murders, the charactersin Zu
appear much moreanimated, even when not engaged in action scenes. Their function isto
provide exaggerated physical comedy. After meeting Chang Mei, Ti Ming-Chi follows
him to return his water bottle. He trips on an exposed tree root and throws the water

bottle while falling, hitting Chang Mei in the head in an comically exaggerated manner.
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Actions like this during the film’ s dialogue scenes create a consistent appearance of
physicality throughout the film.

Somewhat counter to the dialogue scenes, performances in the film’s action
scenes feature quick, exaggerated movements that are punctuated by distinct stances and
poses. These poses call attention to the fact that the position of the body isimportant in
martial arts. However, many of these pauses are gven substantial screen time, calling
attention to singular moments of clarity and stability amidst the clamor of chaos and
unrest.

Color

Harks' s use of color in Zu greatly outshines the somewhat muted tones of The
Butterfly Murders, with warring dans outfitted in bright uniforms to signify their
alegiance. In alarge-scale batle between green, yellow, and red troops, Ti Ming-Chi
notes, in a self-reflexive manner, “this sureis a colorful battle!” Aside from the colors of
the clans’ uniforms, Hark experiments with more vibrant and expressive colorsin the
film’ s fantasy sequences. In a scene where Ti Ming-Chi is battling a demon who hidesin
the shadows of a dilapidated temple, the demon’s bright blue eyes can beseen in the
darkness. When illuminated by a flash of lightning, its brightly colored form becomes
readily noticeable. The colors found in the film’ s fantasy sequences take precedence over
the segregation due to colored uniforms, erasing any distinctions between characters and

placing them all in opposition aganst alarger evil.
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Action and Staging

Asafilm that is more fantasy-oriented than The Butterfly Murders, Zu features a
greater variety of more sophisticated specia dfects and more elaborate sequences of
action. The first mgjor action scene, occurring a mere five minutes into the film, features
anincreased usage of wiresas Ti Ming-Chi avoids the wrath of his own army.
Surrounded by fellow troops intent on killing him, Ti Ming-Chi kicks atroop in the back
of the legs, causing him to fall to his knees. He then steps onto his back and, leaping high
into the air, jumps from horse to horseuntil he rides away. Occurring on a beach with
waves crashing in the background, the scene is less a natural part of the story and serves
more as an impressive introduction to the physical skills of real life martial artist Y uen
Biao, who also choreographed the action for the film, and to the high-flying style of
martial artsto befeatured in the film.

Unlike thisfirst action scene, many of the film'’s later action scenesinvolve
physical comedy. After escaping from hisfellow troops, Ti Ming-Chi happens upon a
boat which he tries to hijack. Unknown to him, the boat was already hijacked by a solder
from another army. When asked why he cannot take Ti Ming-Chi across theriver, the
man on the boat states, “The sword behind me says no.” What follows is alightning fast
exchange of moves and strikes between Ti Ming-Chi and Chang Mei, the other hijacker,
on the deck of the small boat. The fight is more flashy than visceral, using shorter takes
and capitalizing on the skills of the actors, both of whom studied in the same Peking
Opera school when they were younger. As they fight, they get closer and closer to the

boatman who eventually dives into the river to avoid being cut down.
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Large-scale action scenes in Zu aso benefit from the film’s comedic and fantasy
elements. As opposed to The Butterfly Murders, in which the action was depicted as
brutal, raw, and carrying severe consequences, much of the actionin Zu is played for
laughs as Ti Ming Chi and Chang Mei use their abilities to avoid any confrontations.
Rather than fight against their enemies, they pretend to fight with each other s as not to
attract attention. To emphasi ze the humor of the whole sequence, ChangMei even gets
angry with Ti Ming-Chi for hitting too hard. In this sequence, the film juxtaposes the
intentionally bad choreography of the two non-combatants with the sheer chaos going on
around them. Near the end of the battle, both men pretend as though they have killed each
other and remain still until it is safe to escape.

While the beginning of the film emphasizes the actual physical skills of the actors
in humorous situations, later action scenesincreasingy rely on a variety of special effects.
In one scene, Ti Ming-Chi battles a demon that hides in the shadows and flies around the
room with ease. The scene makes heavy use of wires as Ti Ming-Chi leaps to the rafters
to avoid the demon. He is rescued by Ting-Yin, a master martial artist who commands a
flying sword. Soon after, two warrior monks make an appearance, one using theother as a
vessel on which to fly. In a sequence that uses computer effects, pyrotechnics, animation,
and wire-assisted stunts, all four characters battle the demon.

Summary of Important Points

Zu issignificant in that it represents arefined example of Hark’ s unique visual
style. Color isagain used to signify avisud and thematic shift as Ti Ming-Chi entersthe

unknown world of Mount Zu, but the use of red to signify evil is ametaphor for evil and
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imperial authority that would surface in many of Hark’ s future films. The film’s action
choreography is aso more stylized, making use of avariety of sophisticated visual and
special effects and wire-assisted stunts to portray afantasy world. Finally, performances
are more expressive in terms of physica comedy and exaggerated actions. Therefore, Zu
directly catered to citizensof Hong Kong with its commercial sensibilities, but it
nevertheless posed important questions related to local concerns and anxieties.
Duel to the Death

After working as a stuntman and choreographer, Cheng Xiaodong made his
directorial debut with Duel to the Death (1983). Duel to the Death stars Damian Lau and
Norman Chu as rival swordsmen Ching Wan and Hashimoto, from China and Japan
respectively. They are chosen to participate in a historic duel to the death that takes place
every 10 years between the two countries. From a visual standpoint, it stands similar to
Hark’ swuxia pian filmsin terms of creative use of wire-assisted stunts and outlandish
visuals, with a great deal more graphic violence, but with a much faster yet fluid style of
choreography that would develop into and remain Cheng'’s signature style in his future
films.

Intense Cinematic Expression

Intense cinematic expression can be found in the rhythm of the film’s many action
scenes. By Cheng’ s own admission, his purpose in making Duel to the Death in the
manner he chosewas to make it as commercially viable as possible To accomplish this
action physics were reimagined with an emphasis on the human body in intense physical

action to portray body’ s strength and power independent of explicit magical elements. A
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duel on the beach between Buddhist monks and ninjas concludes with the ninjas burying
stolen information and then blowing themselves up while attached to the monks. A
closeup shot of aninjas burying a scroll in the sand is followed by a medium shot of two
ninjas, side by side, as they open their uniforms to reved sticks of dynamite with fighting
going on around them. With sparks flying from the dynamite’ s fuse, the ninjas leap
gracefully into the air, landing on unsuspecting monks and then detonating. Thisis seen
four times in much the same manner, with the graceful nature of the jumps juxtaposed
against the bright flash and resonating sound of the explosion. After the fourth explosion,
there is aquick montage of five more explosions. The scene concludes with a freeze
frame of the last explosion, emphasizing the explosive nature of the attack. The scene
would not be as powerful if Cheng shied away from the graphic outcomes of the
explosions. Instead, using prosthetics and life size dummies, the monks and ninjas appear
to suffer horrible fates.

Cheng’'s am with Duel to the Death appears to be afocus on a plausible martial
artsworld. In other words, there are no elements of magic or science fiction. Characters
do not have magical abilities that allow them to throw spiritual projectiles. The characters
do, however, have otherworldly abilities that allow them to defy gravity. This focus on
the skills of the human body allows Cheng to manipulate physical adionsin imaginative
and more realistic ways. In one sequence, Ching Wan and Hashimoto arrive at the dueling
ground, the Holy Sword House. They are greeted by Master Han who is fishing on a raft
in the middle of a pond. He asks them to come closer, prompting them to leap from their

building to his raft. At the last minute, he steers hisraft away. To avoid landing in the
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water, Ching Wan throws his sword into the water and uses it as a stepping stone,
grasping it again after leaping back into the ar. Hashimoto places his sword undemeath
his feet and kicksoff of it in mid-air. The editing is remarkable, for their outlandish
actions are visudly understood in a clear manner without further explanation. What really
makes the scene stand out is the use of high speed photography, drawing attention to the
grace and beauty of their amazing abilities

The film’s violence cannot be ignared. Compared with past wuxia pian films
where characters often suffered stabbings or lacerations during fights, Cheng uses
everything from beheadings to amputations to more symbolic stabbings in order to
convey theimpact of the action. They are symbolic inthat they represent the characters
true fighting spirit and desire for fair competition. In the final moments of the duel
between Ching Wan and Hashimoto, both suffer debilitaing injuries. As Hashimoto
lunges at Ching Wan, Ching Wan'’s gut reaction is to grab Hashimoto’ s sword by the
blade to stop it. The film then cuts to a shot of Hashimoto as he begins to twist his sword,
followed by a closeup shot of Ching Wan's hand as his fingers are severed by
Hashimoto’ s blade. Thisisthen followed by Ching Wan swinging his sword, cutting a
deep gash in Hashimoto’ s chest, and finally by a shot of Hashimoto raising his sword to
sever Ching Wan’'s sword arm at the shoulder. The scene concludes with the two slowly
walking away from one another as their fight is essentially over. As Ching Wan grasps his
wound, Hashimoto is seen over his shoulder. The film cuts to a medium shot of
Hashimoto as he stabs his own sword downward into his foot to keep from falling. The

shot-reverse-shot rhythm is quick and clear, and the speed of the sequence adds power to
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their actions and meaning to their injuries. The end of the scene, with its slower rhythm,
isal the more devastating for we know that both men fought to the death.

Cinematography and Editing

Like other wuxia pian films, the purpose of editing and cinematography in Duel to
the Death isto maximize the impad of the action. As the fight scenes often incorporae
multiple fighters, editing is used as a visual guide that shifts attention from one sequence
of action to another. For scenes inwhich a single character isfighting a group, cuts
signify a change in attacker as they come from all different directions. For scenes
involving groups fighting groups, cuts are used to switch between different members of
the groups. Finally, within any fight scene, cuts break up a specific exchange of moves
and signify when a new attack begins.

Within many of the fight scenes, there are long takes of unbroken action, often
shot in objective wide shots to establish the style of action before the camera movesin
closer. Unlike Zu, the cinematography combines both objective and subjective camera
shots, giving the audience a spectator-like view of the action while involving themin a
very fluid manner. Establishing subjective shots are used to show which enemy characters
are facing. More objective shots are used during the fight scenes with the camera
following the direction of the actors' movements as well as the movements of the
weapons, highlighting specific hits and strikes as well as the amazingly detailed
choreography.

The film also features camera moves that both physically counter and follow on-

screen action. In one shot, aninjaruns toward the left of the screen and paforms aflip off
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of ashort ledge. As he spins and lands, the camera cants 45 degrees clockwise to counter
his action while tilting down to follow the actor’s motion. Thisisimmediately followed
by a shot of the same ninja performing another flip directly over the camera as the camera
tilts up to follow the action. The takes are very quick, but the effect is exhilarating and
involving without being disori enting.

Mise-en-scene

The film' s setting is primarily functional as opposed to expressive. Many of the
fight scenes take place outside in unremarkable open areas. Interiors are represented by
traditional homes with a minimum of set dressing. Thisisin keeping with Cheng’ s focus
on the outlandish action to make the film commercially successful. There are, however,
two sets that have more expressive qualities. In an early sequence, Ching Wan is making
his way to the dueling grounds and travels through a crowded entertainment district at
night. The set isfilled with bright, red lanterns and is populated with a number of kiosks
and other attractions. The sequence isimportant for it introduces the character of Sing-
Lam who later fallsin love with Ching Wan. The second expressive set is underneath the
Holy Sword House where a number of Chinese martial arts masters arebeing kept
hostage by Master Han. Suspended from a spider web of rope above a seemingly
bottomless pit, there is nothing visible besides the actors. The stark emptiness of the
scene gands out and adds an extra element of mystery to the story.

Unlike Hark’ s films in which night scenes are shot at night with careful lighting
schemes, Duel to the Death features a day-for-night shot at the beginningof the film. Its

inclusionisabit glaring asit clashes with actua ni ght scenesthat take place soon after. It
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does, however, reflect the fast-paced nature of Hong Kong cinemain that films are often
made very quickly with little preparation time. Regardless, the film’s many night scenes
are splendid in their lighting scheme as they are lit by bright, red lanterns, asin crowded
marketplaces and entertainment districts, or small, intimate fires for more intimate
exchanges between characters. However, unlike all of the night scenesin The Butterfly
Murders in which light sources, such as torches and lanterns, are visible on screen, other
night scenes in Duel to the Death are brightly lit without any visible, diegetic source light
Sources.

One scene also stands out as the only instance in the film where lightingis used to
directly represent emotions. In this scene, which takes place at night and islit by alarge
torch, Hashimoto isconfronted by Kenji (Eddy Ko), a Japanese Buddhist monk sent to
watch over Hashimoto, and a squad of ninjas. After learning from Kenji that the duel
itself isadistraction and that other Japanese warriors plan to kidnap China s best fighters
to learn their kung fu, Hashimoto is devastated. After al, heisawarrior who seeks
perfection through honorable duels with worthy opponents. As the ninjas and Kenji
vanish into the nearby woods, the torch goes out, extinguishing all light in the scene
except for asingle spotlight on Hashimoto’ s kneeled form, representing his feeling of
isolation and betrayal. Asidefrom this one shot, the consistent and sometimes un-realistic
style of lighting in Duel to the Deathis not used to compliment the film’s story or tone
but rather to highlight the action as best asit can.

The costumes and look of the characters are significant in defining the characters

and their backgrounds. The introduction of Hashimoto, the representative from Japan,
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follows a conversation between Ching Wan and a Buddhist monk, each wearing
traditional Chinese clothes. The monk especially stands out as his Buddhist attireis
traditionally Chinese, complete with ared and orange robe and anecklace of large prayer
beads. When the film cuts to Hashimoto, he is dressed in a black kimono as Japanese
wind ingruments play asolemn tune. Running past himis alarge group of young boys
dressed in fencing gear and on their way to practice kendo (Japanese-style fencing). The
following scene sees Hashimoto in ameeting with Japanese samurai. They are dressed in
traditional samurai attire and aremost readily identifiable by their topknot hairstyle. This
shift, however, isonly visual as the actor himself is from Hong Kong and the characters
are all speaking Cantonese. Similarly, the style of weapons are used to identify various
charactersin the film. Japanese characters carry curved samurai swords often attached to
their waists while Ching Wan and other Chinese characters carry straight Tai Chi swords
slung on their backs.

Costumesin the film are also used to dictate gender roles. At the beginning of the
film, Sing Lam (Flora Cheung), daughter of Master Han, is dressed in men’s clothing.
Her demeanor isfierce and confrontational, and she engages in a number of battles
herself. After she begins to develop feelings for Ching Wan, there is alengthy sequence
in which she changes into women'’ s clothing, the camera slowly panning across her
feminine form while slow dissolves replace the film’s abundant use of quick cuts. Her
character quickly becomes more demure and she urges Ching Wan to abandon the duel

for her sake.
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The performancesin the film are forcefully restrained and represent a departure
from the comedic histrionics of Hark’s Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountain. As the
central theme is one of perfection of the self through combat and fighting to the death,
Damian Lau and Norman Chu portray their characters as perpetually stoic, only showing
their emotions when confronted with the film’s conspiracies and mystery villains. This
style of acting fits the film without becoming humorous and therefore serves to anchor
the film during itsimaginative and sometimes over-the-top action sequences.

Color

Color inthe filmis used for functional purposes as it does not stand out in a
striking manner asin other wuxia pian filmsin this analysis. Ching Wan, as astoic
swordsman, wears white robes. Sing Lam wears a variety of colorful dresses that go along
with her costuming to define her as a feminine character. Perhaps the most striking use of
color in thefilm isthe use of red during the film’sfinal duel. As both fighters are dressed
in light clothing and set against a light background, the deep, red blood from their injuries
visually stands out.

Action and Staging

From the start of the film, the action in Duel to the Death is fast-paced, outdoing
even Hark’ sfilm Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountain. Most notable is Cheng's
penchant for long tracking shots of continuous action. This can be seen in the opening
sequence in which a squad of Japanese ninjas sneak into a castle. Beginning with a shot
of windows opening, the cameratrucks back as a ninja performs a flip and somersault

through the window. In a continuous, fluid movement, the camera continues moving back
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asninjas flip and roll into frame from the left and right, striking a group pose while
clutching their swords before continuing on their mission. This style of action can be seen
not only in group action scenes, but also in one-on-one fights in which the actors
exchange multiplemoves before the scene is punctuaed by a cut.

Unlike other wuxia pian films, Duel to the Death showcases Cheng s ability to
stage massive action scenes involving dozens of characters at once. The openingraid on
the castle by a squad of ninjas concludes with alarge-scal e battle between the ninjas and a
group of Buddhist monks. Unlike other action films where actors can be spotted
performing with a minimal amount of care simply because they are in the background, all
of the actorsin Duel to the Death have partsto play. A cursory glance at figures both in
the foreground and background shows that everyone is performing carefuly
choreographed moves so as not to ruin the integrity of the scene.

The style of action in the film can best be described as dizzying. Charactersspin
into battle in aflurry of moves and weapon strikes that are very circular in nature. For
example, Buddhist monks spin and swing their staffsin wide, circular arcs as they enter
into battle. The squad of ninjas, working as a sort of collective forcecontrolled by Kenji,
enter into battle by flying, fli pping, jumping, and rolling. When attacki ng a singl e enemy,
they come from all directionsin a continuous flow of action. The effect is exhilarating
and the end result is flashy choreography performed with devastating force by all of the

performers.
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Summary of Important Points

Action choreography in Duel to the Death isthe most stylized of any filmin this
analysis. Characters perform impossible, gravity-defying actions during many extended
scenes of complex and expertly choreographed swordplay. These action scenes are
enhanced by the film’ s graphic violence which adds greater physical impact to the actors
movements. The physical skills and stoic performances of Ching Wan and Hashimoto are
also instrumental in defining their characters as heroic swordsman involved in alarger
conflict. Therefore, as with other filmsin thisanalysis, Duel to the Death is concerned
with local themes such asdistrust of authority and the futility of conflict despite being a
commercial film.
A Chinese Ghost Story

A Chinese Ghost Story isasignificant film because it represents a true fusion of
the commercial sensibilities of Hark, the film’s producer, and the creative action
aesthetics of Cheng, the director and action choreographer. The two worked together
previously on Hark’ s Peking Opera Blues (1986), but A Chinese Ghost Story istheir first
true wuxia pian film together. It is aso more explicitly romantic than previouswuxia pian
films. 4 Chinese Ghost Story is about Ning (Leslie Cheung), atraveling tax collector who
meets and fallsin love with afemale ghost named Nie (Joey Wong). With the help of the
swordsman Yin (Wu Ma), Ning rescues Nie from her arranged marriage to the Lord of
the Black Mountan, a demon of the underworld. As Bordwell (2000) points out, thereis

some dispute whether Hark or Cheng actually made a majority of filmmaking decisions
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during the production process, but that is beyond the scope of thisthesis. The film will
therefore be analyzed as a Cheng Xiaodong film with creative input from Tsui Hark.

Intense Cinematic Expressions

A Chinese Ghost Story makes good use of the visuals and theactors’ precisely
staged performances to create striking scenes of comedy, action, and beauty. A
memorable scene in the film sees Nie, afemale ghost working for the evil tree demon Lau
Lau (Lau Siu-Ming), conceal Ning insider her bathtub as Lau Lau and other female ghods
enter her room. Quick takes and exaggerated actions by the actors create visual chaosin
the scene as Ning quickly runs out of breath, only to have Nie continually push his head
under water anytime Lau Lau or another ghost approaches the bath tub.

Additionally, many of the scenes highlight the star system in place in Hong Kong
at this time by beautifully showcasing the film’s stars. In an early sequence, Ning arrives
at Lan Yeuk Temple. Amidst alighting scheme which gives the film an overwhelmingy
blue composition, a high angle shot sees Ning walk up the stairs to his room. He then
enters hisroom in alow angle shot which gives a good view of the condition of the
temple, especialy the dilapidated ceiling. The film cuts to a closeup of awindow which
slowly opensto reveal the ghostly face of Nie, her hair blowing across her face as she
stares directly into the camera, and is accompanied by a short, vocalized tune which
becomes her musical theme. As Ning continues to inspect his room, Nie quietly flies back
from the window, never taking her eyes off of the camera, as the window slowly closes.

The sequence concludes with a shat of asmall lantem on atable as Ning picksit up to lift
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it closer to hisface, illuminating his handsome features and giving the scene a soft and
warm feeling.

Cinematography and Editing

Aswith Cheng’s previous wuxia pian films, the emphasis with cinematography
and editing within the fights scenesin A Chinese Ghost Story isto highlight the film's
action by providing a fast-paced rhythm and by visually focusing on the impacts of the
characters strikes and falls. The film’'sfirst extended fight sequence occurs between rival
swordsmen Yin and Hsiao-Hou (Lam Wai). As they clash swords on the grounds of Lan
Y euk temple, the characters flip and fly, making use of the temple grounds’ many objects
and buildings. Quick cutaways show their swords striking inanimate objects and
sometimes each other. The fight lasts for atotal of one minute, but the characters cover a
lot of ground, jumping to the temple' s higher levels, kicking off of tall wooden poles, and
covering the entire courtyard. The takes ae quick, with an average length of less than one
second, ye the cinematography is clea and focuses on the actors' motions and strikes to
guide the audience through the mayhem.

In other scenes not involving swordplay, the purposeof the editing and
cinematography isto emphadze any sort of physical action to keep the film moving at a
fast pace. In a sequence in which Yin isjumping from tree to tree to avoid Lau Lau’s
deadly tongue, awide shot sees Yin jump off of atree as Lau Lau’s tongue wraps around
it. The film then cutsto a closeup of the tree as the tongue severs the top half of the tree
before the sequence continues. The cutaway isfast but understandable and serves to make

the rudimentary visual effects believable and more real.
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Thefilm’s comedy scenes also benefit from creative uses of dnematography and
editing. The character of Ningis portrayed as being out of his element and whaly
unfamiliar with thespiritual world. When he arrives at Lan Yeuk Temple, heisin
perpetual danger from long deceased men, now zombie-like figures, who lurk above and
below his room waiting to kill him. Though Ning has no ideawhat is in the space above
his room, he climbs aladder to investigate as wide shots show the crawling figures of the
zombi es approach the ladder from above. Ning is saved when he leaves to investigate
ghostly music coming from outside the temple, never realizing how close he came to
death. During his trip back to the temple, the film crosscuts between shots of Ning
approaching the temple and the zombies crawling down the ladder. As the ladder is
placed in front of the door, Ning must force the door open to get in, causing the ladder
and the zombies to fall and crash through the floor into the basement. This subplot
concludes when Ning later ventures into the basement to find hisjar of ink. In apredsely
staged sequence, Ning unintentionally avoids the attacks of the zombies and unknowingly
kills them by opening a window tolight the basement.

In addition to the film’s action and comedy scenes, there are a number of dialogue
and romantic interludes between characters. Rather than clash with the quick editing of
the fight scenes, they compliment them with their equally fast-paced nature and quick
rhythm. Thelove scene between Ning and Nie relies on canted high and low angles to
create avisua relationship between the two characters. As they begin to make love, the
film cuts to shots of the pouring rain and dissolvesin and out of flashbacks detailing how

they first met. During the love scene, the hangng cloths that linethe small temple begin
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to flutter in the wind, casting reverberating shadows over their figures. The scene moves
with asimilar pace to the action scenes while still maintaining afocus on their romance.

Mise-en-scene

Outdoing both of their previous films, the settingsin A Chinese Ghost Story are
varied and highly expressive, giving the film an ethered sense of beauty. The opening
sequence in which an unknown character inside of atemple is seduced and ultimately
killed by Nie and her master Lau Lau isfilled with scrolls, books, and lanterns. The
addition of flowing sheets of fabric hanging from the ceiling add a senseof fluidity to the
ghostly scene. This setup continuesin most of the film’sinteriors. Lau Lau’s houseis
filled with pink, red, and purple cloths. On the other hand, Ning’sroom in Lan Y euk
Templeisrun down and in a state of disrepair. The paper windows are filled with holes
and there are gaps in the ceiling. When juxtaposed against one another, these two setting
schemes provide a nice contrast between the drab reality of the human world and the
ethereal beauty of the spirit world.

Early scenes also solidify Hark as the father of Hong Kong special effects. A wide
shot of the town near which the magjority of the film takes place depicts large pagodasin
the background. As Bey Logan explains in thecommentary accompanying the DVD, this
was an early process shot used to give the film amore epic feel and to differentiate 4
Chinese Ghost Story from the original film aswell as other contemporary Hong Kong
films.

Thelighting in the film is highly expressive. Scenes that take placein the

underworld are characterized by deep blues and an overall dark composition tha is also
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reflected in the color of the costumes. This also reflects the film’s horror elements in that
many of the scenes are dark with little lighting, reflectingafear of the unknown. This
color composition isalso used to signify a shift from the human world to the spirit world
asit marksthefirst time that Ning is confronted by mysterious wolves in the forest and
swordsman Yin at Lan Yeuk Temple. Other interiors, both in the spirit world and the
human world, are marked by warm tones from lanterns and fires, alighting scheme to be
found in the later film Swordsman I1.

The performances in the film are physically exaggerated, with many scenes
relying on comically exaggerated actions and sight gags by actors Leslie Cheungand Wu
Ma. In the sequence where they first meet, after Yin’s battle with Hsiao-Hou, Yin gets
right in the face of Ning and tells him to leave the temple. When Yin turns to leave, the
lower half of hisrobe is accidentally torn by Ning. Other scenes emphasize the
exaggerated dramatic effect of the actors performances. When Lau Lau, suspicious that
Nie has been communicating with humans, enters Nie's room, she slaps Nie hard across
the face. Rather than simply turn her head with the slap, Joey Wong, or perhaps her stunt
double, spins and flies backward to add emphasisto Lau Lau’ s attack. Therefore with
this film, more than previous films by both Hark and Cheng, performances arebased on
precise staging for dramatic and comic effect.

The costumes are used to identify each character’ srole in the film. Ning is dressed
as an ordinary man, wearing plain, white robes, a pair of old sandds that are full of holes,
and ablack hat. Nie's flowing dresses add to her character’s ethereal nature and perfectly

compliment Joey Wong's beauty. The way her dress moves with her delicate actions
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differentiatesher from the othe characters and identifies her as a wandering spirit.
Furthermore, makeup is used to highlight her fair skin, making her more ghost-like Asa
swordsman, Yin's costumeis perfectly suited for battle. Aside from his sword which he
keeps slung on his back, there are various projectiles which he can reach & a moment’s
notice during battle.

Color

A Chinese Ghost Story contains scenes of wondrous color that are used to express
emotions and signify changesin tone. The scenes between Ningand Nie are dressed in
variations of pink and white, signifying their love for one another. Niewears dresses that
are stark white or in shades of pink and purple, giving her an otherworldly appearance.
On the other hand, the film features a number of ghosts and demons, including an
extended sequence in which Ning and Yin travel to the underworld to rescue Nie from the
Lord of the Black Mountain. These sequences are characterized by an abundance of deep
blues and varying shades of black to dicit fear and uncertainty.

Additionally, the color red is used as a metaphor for alarger evil, amotif that
began in Hark's film Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountain. The film’ stitle sequence
begins with a shot of a billowing red sheet filling up the screen as thetitle of the film
fadesin, the music striking a very ominous tone. Thisis followed by asequence in which
Ning seeks shelter from the rain inside a small shelter on the side of the path. Suddenly, a
group of men run by the shelter, pursued by a man wielding alarge sword who kills each
one of them. After the last strike by the swordsman, the film cuts to a shot of Ning

underneath the shelter as blood sprays onto his face. The appearance of such deep red
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blood on the face of a pure, chivalrous character signifies his entrance into a sinister
world.

Later in the film, Nie learns that she isto be married to the evil Lord of the Black
Mountain. Her wedding dressis aflowing red dress, which she tries on for approval from
Lau Lau. Although the dress is sumptuous and the scene itself showcases actress Joey
Wong' s beauty, it necessarily represents a larger, all-encompassing evil in the form of the
Lord of the Black Mountain. 4 Chinese Ghost Story was made in 1987, three years after
negotiations between Great Britain, Hong Kong, and the Peopl€e’ s Republic of China
decided Hong Kong' s fate in the form of alooming changeover. As Hark was fearful of
the impact the changeover would have on the autonomy of Hong Kong, red, a color
typically associated with anger and hatred, is used to represent mainland China.

Action and Staging

Cheng Xiaodong was both the director and action choreographer of A Chinese
Ghost Story. With alarge amount of creative control over the film’s many adion scenes,
his trademark styleis clearly seen. To begin with, the film features alarge amount of
swordplay. Aswith Duel to the Death, these are expertly staged and choreographed, often
featuring extended exchanges of unbroken action. The film’s early fight scene between
Yin and Hsiao-Hou is a prime example of Cheng'’s style. The two characters collidein a
flurry of circular moves, punctuated by lengthy exchanges.

Unlike Duel to the Death, A Chinese Ghost Story aso features action scenes that
make use of magical and spiritual actions. As such, the staging during these action scenes

involves complex wire-work. Much of the wirework involves the character of Nie who,
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asaghost, isableto fly, and Yin who is a master swordsman. Nie is seen effortlessly
flying through the film’ s locales while Yin leaps into the air from various structures to
defy gravity. There are a'so a variety of demons which the characters must battle and
which give the action scenes added visual appeal. At one point in the film, Lau Lau’s
giant tongue splits open, revealing a hideous mouth with sharp teeth and tentacles.

Summary of Important Points

A Chinese Ghost Story features anumber of important visua elements that
continue both Hark’ s and Cheng’ s visua styles. Similar to Zu, the color red is once again
used in A4 Chinese Ghost Story to represent evil in the form of an unholy demon. Actionis
highly stylized, relying on even more sophisticated effects such as pixellation and large-
scale props but with areliance on physical comedy, exaggerated performances, and
romantic interludes. The result is again acommercia film that complements Hong
Kong' s fast-paced lifestyle, but the visual elements raise more direct concerns regarding
Hong Kong’ s future in the face of the 1997 changeover from British to Chineserule.
Swordsman 11

Visualy, Swordsman II is another brilliant collaboration between Hark and
Cheng. Thefilm features asimilar style of action in keeping with Cheng' s trademark
style, but the outlandish aspects of the choreography are increased with a stronger
emphasis on filling action scenes with as much motion as possible. Additionally, the film
features a numbea of motifs common inHark’ s perviouswuxia pian films such as
expressive colors and striking visual compositions. Swordsman 11, as the middle part of a

trilogy, isavery compex filmsinvolving sects, clans, and uncertain allegances. On his
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way to retire to Wah Mountain with his fellow warriars, swordsman Ling (Jet Li) and his
companion Kiddo (Michelle Reis) are pulled into awar against Asiathelnvincible
(Brigitte Lin), a powerful martial artist who seized control of the Sun Moon Sect and
castrated himself in order to leam the most powerfu form of martial ats.

Intense Cinematic Expressions

In terms of intense cinematic expressions, Swordsman I capitalizes on the
piercing gaze of its star Brigitte Lin, playing the film’s male villain Asiathe Invincible.
With her intense and expressive eyes, she is a key component of the film’s most
memorable scenes and stirring compositions of sound and visuals are use to portray her
abilities as deadly and powerful. Swordsman Ling is riding through the woods when he
suddenly hears an explosion in the nearby l&e. He looks up and the camera cutsto his
view as birds begin dropping from the sky, their bodies covering the path. The film then
crosscuts between shots of the birds falling and the explosion in the lake subsiding as
Ling performs an impossible jump to atree limb to observe his surroundings. In a
medium wide shot, Adathe Invindble rises from thecenter of the ke, expressionless
and unblinking as he stares directly into the camera. His upper body visible in the frame,
the emphasisis place on his physical actions as he raises his hands. Commanding the
water itself, hebegins to wave hisarms and hurl water droplets into the nearby forest. All
of thisis played out in slow motion as the film cuts between Asiathe Invincible and the
trees and leaves in the forest becoming perforated from the projectile water. With this
sequence, and without killing anyone, it is understood that he is a character of

extraordinary skill as he essentially has the power to control nature.
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A sequence further demonstrating Asia s powers occurs when hefights Ling's
Wah Mountain brothers and members of the Sun Moon Sect. As he does not use a sword
in battle, Asia’ s physical movements must be highly expressive. As the swordsmen
charge him, hebreaks their swords with a slow motionwave of hisfan. Spreading his
arms apart, amist enshrouds him and his enemies, tearing them limb from limb. To deal
with the remaining three swordsmen, a closeup shot shows him thrust his palm at the
camera, followed by an immediate cut of the swordsmen’s heads snapping back, blood
pouring from thar mouths and noses. In a delayed reaction, ther bodies spontaneously
explode, killing them instantly. This sequence, more than Asia sintroduction in the film,
shows how a combination of precisely staged actions combined with grgphic uses of
prosthetics and exaggerated reactions turn the character of Asiathe Invincibleinto a
formidable opponent.

Cinematography and Editing

Aswith other wuxia pian films, the purpose of the cinematography is to highlight
the action. In Swordsman II, however, the action isincreasingly complex, faster, and
more reliant on wire-work than previous wuxia pian films. Cheng’s approach to filming
the action scenesis quite similar to his previous films, and the result is clarity of action
and a focus on the most important pieces of action sequences. More so than his previous
films, there is also an abundance of slow motion shots that punctuate the action scenes.
AsLing, mistaken for an enemy spy, fights with Wu (Y en Shi-Kwan), Ling’s extravagant

swordplay, in which his sword literally spins around his body and his hand, is shown
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using high speed photography and closeups. This style of cinematography helpsto clarify
the action further and al ow usto witness the amazi ng and inventive choreography.

In scenes involving primarily dialogue, however, cinematography and editing are
used to create striking visual compositions that substitute for physical action. In a scene
where Ling talks with aloyal member of the Sun Moon Sect immediately after an
extended fight sequence between the two, the cinematography relies on closeups and
quick zooms to continue the visual action. The zoom ins are used to visually counter the
onscreen action when, for example, characters move toward the camera. Theeffect isan
exaggeration of their forward motion and the end result for the whole film is continuous
motion through each and every scene.

Mise-en-scene

Swordsman II includes avarigty of settings, from various inns and marketplaces to
Asiathe Invincible s fortress and underground dungeon. These sets demonstrae
increasing sophistication regardi ng set dressing in Hong Kong wuxia pian films as they
are made to look very organic. Theinterior of Asid s fortress contains needlepoint
creations and multiple spools of thread as well as paintings and screens of various
designs. Thisjuxtaposed with his underground dungeon which is crawling with rats and
has avery dark fedl to it. The nature of the dungeon is best witnessed in Wu's cell where
he is suspended from the ceiling by grotesque bone hooks that pierce his back.

Thelighting in the film creates striking compositions that are used to €licit strong
emotions. Scenes in which Ling and his Wah Mountain brothers are together in the inn

are lit by roaring fires, areating strong, inviting, and consistent orangeglows. Thisis
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contrasted in scenesin Asia s fortress in which fires are used to create harsh contrasts
between dark and light areas. Light is also filtered through red fabricsin later scenes
involving Wu, the exiled leader of the Sun Moon Sect. This bathes entire scenesin a
harsh red light that actually drowns out many of the actors' facial feature, making them
almost indistinguishable.

Costumes are again used to define character types as well as gender roles. Ling
and his Wah Mountain brothers wear dothing that identifies them as swordsmen, with
plain white and black robes and black hats. Asthey are concerned chiefly with the
practice of their Wah Mountain style of swordplay, unspectacular costumes fits their
characters. Chief Ying and other members of the Sun Moon Sect, depicted in the film as
exiled royalty, wear more elaborate and colorful dresses and large, turban-like hats.

Kiddo (played by famous Hong Kong beauty Michelle Reis), wears the clothes of
a swordsman not because sheis trying to disguise herself as a man, but because she is
more of atomboy-like character with martial arts skills. However, she has feelings for
Ling and wants to show him that sheisin fact awoman. In an eally sequence, she
changes her hairstyle into a more feminine style, using additional hairpieces, and puts on
makeup in order to be noticed in amore sexual manner by Ling. In asimilar sequence,
Asiathe Invircible is differentiated by her costume and makeup. Beginningthe film as a
man, he must castrate himself if heisto learn the ultimate power contained within the
Sacred Volume. Asia’ s appearance gradually becomes more feminine in nature, and his

complete transformation into awoman is sealed with women'’ s clothes and the
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application of makeup, a transformation that isimmediately noticed by hislover and
juxtaposed with the comedy of Kiddo’s previous scene.

Aswith A Chinese Ghost Story, performances in Swordsman II are physically and
sometimes comically exaggerated. However, every adion carries meaning and is highly
expressive. Performances are also used to counter elements of the cinematography such
as quick zooms. To heighten the effect of a camera movement, the actors will move in the
opposite direction. For example, characters will step toward the camera as it zoomsin.
Compared with Cheng’s and Hark’ sprevious films, thiseffect is heightened in
Swordsman II as many of the scenes contain a number of actors who ad in unison.

Color

Although much of the color in Swordsman II is muted due to the film’s arid
location and high exposure, many colors come through in expressive ways. The character
of Asiathe Invincibleis notable for her bright, red ensembles. In keeping with Hark’s
motif of red as a metaphor for uncertainty and alarger evil, Asiathe Invincible is seen as
avillain in the film. However, Wu, although heis the rightful leader of the Sun Moon
Sect, is arrogant and power-hungry. After heis freed from prison by Ling, helearns more
of Asiathe Invincible stakeover of his sect. The lighting scheme in the room changes
from awarm, glowing orange to afierce red color as Wu vows to kill Asiathe Invincible.

Action and Staging

Swordsman II goes beyond other wuxia pian filmsin depicting the characters
amazing martial arts abilities. Intense wire-work and ever-increasing visual effects are

used to create visual chaosin the action scenes. In a battle with Japanese ninjas, Chief
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Ying (Rosamund Kwan) uses her whipto fight her enemy. Rather than simply strike him,
she uses her whip to grab hold of full grown trees, ripping them right out of the ground
and flinging them into the air. The Japanese ninjas ride giant flying blades and the
character of Wu is able to suck the life out of characters with his bare hand and lift up
large chunks of the ground benesath his feet to usein an attack. As can be seen with these
examples, the action is highly stylized, going ailmost further than Duel to the Deathin
terms of outrageousness.

The film features many action scenes similar to Cheng’s previous films. Thereare
anumber of large-scale battles that feature multiple characters, each performing very
specific actions. Likewise, even in the non-action scenes, staging is extremely important
to maintain the film’ s constant visual flow. In a scene which uses a similar staging setup
as in the opening of Duel to the Deathin which a squad of ninjas sneak into the Holy
Sword House, Cheng pul s the camera back in one continuous motion as Chief Ying,
Ling, and their fellow warriors come into frame one by one around a table to discuss how
to deal with Asiathe Invincible.

Important Points of the Films’ Visual Styles

In al of the films under analysis, strong emphasisis placed on the complexity and
clarity of the action sequences. They are highly sylized and fast-paced and help
demonstrate the sophistication of Hong Kong New Wave cinema compared to previous
Hong Kong films. The films also feature important visual shifts and juxtapositions which
help foster feelings of uncertainty and anxiety. Color shifts serve to signify the characters

entering unknown environments and worlds. Similarly, stoic performances arejuxtaposed
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with expressive and stylized action scenes, highlighting the dark themes of films such as
The Butterfly Murders and Duel to the Death. Finally, the color red is often used as a
metaphor for evil and imperial authority.
Genre Conventions

Wuxia pian films have been mainstays in Hong Kong cinema since the
introduction of film technology to the city. As such, thereare a number of genre
conventions that distinguish wuxia pian films from other matial arts films, most notably
their reliance on fantasy elements, highly stylized choreography involving wires and
harnesses, and themes involving conflict among martial arts clans. As creative forcesin
the fast-paced Hong Kong film industry of the 1980s, both Hark and Cheng utilized these
common conventions, but, through the adaptation of new cinematic techniques and
international influences, they critically and stylistically modified them to suit modern
Hong Kong audiences. Therefore, Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian filmstook on a
new identity through acritical reworking of history and traditi onal filmmaking.
The Butterfly Murders

Relying on an established convention, Hark establishes the central theme of The
Butterfly Murders as one involving conflict, unrest, and uncertainty. Overt narraion at the
start of the film details the history of wars and conflicts that have devastated the martial
artsworld, bringing an end to the “Old Era” and ushering in a“New Era’ of unrest and
chaos following a quiet period. This statement is highly prophetic and takes on new

importance given the film’stiming and contribution to the Hong Kong New Wave.
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Genre Amalgamation

Relying on more than just a traditional wuxia pian formula, Hark utilized a variety
of other genresin making The Butterfly Murders amore unique film. The film has a
strong mystery element. The secret of the butterfliesis kept hidden until the climax of the
film. Until then, Tien Fung and Green Shadow travel to Shum Castle and meet the master
of the castle as well as Fong, thetraveling scholar, as they learn more about the butterfly
murders. As such, the film appropriates aspects of the film noir style. Upon reaching
Shum Castle, Tien Fung and Green Shadow are ushered to the underground caverns, a
locati on characterized by harsh i ghti ng, creeping shadows, and an occasiona ly smoky
atmosphere due to incense. What follows is a series of scenes in which the characters
scour the castle looking for clues, happening on dead bodies during their search.

Hark also uses elements of the Western genre. Asidefrom the barrenlandscape in
which the film takes place, reminiscent at times of the “frontier” found in Hollywood's
classic Westerns, the film has clear distinctions between good and evil characters. At the
beginning of the film, two of Tien Fung’s soldiers speculate that Tien Fung desires to
bring peace and stability to the martial arts world, signifying him as a man of power, but
also aman of law and order. However, his quest to uncover the mystery of the Shum
Castle murders is hindered by the appearance of threeof the Four Thunders, dubious
outlaws who have been summoned by the master of the castle, and each skilled in
different forms of martial arts. Tien Fung’s confrontation with Guo, a martial artist who
uses a variety of explosives during combat, begins as a standoff, with the two wariors

squaring off in the center courtyard of the castle waiting to see who drawsfirst. The
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mixture of various genresis a characteristic of Hark’s filmmaking style that continued
well into his later films.

Character Types

Likewise, the characters that populate the martial arts world of The Butterfly
Murders, while rooted in wuxia pian films and novels of the past, are modified for
younger, more critical audiences. Tien Fung, the boss of the Ten Flags clan, is portrayed
less as a chivalrous and stoic hero and more like arock star or comic book hero. Making
his grand entrance on arock situated above his army, an exaggerated low-angle shot sees
him with one leg propped up on another rock, towering over his army. Dressed in a black
ensemble with a flowing cape behind him, he represents a hero for the younger generation
cometo life. Later in the film, Tien Fung travels to Shum Castle to investigate a series of
murders involving butterflies. In this sense, he takes on the role of detective with Green
Shadow as his sidekick, adding alayer of mystery to a tradtiona wuxia pian framework.

Traditionally, classic wuxia pian films and novels feature very heroic charaders,
or xia ke. While the films of Hark and Cheng do feature many heroic martial artists, the
main characters are often thrust into conflict not by their own choice, but by circumstance
or bad luck. The main character in The Butterfly Murders, Fong, is not a swordsman but a
traveling scholar “untrained inmartial arts” who records the detals of important eventsin
the martial arts world and meets Tien Fung “in an intriguing encounter.” Tien Fung
himself states that “there’ s a great difference between writing and fighting,” emphasizing
Fong’ sintrusive nature into the martial arts world. After solving the mystery of the

butterflies and discovering the identity of the masked man, Fong states that “a common
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man in the martial [arts] world is usually looked down [on] by the others.” As a scholar,
historian, and the narrator of the film, Fong's purposeis not to illustrate a great
distinction between the martial artsworld and the non-martial arts world. He instead acts
as aguide through this new style of wuxia pian filmmaking as created by Hark, taking
audiences by the hand into the Hong Kong New Wave.

Action Aesthetics

Aswuxia pian films are a gernre of martial arts films, one of the most widely
recognizable genre conventionsis highly stylized action. Many charactersin the film,
therefore, are experienced martial artists. However, rather than rely on conventional and
traditional weapons for use in the action scenes, Hark made creative use of new
technology and innovations to depict their skills and weapons as markedly different and
in line with their character types. The charader Green Shadow, a free spirit character with
no alegiance to any clan, isfirst seen swinging through the trees using a grappling hook
which she keeps wrapped around her wrists. This weapon allows her to quickly move
from place to place. Sheisalso ableto useit as a projectile to throw at enemies. Kwok Li,
as one of the film’'s primary villains, is proficient with explosives, allowing him to start
fires and hurl explosive projectiles with devastating effect. Tien Fung, arenowned fighter
favoring closer combat, relies on a short, black club which he concealsin his attire.
Finally, Master Shum is covered from head to toe in protective armor, making him
invulnerable to most physical attacks. In addition to using a rocket-powered grappling
hook for quick and stealthy movement, Master Shum uses his armored fiststo literally

bludgeon his enemies. As such, emphasisis placed on foregrounded action as charaders
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strikes are shown to have clear and devastating effects on inanimate objects as well as
other people.
Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountain

Zu ismore explicitly fantasy-based than The Butterfly Murders. The opening of
the film begins with overt narration as the camera flies over alarge-scde model of Mount
Zu in Western China The effect is aude by Hollywood standards, but remarkably well
polished for aHong Kong film at this time period. With this opening shot, Hark directly
challenges genre conventions as he immediately establishes new visual conventions for
wuxia pian films and presents the story as one involving mystery, folklore, and magic on
an unprecedented epic scale.

Themes of Conflict

As with other wuxia pian films before it, Zu has recurring themes of conflict and
unrest, but they are more explicitly humorousin nature. Like The Butterfly Murders, Zu
begins with narration briefly describing the decades of civil war and unrest that have
devastated 5" Century China, setting a pessimistic tone at the statt of the film. The film
then cuts to an army situated along the beach as the two commanders listen to news from
their scout, Ti Ming-Chi. He tells them about the rival Y ellow Troops who are recovering
at San Chang Creek nearby. Feelings of pessimism and dread are soon put to rest as the
two commanders, obvious authority figures, argue about whether to attack from land or
from the water as Ti Min-Chi, remaining subordinatethroughout their argument, claims
in desperation that he will obey both of their orders. This prompts the second commander

toyell, “That'sinsubordination! 1’1 kill you!” Ti Min-Chi then states, “Then | will obey
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neither one of your orders!” Angered as well, the first commander shouts, “ That’s worse!
Kill him!” Further countering thefilm’sinitial pessimism, Ti Ming-Chi later meets
Chang Mei, a soldier from an opposing army. Upon becoming friends, Chang Mei saysto
Ti Ming-Chi, “We're both good men. We're just dressed in different colors.”

Character Types

Likein The Butterfly Murders, the heroes of Zu are not heroes by choice.
Although Ti Ming-Chi and Chang Mei are skilled swordsmen (played by martial artists),
they are thrust into a conflict between magical forces while trying to avoid a growing
conflict between other martial arts clans, despite belonging to oppasing clans themsdves.
Here, however, the fish-out-of-water element is played for laughs unlike in The Butterfly
Murders where the character of Fong is used for exposition and to guide the audience
through the film'’s style and mystery. At thebeginning of the film, there is alengthy batle
between different groups, each identified by their brightly colored uniforms Wanting to
live through the battle, Ti Ming-Chi and Chang Mei decide to help each other, alternating
between playing dead and fending off enemies from all sides.

Genre Amalgamation

If The Butterfly Murders represented Hark’ s homage to film noir and mystery
films, then Zu represents his appropriation of science fiction, fantasy, and adventure
conventions for local audiences. To begin with, the film has a more spectacular approach
to action and drama, giving it a swashbuckling feel similar to the serials that inspired a
number of Hollywood adventure films. This comes not only from thefilm’s common use

of swords as weapons, but aso because of its more lighthearted approach to conflict and
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dramain a manner than involves comedy. Thisis cemented by the appearance of a
dashing hero, Ting Yin, and a princess-like figure, the Countess, who become
romantically involved.

Given itsreliance on spectacular visual effects, Zu is more of ascience fiction
fantasy than other New Wave wuxia pian films of the 1980s. The massive number of
explosions, computer effects, and elaborate and imaginative sets, including an underwater
fortress, are more reminiscent of fantasy films than wuxia pian films. Given the style and
vaiety of locations, itis asif the characters are traveling to diff erent worlds. Similarly,
the lighting scheme, with bright fluorescent lights illuminating smoky atmospheres, gves
the film afuturistic, high tech look.

Thematically, the film’s most prominent genre appropriation is that of slapstick
comedy films. Physical humor isaform of comedy that relies on little cultura knowledge
to be understood. It has also proven to be a commercially viable form of comedy and
filmmaking in general for anumber of yeas. With references to Hollywood comedy
teams like Laurel and Hardy and Abbot and Costello, actors Y uen Biao and Sammo Hung
(slim and large actors respectively) play off of one another in comically exaggerated
ways. They accidentally and intentionally hit one another and are consistently caught up
in sequences of bad luck and coincidence.

Action Aesthetics

Zu went farther than The Butterfly Murders intermsof outlandish choreography.
As Chen (1996) explains, the inspiration for the film came from Lee Sau-Man’'s

multivolume novel. Wha Hark did was bring those story elementsto lifeinavisually
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stunning manner. Thisis a story world where gravity has little effect, as characters fly
around at times without the aid of any sort of weapon or grappling hook. Furthermore,
anything can become a wegpon, such as Long Brow’ s eyebrows which he uses to battle
the Blood Demon.

Continuing with his interest in unique weapons, Hark adapts genre conventions
for amore science fiction context. The weaponsin Zu are most often projectile-based and
not connected to the characters via any rope or chain. Characters throw and control
swords, shields, staffs, and a variety of energy-based projectiles. If swords are seen as an
extension of amartial artist’s body and soul, then the ability to control one without even
touching it impliesan even deeper connection with one’s weapons and abilities.

Duel to the Death

Duel to the Deathisamore traditional wuxia pian film than those directed by
Hark. Its central theme of perfection of the self and its focus on swordplay are more
similar to the classic films such as those about Chinese folk hero Wong Fei-hong. Where
the film departs from its rootsis primaily in its approach to action aesthetics and its
fusion of multiple film genres for international appeal.

Genre Amalgamation

Duel to the Deathis agreat showcase for Cheng's knowledge of ather film
genres. To begin, the film has a strong conspiratorial element that shows up at the very
beginning of the film. After a squad of ninjas break into the Holy Sword Houseto copy
secret scrolls, they bury their spoils and commit suicide. Their actions signa that the

film’sinevitable duel will occur amidst alarger context of mystery and intrigue. Later it
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isreveaed that Master Han is conspiring with the Japanese by kidnapping powerful
Chinese martial artists so their kung fu can be studied.

Aswith The Butterfly Murders, there are conventions commonly found in the
Western genre. Characters stare each other down before quickly going for their weapons
in aflurry of action. The action in Duel to the Death isfast, beginning with quick draws
of swords and continuing with lightning fast strikes. After duels, there is ambiguity about
who was actually struck, much like in the quickdraws of Westerns, until a character or
characters fall down dead.

Recurring Themes

The primary theme of Duel to the Deathisthat of perfedion of the self. While
thisisimplicit in Hark’ sfilms, it is much more explicit in Duel to the Death asthe film
revolves around a deciding sword battle every 10 years. The film’s focus on the conflict
can be seen at the end of the film when Ching Wan decides not to fight. To convince him
to fight, Hashimoto kills Ching Wan’s master. In addition to being a competition between
people, it is a competition between styles of martial arts, specifically Shaolin kung fu and
Japanese karate and kendo. Perfection of the self istherefore a deciding factor in which
style of martial artsis ultimately deemed superior.

Despite the film’ sfocus on a grand conflict between China and Japan, thereis
also conflict among internal groups within both China and Japan. Hashimoto does not
seek fame or fortune but instead wants a fair duel with Ching Wan. The Japanese
authorities, however, are more focused on long term benefits by kidnaping Chinese

martial artists to gudy their kung fu. Meanwhile Master Han was dead set on his
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daughter competing in the duel rather than Ching Wan to further the family name. He
therefore conspires with the Japanese so that his daughter may competein the duel and
win.

Character Types

The charactersin Duel to the Death are the epitome of chivalrous swordsmen
found in classic wuxia pian stories. They seek glory and honor in battle and are more
concerned with bettering themsdves rather than gaining fameand fortune through their
victories. Their desire for an honorable duel can be seen in their working together to
eliminate conspirators on both sides before dueling. In a seriesof extended fight scenes,
Ching Wan discovers that Master Han is conspiring with the Japanese to kidnap China's
best martia artists. At the same time, Hashimoto learns that Japan will go to great lengths
to see that the duel is played out according to their terms. Furthermore, Hashimoto learns
that he is expendable and that the Shogun in Japan wants him tolose the fight because
kidnaping China’'s top warriors is deemed more important.

However, the inevitable duel turns out to be a deciding factor in the depiction of
the two characters. Before the duel, Ching Wan declares that he will not fight Hashimoto.
Angered, Hashimoto kills Ching Wan's master to provoke him to fight. In the end, the
two characters have their duel on the cliffs overl ooking the ocean. During the dud,
Hashimoto accidentally stabs Ching Wan in the chest as the two fall off of the cliff. Once
they are again on solid ground, Hashimoto stabs himself in the chest to even out their

injuries. In the end, both characters are the same as they fight until they are both wounded
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to the point of death. Even Ching Wan, who still could have chosen not to fight, exists
solely for the pursuit of perfection.

Action Aesthetics

While Hark may be more adept at fusing together various genre conventions to
create unique stories, Cheng, while borrowing from other genres aswell, is profigent in
taking traditional action aestheticsto new levels of creativity. The action aesthetics of
Duel to the Death single it out as asemina and unique wuxia pian film. Hark set the
stage for wire-assisted choreography in which characters are capable of amazing feats of
strength, but it was Cheng who capitalized on that style, focusing not on eliciting thrills
through effects and mise-en-scene but through the manipulation of physical motionin a
non-fantasy context.

Duel to the Death differs from other Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian filmsin
that it is closer to the classic swordplay of past films. Unlike Hark’ s films where
characters rdy on spiritud projectiles and unique weapons that compliment their
personalities, swords are an extension of the body in Duel to the Death unlike any film
before or after it, and it is here where the film deviates from traditional genre conventions
by making use of wires, special effects, and prosthetics to gve swords, and by extension
the characters, anew level of importance and power. The importance of the sword is
established early on as Hashimoto partially unsheathes his sword, €liciting a sharp tone
and ablinding light, and look at it withafierce look of determination. This motif is
repeated later in the film as Ching Wan and Hashimoto prepare to duel. Asthey draw

their swords, an ear-piercing “shing” can be heard.
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Finally, as the film features many Japanese characters, Duel to the Death features
action aesthetics found in Japanese chambara films. The character of Hashimoto carries
traditional Japanese weapons such as afull length katana and a shorter wakizashi, both
swords strapped to his waist. When engaged in battle, Hashimoto assumes stances found
in kendo, a Japanese style of fencing. Seeing this distinctly Japanese style of fighting
juxtaposed against traditional Chinese style adds to the larger sense of conflict between
China and Japan.

A Chinese Ghost Story

Asthefirst wuxia pian collaboration between Hark and Cheng, 4 Chinese Ghost
Story bears their unique approaches to genre convertions. Adapted from a previous film
called The Enchanting Shadow (1960), they updated the film with commercial
sensibilities for a Hong Kong audience, using a mixture of various genres such as horror
and fantasy and creating striking scenes of colorful beauty and highly stylized action
aesthetics.

Genre Amalgamation

More than other Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian films before it, 4 Chinese
Ghost Story has a strong elament of romance and unfulfilled love The characters of Nie
and Ning have a strong attraction toward one another as soon as they first meet. Although
Nieisordered by Lau Lau tokill Ning, she can not go throughwith it as shefinds his
character endearing. At the end of the film, Nie is reincarnated elsewhere in the world,
but her whereabouts remain a mystery to Ning. Thisis a heartbreaking ending as the love

story is a powerful element in the film.
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Like Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountain, A Chinese Ghost Story also has a
number of fantasy elements which keep it from being mired in tradition and makeit more
suitable for modern audiences bombarded with Western imports. The film uses a great
deal of pyrotechnics to represent the fighting skills of Yin, who isa Daoist warrior.
Daoism, as one of China s most influential philosophical schools of thought, is
commonly associated with mysticism and is a reaction to the more traditional, rigid
hierarchy of Confucianism. Yin is arecluse who has studied Daoism for years, gving him
supernatural abilities although he is a human. He is able to hurl explosive projectiles from
his palms and to spiritually charge his attacks by reciting sutras.

Finally, asthetitle suggests, 4 Chinese Ghost Story has elements of traditional
Chinese horror films but with a more modern twist in the form of additional fantasy and
comedy elements and advanced visual effects. The opening sequence sees aforlorn Nie as
she unwillingly lures a man to his death, attacked by an unseen assailant, later reveded to
be the giant tongue of Lau Lau. The final sequence which takes place in the underworld is
depicted as atype of hell in which dead warriors cometo life and hands spring out of the
walls to grab hold of people. The Lord of the Black Mountain himself is afearsome
looking demon represented by a skeleton draped in alarge, black cloak.

Themes of Conflict

Once again, A Chinese Ghost Story features themes of internal conflict and strife
between different groups vying for power. At the beginning of the film, Ning arrivesin a
small town where he must collect taxes from local business. Cheng creates an atmosphere

of disarray and confusion as officials from different clans wander the streets looking for

119



wanted criminals, intently looking at every man’s face and comparing them to wanted
posters. After officials inspect Ning, slamming hisback against awall that containsa
shop owner’s money, he walks away with some of the money on his back, prompting the
shop owner to shout out, “Don’t go!” Upon hearing this, officials from multiple clans
emerge thinking thereis acrimina on the loose and end up fighting with each other. As
this scene shows, themes of internd conflict are rdegated to the background of thefilm
and mostly played for laughs, makingroom for the film’s more attractive themes of
action and romance.

Another theme of conflict that playsinto the film is one between the living and
the dead, or the real world and the spirit world. Thisis similar to the conflict in Zu
between the real world and the spirit world. InA4 Chinese Ghost Story, the world of the
living is depicted as uncaring and too preoccupied with internal conflict to care about the
spirit world, seemingly ignorant on a collective scale of the battles between the living and
the dead that ultimately decide their fate. This conflict has strong resonating themes when
you again consider the film’stiming in relation to international negotiations about Hong
Kong's future. The underworld as a metaphor for mainland China and the need for
internal cohesion is powerfully represented.

Character Types

The main charactersin A Chinese Ghost Story are very chivalrousin nature. The
swordsman Yin has relegated himself to ridding the world of evil spirits. Subverting
traditional character types of heroic swordsmen, Yin'sfierce and tough exterior is

revealed to be afront as he bresks down and admits to Ning that he resdes among spirits
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because heis afraid of the human world. Ning, on the other hand, is amost the exact
opposite. Heischivalrous but also naive and innocent. Not reaizing that Nieis actudly a
spirit, he begins a romantic relationship with her in the hopes of rescuing her from her
impending marriage. His chivalrous nature does not change when he realizes the danger
heisin, but instead furthers his resdve for the rest of the film.

Furthermore, the film continues Hark’ s oft used motif of thrusting characters into
unknowing danger usually through either bad luck or circumstance. This motif fits best
with the character of Ning. As atraveling tax collector, hisjob isto travel from city to
city collecting taxes from various businesses. From the opening scenes, heis depicted as
acharacter wholly untrained in martial arts and unfamiliar with action and adventure. As
he istraveling along the path, he appears to be clumsy and a bit foolish. He is appalled at
the sight of carnage as a swordsman kills a group of thievesright in front of him. Ina
scene that mimics the duel on the boat in Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountain, Yin
and Hsiao-Hou clash swords in the same space as Ning. As he tries to avoid them, they
get closer and closer until he is caught right in the middle of their swords, pleading for his
life. It is only towards the end of the film that Ningfinally redizes heis caughtin a battle
between good and evil and that thewoman he loves is actually a ghost.

Action Aesthetics

A Chinese Ghost Story, like Duel to the Death, features action scenes that rdy
heavily on swordplay. Cheng’s trademark approach to action aesthetics once again comes
through as characters swing their swords with great regard for strong visual motion. From

the one-on-one sword battles to fights that include Lau Lau’s giant tongue or the
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mountain god’'s army of dead soldiers, thereisagreat deal of circular motion and
occasional sequences of complex, unbroken choreography with enphasizes on charecters
postures and stances.

A Chinese Ghost Story aso features action scenes that rely on spiritual and
magical attacks. Thisis a sharp departure from Cheng’s previouswuxia pian film, Duel to
the Death, which relied on the characters amazing physical abilities and skill with their
swords. However, from a genre perspective, Cheng was able to takethis new style of
action that hasrelied primarily on specia effects to make avisual impact on screen and
incorporate it into his trademark style of action choreography that emphasized plausible
physical action. Scenesin which Yin and Nie use their magical abilitiesin action scenes
are physically manipulated to gve them a strong sense of motion and visual flow. For
example, Nieis able to use the sleeves of her dress as projectiles and for transportation.
Rather than just show her sleeves extending, Nie begins her actions with circular arm
motions and spins her body before using the flying sleeves on he dress. Similarly, Yin
uses spiritual attacks throughout the film by biting his finger, using the blood to draw a
Daoist symbol on his hand, and throwing spiritual projectiles at his enemies. These
sequences havea strong sense of emotion and impad as Y in compliments his attacks with
flips, spins, and circular arm motions.

While some would call it overly outrageous, the action in generd isin line with
the film’ s focus on horror and magic. Asthe principal villains are evil demons, it fits that
they would have supernatural powers. Lau Lau uses his giant tongue to literally suck the

life out of hisvictims. Existing in the underworld, the Lord of the Black Mountain
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commands an army of dead warriors and hides a swarm of flying heads underneah his
robe which he uses to attack his enemies.

Lastly, asin Cheng's and Hark’ s previous films, there is a creative use of weapons
by the characters, primarily the swordsman Yin. While battling a demon in the
underworld at theend of the film, Yinis struck in the shouder by an axe, rendering his
arm useless. In order to use his bow and arrow, he must roll over and catch the bow with
his foot while pulling back the string with his good arm in order to strike the demon. The
action in the shot is highly fluid and circular, characteristic of Chengd's creative approach
to action aesthetics. Later inthe same sequence, Yin thrusts his sword through his foot so
as to anchor him to the ground, a shat which echoes Cheng’ s film Duel to the Death.
Swordsman 11

Premiering at atime when wuxia pian films were considered a dying genre
Swordsman 11 succeeded in reviving and repopularizing the genre (Sanjuro, 2002b).
Adapting martid arts novelist Jing Yong's popular novel Xiao Ao Jiang Hu, Cheng again
relied on an established framework in which he and Hark (the film’s producer) could
rework conventions for amore modern audience. Cheng appropriated conventions from
various other genres and applied his trademark choreography to an extremely compelling
story with wdl-developed characters.

Genre Amalgamation

Continuing with his use of different genresin his previous films, Cheng combines
various genres in Swordsman I1. To begin with, the film has a strong romantic element,

but it is deeper and more complex thanin 4 Chinese Ghost Story. A Chinese Ghost Story
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has a love-at-first-sight motif while Swordsman II is more about lust, secret love, and
fiery passon. Ling holds feelings for Chief Ying, and ther first on-screen encounter in
the film makes use of their love themethat was played at the beginning of the film as well
aslong stares. When they are alone toget her, facing one another i n a closeup shot, alarge
fire burns in the background between their faces, a symbol of their strong love for one
another.

However, Kiddo harbors secret feelings for Ling, but her affections for him never
come to fruition and their relationship remains as swordsmen, as brothersin arms. As
Kiddo notes throughout the film, all Ling cares about is wine and women. Thisisseenin
his various meetings with Asia the Invincible, whom, despite starting the film as aman,
Ling mistakes for awoman and immediately lusts after. It is an incredibly complex
relationship mademore complex because of Asia s transgendered naure. As such, it
guestions notions of sexuality regarding hero archetypes in wuxia pian films. s Ling still
a heroic man for lusting after another man?

Elements of slapstick comedy films are again present in Swordsman 11, much of it
at the expense of the character Kiddo since her position as the only female among a group
of skilled swordsmen is unique in wuxia pian films. In trying to look more feminine, she
changes her hairstyle, using two buns around which to wrgp her hair on each side of her
head. Stunned at he new look, the other swordsmen can only laugh and look onin
bewilderment. Later in the film, her rouge is accidentally mistaken for chili powder and

used by Ling in akettle of soup. He notices and replaces it with actual chili powder.
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When Kiddo appliesit later in the film, it burns her skin and she divesinto amud hole,
eliciting laughs from her Wah Mountain brothers.
Themes of Conflict
At the heart of Swordsman II are themes of conflict and betrayal. Narration
explains that Chinais currently suffering from civil war. During the conflict, Asiathe
Invincible took control of the Sun Moon Sect and began his quest to control China. As
charactersin the film point out, unrest is natural wherever there are people and forceful
takeoverswill result in future struggles. In a sequence where Chief Ying isinforming
Ling and his Wah Mountain brothers about Asiathe Invincible seizing control of the Sun
Moon Sect, the film cuts to two of the swordsmen as one says to the other, “ Another story
of apower struggle.” Theimplication isthat authority in general is something to distrust.
Thisis solidified in the character of Wu. Asthe rightful leader of the Sun Moon Sect, he
should be a primary protagonist in the film. However, his depiction as a despot condemns
any guest for power. His desire to end conflict by gaining power is juxtaposed against
Ling, anoble swordsman with no desire for power who simply wishesto retire to Ox
Mountain.
Character Types
The character types in Swordsman II are more complex than in previous wuxia
pian films. More so than other films of the genre, Swordsman II really beginsto question
the genre’ s conventions when it comes to characte's. The concept of a hero isroutindy
brought up by the characters, as are themes of good and evil and what it meansto be a

man and awoman. In the story, Asia the Invincible hijacks the Sun Moon Sect, a clan
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claming authority over China. Itsrightful leader, however, isWu (Yen Shi-Kwan). In
conspiring with the Japanese and sazing control of the sect, Asiathe Invincible would
appear to be the villain, but her motives are based on the desire for motivation and out of
feelings of nationalism. Wu, however, is depicted as a bloodthirsty maniac hell bent on
regaining control of his sect.

Themes of gender are also explored to a great degree. The character of Kiddo is
tomboy, yet she harbors secre affections for Ling. Similarly, Asiathe Invincible begins
the film as a man, but becomes awoman after castration. From their first meeting, even
before he underwent castration, he islusted after by Ling. Questions of gender and
sexuality aretherefore raised and charadersin the film specifically ask what it meansto
be a man and a woman.

Finally, the film questions traditional heroic archetypes with the development of
Ling from a carefree swordsman into a hardened warrior. Ling, wishing to avoid conflict
and retire to Ox Mountain with his brothe'sin arms, is forced into combat only after Asia
the Invinciblekills all of the Wah Mountain swordsmen except for Kiddo. Lingis
therefore not a hero by choice. Rather, he is forced into his position and comes to the
pessimistic realization that conflict is inevitable among people.

Action Aesthetics

Aswith Duel to the Death, Swordsman II features Japanese characters wielding
Japanese weapons. The style of action is therefore reminiscent of Japanesechambara
films, characterized by specific stances and weapon strikes. However, going further than

Hashimoto in Duel to the Death, Cheng takes Japanese style choreography and enhances
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it to fit in with hisoverall action design for the film. It becomes | ess stoic and more
animated, lessreliant on quick duels and individual strikes and more reliant on extended
action and continuous motion.

Continuing with the action aesthetics of A Chinese Ghost Story, thereisastrong
emphasisin Swordsman II on outrageous action design. Using a combination of models
and complex wire-work, characters lift enormous pieces of land and destroy entire
buildings with their abilities. However, as with other filmsin this analysis, the action is
portrayed as wholly believable in the story world. The characters' abilities are never
guestioned in part because of the exactness of their mations and performances, but also
because of the energy inherent in the action design.

Production Aspects

As Bordwell (2000) explains, Hong Kong New Wave films had a minuscule
budget compared to their Hollywood counterparts with which they were in direct
competition. As such, complex visual effects and elaborate action sequencesin Hong
Kong films did not have the visual gloss of Hollywood films, though that did not effect
the visual flair and energy inherent in every scene. They also had shorter production times
and were quickly released into theaters. As the Hong Kong film industry was highly
commercia during the 1980s, amajor criticism of Hong Kong cinema, films of all genres
operated within a specific mode of production that worked to guarantee profits and the
continuation of Hong Kong cinema by providing audiences with films that were

essential ly visua representations of life in a more fast-paced Hong Kong.
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The Butterfly Murders

Forging a new visual and epic direction for Hong Kong dnemawith The Butterfly
Murders, Hark relied heavily on complex visual effects within an attention-grabbing story
to attract audiences. It isfor thisreason that heis often referred to as the Steven Spielberg
of Asia. The film contains many scenes in which large swarms of butterflies atack
people, with the trick being to make the butterflies both appear dangerous and asiif they
are actually attacking the actors.

Outdoing his use of thousands of butterflies, the martial arts choreography in The
Butterfly Murders set Hark on the road to increasingy elaborae action scenes While
some of the action is ground-based and relatively standard in terms of the physical
expectations, other action scenes rely heavily on wires and pyrotechnics. Finally, much of
the film, both the adtion scenes and non-action scenes takes place at night or in
underground caverns. As such, agreat deal of lighting was necessary to properly
illuminate the film. Bordwell (2000) claims these elements made The Butterfly Murders a
difficult film to produce.

However, operaing within the Hong Kong mode of production, Hark was able to
make the film cheaply, in part because production was moved overseas to Taiwan
(Bordwell, 2000), but also because the emerging New Wave necessitated quick
production if Cantonese language films were to compete with overseas imports. The
language element is an important production aspect of The Butterfly Murders. By this
time in Hong Kong, the film industry was dominated by Mandarin-language production

and imports from Japan and the West. Cantonese-language films were not viable
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competition prior to the New Wave in 1979. Therefore, there was no mode of production
that relied on proven and popular Cantonese-language stars to attract audiences. Lau Siu-
Ming, who plays Fong in the film, was a dance instructor in Hong Kong when Hark
approached him to take on hisfirst acting job in The Butterfly Murders (Chen, 20023).
Considering the lack of star power in the film, Hark’ s fantastic visuals became the film’'s
primary sdling point.
Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountain

In making Zu a more fantastic wuxia pian film, Hark employed special effects
technicians from the United States (Bordwell, 2000). The result, aside from the presence
of more elaborate special effectsin Hong Kong cinema, was ashift in the dominant mode
of production that placed great emphasis on frenetic pacing, outlandish visuas, and a
more epic feel. Following the narration at the opening of Zu, a grand Wagnerian score
accompanies the credits, which fly toward the screen, and continues throughout the film.
Thisreally gave the film an epic feel that had not been seen before. According to
Bordwell (2000), the production budget for the film was a then massive HK$30 million.
Whileit did not completely recover its production cost, it neverthel ess set the stage for
future big budget productions, influencing Hark to establish his own film production
company afew yeas later.

Another shift in Hong Kong cinema’ s mode of production no doubt had to do
with the entry into the film industry of anew crop of talent. Zu stars Y uen Biao and
Sammo Hung, and the fight choreography was done by Yuen Biao and Cory Y uen. All

three were members of a Peking Opera troupe that also included Jackie Chan. Their
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fluency in varying styles of martial arts as well as acrobatics allowed filmmakers like
Hark to compose fight scenes that relied on perfect timing, complex acrobatics, and
exaggerated physical actions, but in amuch more animated and flexible manner
compared with other martial arts films before it. This new style of choreography was
instrumental in changing the production of Hong Kong action filmmaking as Y uen Bieo,
Sammo Hung, Jackie Chan, and Cory Y uen went on to chareograph hundreds of films
during and after Hong Kong cinema’ s New Wave, their signaure styles of physical action
and comedy proving an effective draw for audiences.

Aside from i nfluencing wuxia pian production, these new stars became
recognizable icons of Hong Kong cinema. In any film industry, stars are needed as visual
representations of the industry itself. They are the most visible parts of afilm industry and
are there to attract larger audiences. In addition to exciting new martial arts stars, Zu
features akeyrolefilled by Brigitte Lin, already a film star in her netive Taiwan at a
young age. Her youthful appearance and piercing gaze as the Countess of the Jade Pool
Fairy Fortress made her an instant star in Hong Kong, forever identifying her with the
wuxia pian genre. As such, Zu was essential in establishing a star system in the Hong
Kong fil mindustry.

Duel to the Death

Duel to the Deathis significant in thisanalysis asit is one of two filmsto feature
Japanese characters and Japanese-style action aesthetics. However, unlike other films that
would come later, such as Swordsman 11, al of the Japanese characters are played by

actors from Hong Kong and all of them speak in Cantonese. Additionally, scenes of the
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Japanese characters often feature gross exaggerations of Japanese character types. One
sequence sees samurai in a geisha house, furiously drinking bottles of sake. The character
of Hashimoto, however, is represanted as an overdl honorable man with dignity and is
worthy of respect. Furthermore, Japanese fencing is depicted as a powerful, deadly, and
beautiful martid art, reflecting Cheng’ s admiration for action aestheticsin general. This
admiration leads to both Ching Wan and Hashimoto as being very similar in terms of
their abilities and their sensibilities.

Despite the transnational flow of action, language is another issue. Although the
film features Japanese characters, Cantonese language was essential for identification
with local audiencesin the early years of the Hong Kong New Wave. This also reflects
the commercial sensibilities of thetimein that if afilm were to be marketable to Hong
Kong audiences eager for Cantonese-language productions, then the spoken language had
to be Cantonese.

Although the film did not benefit from having big name stars or rising stars, Duel
to the Death set anew standard for action choreography. Cheng’s approach to action
aesthetics quickly turned him into one of China' s and Hong Kong's premiereaction
directors. He has even made a name for himself in theWest by choreographing the most
high profile films from both Hong Kong and China. He choreographed Shaolin Soccer
(2001) for Stephen Chow and it quickly became the most successful Hong Kong film up
to that point. In mainland China, Cheng choreographed Hero (2002), House of Flying

Daggers (2004), and Curse of the Golden Flower (2006). All of the films were directed

131



by Zhang Yimou, China’s most famous director, and all went on to become box office
successes in China and other parts of the world.
A Chinese Ghost Story

Made in 1987, 4 Chinese Ghost Story premiered at atime when Hong Kong films
were becomingincreasingly commercial in nature. This had effects on both the overall
look of filmsand on the new crop of stars that was beginning to emerge. First, the
production value of the film was extremely high for a Hong Kong film, benefitting from
increased budgets for films and increasingly sophisticated filmmaking processes. The sets
are extremely organic, thereisagreat deal of attention paid to scene composition, and
visual effects were becoming more varied and more believable. According to Bordwell
(2000), the sharp increase in production values was related to the marketability of Hong
Kong filmsin Taiwan, a guaranteed market. This had a positive effect for many films to
come in the late 1980s and early 1990s, such asSwordsman I1.

Finally, film capitalized on the commercia craze with the casting of pop superstar
Leslie Cheung and Joey Wang, a newly discovered sex object from Taiwan. Thefilm
went even furthe than Zu in establishing and maintaining a star system in large pat to its
music. Featuring a powerful score from JamesWong, A Chinese Ghost Story a'so
featured two popular songs. The first was sung by Leslie Cheung, the film'’s star, and the
second was a more romantic love song by Sally Y eh, a popular actress and singer.

As Bordwell states, “the same dialect makes stars perennial fixtures of any
popular cinema’ (2000, p. 156). Now that Cantonese-language stars were becoming

popular, audiences demanded more of them. Leslie Cheung’ s dual role as actor and singer
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was, and still is, characteristic of many of the stars at the time who had film aswell as
music careers, filling audiences' desire for as much localized popular culture as possible.
Swordsman 11

From the perspective of a star system, Swordsman I was a phenomend success.
Brigitte Lin was already familiar to Hong K ong audiences through her previous wuxia
pian films aswell as Police Story, Jackie Chan’s seminal police action film. Her
performance as Asiathe Invincible is considered her career-defining role and earned her a
nomination for Best Actress at the 12" Annual Hong Kong Film Awards. Jet Li was
riding on awave of success after starring in Tsui Hark’ s 1991 Wong Fei-hong epic Once
Upon a Time in China, alandmark film that earned four awards at the 11" Annual Hong
Kong Film Awards. Supporting roles by Rosamund Kwan and MichelleRels, both
recognized as famous beauties in the Hong Kong film industry, added both recognition
and sex appeal to thefilm.

The film also enjoyed a substantial budget because of its stars, many of whom
were popular in foreign markets like Japan and Korea. Bordwell (2000) explains that part
of the appeal of the casting process for Swordsman II wasthe casting againgt type. In
other words, casting Brigitte Lin to play both the male and female halves of Asiathe
Invincible was a bold move when compared with the idea of casting both amale and
female actress to fill the gender roles. It added alayer of depth and complexity to her
character that earned her a great deal of recognition and new admirers. Similarly, Jet Li’s
role as a swordsman who fallsin love with Asia even before his castration questioned

sexual norms within the genre, proving to be an effective draw for audiences.
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Concluding Remarks
This section analyzed five films for their visual styles, genre conventions, and

production elements. However, a comprehensive analysis of each element is beyond the
scope of thisthesisasit woul d require an exorbitant amount of detailed and ysis. In
analyzing these wuxia pian filmsfor their contributions to Hong Kong's national agency
during the 1980s, | have focused on those elements | deemed to be most important based
on their frequency, visual impact, and unique nature. As such, there are elements of these
filmsthat are not covered. Regardless, this provides a strong foundation for a discussion

of how these films contributed to Hong Kong's nationa agency.
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V. DISCUSSION

Since starting their careersin Hong Kong with wuxia pian films, both Hark and
Cheng have expanded their careers to include Hollywood, Europe and other Asian
countries such as Japan and South Korea, primarily in the action film genre. In doing so,
they have contributed to the globalization of action aesthetics and made Chinese martial
arts avery marketable international product. However, ther earlier effortsin the wuxia
pian genre are more significant for thelir attention to Hong Kong audiences with national
elements such as local stars, themes, and language. This attention to local audiences was
all the more significant in the context of foreign competition and the domination of
M andarin-language cinema that overshadowed Hong Kong cinema.

Prior to the rise of Cantonese-language films, Hong Kong was described as a city
in search of an identity (Bordwell, 2000; Kar, 2001). It was not until the mid-1970s that
guestions about history and identity became serious topics of discussion amongHong
Kong audiences (Kar, 2001). Hark and Cheng produced films that directly addressed
Hong Kong' s position as a hub of international influences, focusing specifically on
internal and external conflict, Hong Kong' s relationship to China, and a definition of
what it means to experience life in Hong Kong during the period of transition in the

1980s and early 1990s. Using a national agency approach, this thesis explores the
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contribution of wuxia pian films by Hark and Cheng to Hong Kong' s national agency in
terms of their visual, generic, and production elements.
A Hong Kong Identity

The first research question was how the wuxia pian films under discussion
maintained a distinct Hong Kong identity despite being highly influenced by international
filmmaking styles. In other words, how were these films able to speak to avery
cosmopolitan, affluent, and local audience with avery international product? The answer
lies in these films recognizing and directly addressing concerns that Hong Kong was a
city in transition with a fast-paced and ever-changing society in search of an identity. |
arrived at this conclusion because action choreography, casting, and prominent themes
within the films such as self-discovery and a distrust of authority signal alocal Hong
Kong cinemafor a more contemporary audience. With increased production values,
action choreography became increasingly complex and creative, avisual metaphor for the
fast-paced world of Hong Kong, and a star system emerged that satiated the desire for
local talent. Furthermore, with the resurgence of Cantonese-language cinema, relevant
themes could be addressed using the common language. Therefore, while these films
were influenced by other filmmaking styles and genres their content and visual style
reflected life in Hong Kong and the films themsel ves proved popular with contemporary
Hong Kong audiences.
Action Choreography

In order for Cantonese-language films to compete wi th both Mandarin-language

films and foreign imports from Hollywood and Japan, it was necessary for production
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values to sharply increase. With The Butterfly Murders, Hark raised the bar for future
films by creati ng a sophisticated and striking wuxia pian film that fused a vaiety of film
genres and maintained a dark and ominous tone. Action choreography, courtesy of Chen
Tien Loong, is highly expressive and stylized, characteristic of a more affluent and
cosmopolitan society. This was a sharp departure from the often sterile displays of form
and style found in previous martial arts and wuxia pian films, particularly the heroic
bloodshed films from Zhang Che and the Shaw Brothers studio. In addtion to aesthetic
novelty, the highly stylized action scenes, combined with numerous cuts and subjective
cinematography, served to visually reflect the society of Hong K ong which was going
through a major transition as a hub of international influences. As such, The Butterfly
Murders set the standard for future films made for local Hong Kong audiences.

Despite the importance of The Butterfly Murders to New Wave wuxia pian films
and its critical success, it was not afinancial success. Bordwell (2000) notes that Hong
Kong films had to remain excessively commercial to appeal to all audiences. As such,
future films featured increasingly complex choreography amidst a wider fuson of genres.
The choreography in Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountain is more visualy appealing
in that it is often about physical comedy as Hark fused slapstick humor with expertly
choreographed and performed actions. Similarly, with 4 Chinese Ghost Story, Cheng
used process shots, pixellation, and large-scal e prosthetics and modds to make the film
stand out as a shining example of early sophisticaed Hong Kong ecial effects. These
effects made a culturally understood past seem more red and the stylized action

choreography continued to reflect Hong Kong society, becoming even more outlandish in
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the face of alooming changeover. As such, A Chinese Ghost Story became a huge
financial success upon its release.
Casting

Much like in Hollywood, the presence of a star system in Hong Kong allowed for
differentiation among film genres, created star personas which often dictated film roles,
and provided audiences with identifiable local stars. Unlike The Butterfly Murders, which
had little star power, Zu capitalized on the popularity of actors and action choreographes
Sammo Hung and Y uen Biao as well as actress Brigitte Lin. Sammo Hungand Y uen
Biao, already accomplished martial artists, would soon become more famous for their
unique styles of action choreography. As a renowned beauty throughout Taiwan, Hong
Kong, and China, Brigitte Lin provided a human element of beauty to complement the
film’s spectacular visuals and special effects. Furthermore, Zu saw Y uen Biao bath star in
the film and choreograph the action, atrend that would continue in future Hong Kong
filmsin which many of stars have multiple duties as actor, actress, singer, action
choreographer, writer, or producer. This ensured a saturation of popular and rising stars to
satiate the desires of local audiences.

Going further than previous wuxia pian films, A Chinese Ghost Story fitsin with
the concept of ge-ying-shi, or music-film-TV (Bordwell, 2000). In other words,
performers were heavily encouraged to publicize themselvesthrough a variety of mass
mediain order to saturate the market with local talent. The lead actor in 4 Chinese Ghost
Story, Leslie Cheung, was heavily promoted through his music, which consisted primarily

of romantic pop songs, film roles, and television appearances. Not only did he star in 4
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Chinese Ghost Story, but he aso performed the film’s opening song. Hisrolein 4
Chinese Ghost Story also cemented hisleading man status and helped transform him into
aromantic icon of Hong Kong cinema. Furthermore the lead actorsand actressesinfilms
such as Duel to the Death and A Chinese Ghost Story are not formally trained martial
artists, yet they can be seen performing amazing actions on screen. This attention to
choreography for the sake of the star systan enhanced the popularity of Hong Kong stars.
While A Chinese Ghost Story is notable for its typecasting which saw Leslie
Cheung as aromantic lead and Joey Wang as an ethereal beauty, Swordsman II was
popular in part because of off-casting, or the casting of actors and actresses cortrary to
their usual type (Bordwell, 2000). Not only did Swordsman II challenge traditional
Chinese definitions of gender, but, on a more surface level, it was entertaining to see
actors such as Jet Li, Brigitte Lin, and Michelle Reis, al of whom were well-established
starsin the Hong Kong film industry by 1992, portray characters contrary to their typical
roles. This off-casting served to maintain the creative nature of Hong Kong cinemain the
eyes of local audiences and to differentiate Swordsman II from other films of the genre.
Particularly with Brigitte Lin, off-cesting paid off financialy and criticaly. Swordsman 11
was her first wuxia pian film since Zu, and her performance as atransgendered villain re-
popularized the genre and led to future roles in wuxia pian sSpoofs such as The Eagle
Shooting Heroes (1993) and post modern critiques of the wuxia pian genre such asAshes

of Time (1994).
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Relevant Themes

Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian films are significant because they directly
addressed relevant local themes such as distrust of authority and self-discovery during the
1980s and early 1990s. | argue that The Butterfly Murders deals with authority in a
pessimistic manner due to the uncertainty of Hong Kong cinema and society at the start of
the 1980s. The film’s central figure of authority, Master Shum, deceives the charactersin
the film by luring them to Shum Castle in his quest to eliminate powerful martial artists.
Furthermore, he does this only after faking his own death in order to maintain the
deception. Likewise, Duel to the Death depicts a strong distrust of authority on both the
Chinese and Japanese sides. In the film, the Japanese Shogunate conspires with Master
Han of Holy Sword House, an dliance that effectively berays the strong trust that both
Hashimoto and Ching Wan placed in their superiors. Through analysis and research, |
maintain that these themes resonated with local audiences as the Hong Kong government
was often seen as manipulative and inadequate in dealing with local &fairs (Bordwell,
2000; Chen, 1996).

However, films such as Zu and A Chinese Ghost Story deal with distrust in amore
comedic manner. Groups and individuals claiming authority are depicted in the films as
imbecilic and ultimately inconsequential. Local magistrates prosecute suspected offenders
by beating them into submission without atrial and warring clans roam the towns
assuming everyoneisacriminal. In this context of distrust, it is up to individual
characters to rise above the circumstances which have been thrust upon them as well as

their own limitations to discover their inner strength. For example, in 4 Chinese Ghost
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Story, Ning realizes his love for afemale ghost and travels to the underworld to save her,
despite hislowly status as a traveling tax collector, and histrials and tribulations render
the heartbreaking ending all the more powerful. Likewise, in Zu, Ti Ming-Chi soon
realizes that conflicts within the real world are secondary to the spirit world. In the end,
he must fulfill his destiny and destroy the Blood Demon. | contend that this idea of
independent self-discovery resonated with the generally more affluent and educated Hong
Kong population which enjoyed a certain degree of autonomy under British rule.

No film deals more explicitly with self-discovery than Duel to the Death.
Compared to Hark’s films, the charactersin Cheng's Duel to the Death are the
embodiment of stoicism. Their relentless quest for self-discovery through combat and &
the expense of their own livesisthe film's central theme. Astheir quest for perfection
ultimately leads to their deaths, it raises the question whether or not self-discovery isa
positive pursuit within a chaotic environment. However, rather than argue that
independence is undesirable, Cheng treats it as a necessity in the face of competition.
Ching Wan and Hashimoto are confident as opposed to proud, and their desire to perfect
their skillsis honest and wholly in line with their character types. Therefore, their deaths
are possible consequences of existing within a chaotic environment. In the end, the film’s
idea of self-discovery provides a strong metaphor for a new and extreme sense of
independence in Hong Kong during the 1980s.

Distrust of authority isavery potent theme in Swordsman II and is deat within a
more complex manner than previouswuxia pian films. Figures of authority are not simply

portrayed as incompetent fools, but are more sinister and deceitful. The character of Wu
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istherightful leader of the Sun Moon Sect, but he is powe hungry and persuades his
followers to obey his commands with death threats and physical torture. That heis
essentially the highest authority in the land, his depiction asa bloodthirsty tyrant signals
disdain for all who would claim authority over Hong Kong. This more severe form of
distrust and deception is not surprising as it comes just five years before the coming 1997
changeover. In other words, | maintain that anxiety over Hong Kong’ sfuture directly
influenced the depiction of authority as untrustworthy in Swordsman I1.

Also dealt with in a more complex and serious manner in Swordsman I isthe idea
of self-discovery, particularly asit relates to gender identification. Aside from being
rooted in cross-gender performances in classical Chinese opera, the theme of gender
identification resonates with a more cosmopolitan Hong Kong that was beginning to
break from tradition in the wake of incoming values and ideologies. As the hero of the
film, Ling should be masculine, yet he ignores thetomboyish Kiddo and instead
unknowingly lusts after a man who castrates himself. Furthermore Ling is a hero by
circumstance, electing to fight only after his fellow swordsmen are slaughtered. A more
complex character is Asiathe Invinci ble who begi ns the film as awoman. Through
castration, he goes beyond a eunuch to become a woman, wearing women'’s clothes and
makeup while displaying more feminine mannerisms and qualities such as love and
tenderness. What these characters suggest is tha sexuality andthe self are not dable
human aspects, but rather they change and arise from circumstances. As such, Swordsman
11 reflects Hong Kong and its search for an identity amidst a context of competing

influences.
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Reflections on Research Question 1

The question asked in this section concerned wuxia pian films as maintaining a
distinct Hong Kong identity. They maintain their identity through their unique action
aesthetics, casting local talent in avariety of roles, and including relevant themes of
independence and distrust of authority. The new style of action aesthetics identified them
as Hong Kong products in that they are inventive, fast-paced, and highly stylized. Casting
anew crop of stars allowed audience members to identify with the most visible parts of
the films. Finally, themes of distrust and independence resonated with a more educated
and aware Hong Kong population. An important point to mention is that many of these
films were popular outside of Hong Kong (Bordwell, 2000). While they were indeed
popular in the West aswell asin other Asian territories, they represent the concems and
tastes of local Hong Kong audiences.

Hong Kong’s National Agency

The second research question asked was how the wuxia pian films under
discussion contributed to Hong Kong s national agency during the 1980s and early 1990s.
How did they help Hong Kong construct an identity to deal with it being positioned
between East and West? These films both defined life in Hong Kong during the 1980s
and early 1990s and created a sense of urgency regarding an unpredictable future. The
films' uses of color, themes of conflict, and visual juxtapositions correlated with the
emergence of avoice for Hong Kong citizens in the form of local dnemain 1979 and
uncertainty regarding future rdations with Chinafollowing negotiations between England

and Chinain 1984. It isimportant to mention, however, that these films do not foster
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overt pessimism. Instead, they encourage dialogue and cooperation and raise concerns
that are relevant to local audiences through commercial means such as comedy and highly
stylized action.
Color

Throughout the films, color is used to signal shiftsin tone that coincide with the
characters’ entering unknown environments. In The Butterfly Murders and Zu, shiftsin
color schemes visually signd that the characters are entering new and unknown worlds.
The beginning of The Butterfly Murders sees periodic bursts of color in the form of the
characters' surroundings as well asin the costumes. When the characters arrive & Shum
Castle, the shift into unknown territory is marked by a general lack of color, and therefore
life. Asthe film was at the forefront of a Cantonese-language film resurgence, this color
shift is an important metaphor for uncertain times in which Hong Kong found itself
during the 1980s. In Zu, the shift from the natural lighting scheme of the real world to the
vibrant lighting scheme of the film’s fantasy world is also a powerful metgphor for Hong
Kong's plight during the 1980s as it was entering a major period of transition and
uncertainty. However, unlike the overt pessimism in The Butterfly Murders in which the
characters enter alifeless environment, the use of vibrant colorsin Zu signals amore
optimistic view that sees Hong Kong making progress in addressing local issues and
concerns. This use of color shows that Zu was a more commercial film than The Butterfly
Murders, yet | argue that it neverthdess reflected Hong Kong' s period of transition and

addressed local anxieties about the future.
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A more explicit use of color isin the useof red to represent evil and imperialism.
In Zu, the villainous Blood Demon emits an ominous red glow, arecurring metaphor for a
large, abstract evil in the form of mainland China or imperial authority in general. 4
Chinese Ghost Story creatively and more subtly uses the color red to maintain an
atmosphere of uncertainty and continue the motif of red as a metaphor for evil. Rather
than depict the film’svillainsin stark red lights or wearing red costumes, red is the color
of objects associated with evil, asin Nie's wedding dress. Asthe color of blood, red is
splashed onto the character of Ning in the midst of a violent confrontation at the
beginning of the film. Premiering three years after talks between England and China
decided Hong Kong' s fate in 1984, the use of red in 4 Chinese Ghost Story asthe
inevitable product of violence and a symbol for an unholy marriage becomes an important
visual element in the film and a symbol for uncertainty. | assert that the use of red in 4
Chinese Ghost Story represented mainland China and untrustworthy imperial authority as
Hong Kong wasin a period of transition, was autonomous to a certain degree as a British
colony, and the uncertainty of life under Chinese rule was cause for anxiety.

The color red makes a more explicit return in Swordsman II, most notably with
Asiathe Invincible' s costumes and the red lighting scheme often associated with Wu.
Asiathe Invincible sdesireisto rule all of China As such, he represents an authority
figure and, by definition, a person not to be trusted. Likewise, Wu is power hungry after
being freed from prison and uses his remarkable martial arts powers to regan control of
the Sun Moon Sect. Therefore, both characters represent larger themes of imperidism,

but Asiathe Invincible is devel oped and humanized to a greater extent than Wu who is
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depicted as a dubious character at best, perhaps the physicd embodiment of China Asia
the Invincible’ s cosmopolitan nature is more characteristic of the city of Hong Kong
itself, especially regarding uncertanty as to the nature of good and evil and
male/masculine and female/feminine. His castration, resulting in the loss of a gender-
specific organ as well as the lossof gender idertity for Asiathe Invincible also
symbolizes alarger loss of identity for Hong Kong and creates a need for greater
cooperation and dialogue among citizens. This shows that anxiety over the changeover
was high in 1992. Furthermore, Asiathe Invincible's shift to a sympathetic villain in the
film’ s bittersweet ending signaled areturn to aform of pessimism that accompanied
Hong Kong’s New Wave.
Themes of Conflict

Conflict is dealt with in serious mannersin The Butterfly Murders and Swordsman
1I. At the outset of The Butterfly Murders, it is stated through narration that Chinaisin
chaos due to intemal conflict. Thistheme continues throughout the rest of the film, findly
culminating in thedeaths of both Tien Fung and Green Shadow. Perhaps because of this
overt pessimism, the film was a failure at the Hong Kong box office. However, it laid the
foundation for future wuxia pian films asit directly addressed locd audiences with
relevant concerns within a culturally understood genre. These themes resurfaced in a
more commercia package in Swordsman II. Whereas The Butterfly Murders premiered at
the beginning of Hong Kong's New Wave, Swordsman II premiered at the end,
representing a full thematic circle in the space of 13 years. This return to amore critical

examination of internal conflict signaled the end of optimistic possibilities and suggested
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that Hong Kong, just five years before the 1997 changeover, was indeed in a state of
severe uncertainty because conflict led to the death of the heroesin The Butterfly Murders
and to the assumed death of Asiathe Invincible, the physical embodiment of Hong Kong,
in Swordsman I1.

Other wuxia pian films dealt with conflict in a more comedic fashion. Zu and 4
Chinese Ghost Story feature the recurring motif of a desire to avoid conflict, resultingin
humorous situations Ti Ming-Chi and Chang Mei find themselves at odds with their
superiors and other clans, elucidating the ridiculousness of petty, internal squabbles
through self-reflexive dialogue and pretend duels. In thismidst of internal conflict, the
film offers cooperation as a solution many of society’ s problems. In 4 Chinese Ghost
Story, the film excelsin humor at the expense of the lead character who has no fighting
skills. Ning shudders at the sight of blood and defeats his enemies through sheer luck.
This reliance on humor signifies amove towards a more commercial form of film
production. By treating different factions within China as bumblingimbeciles who clash
swords for seemingly trivial reasons, the Hong Kong experience is defined without
alienating audiences. In other words, while both Zu and A Chinese Ghost Story feature
very humorous villains and struggles in acommercial package they are infused with
political and social commentary. However, comedic elements do not overshadow the
depiction of conflict. Rather, their off-the-wall nature reflects contemporary Hong Kong
society and ensured the films, and by definition their depictions of conflict, would be seen

by larger audiences.
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Where Duel to the Death differsisin its use of graphic violence to heighten the
nature of internal and external conflict. Intemally, at theexpense of their best warriors,
the Japanese and Chinese governments are willing to do whatever it takes to win the duel
and claim superior martial arts abilities. External conflict in Duel to the Deathis
significant in that it is used to equalize both Japan and China, addressing a long standing
rivalry between the two countries throughout history. These are powerful metaphors made
more ominous through the film’s uncompromising villains and sequences of graphic
violence which include beheadings, exploding bodies, |acerations, amputations, and
multiple stabbings. In the end, external and internal conflict profits both sides nothing but
death. The film’s violent content is a strong and perhaps over-the-top metaphor for Hong
Kong's position in the early 1980s in that times were uncertain as Hong Kongwas
entering the world stage, yet it fits with Hong Kong cinema’ s commercial sensibilities at
the timein that locd themes were packaged with attractive visual elements.

Visual Juxtapositions

Visual juxtapositionsin the wuxia pian films under discussion are used as
metaphors for Hong Kong as a city in an uncertain state of trensition. First, they call
attention to Hong Kong as a chaotic environment and suggest clear thinking as a solution.
For example, the style of acting in The Butterfly Murders and Duel to the Deathis
visually juxtaposed with the speed, chaos, and complexity of the performancesin the
films' action scenes and the action scenes in general. On the whole, performances are
very rigid, relyingon little movement to keep in line with thefilms' themes of pessimism

and uncertainty. Additionally, in The Butterfly Murders, the color shift upon the entrance
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to Shum Castle represents a juxtaposition in that the charaders’ costumes are starkly
contrasted with their lifeless surroundings. As such, they are outsiders entering a new and
wholly unfamiliar world and their stoic performances represent aneed for clear thinking
in times of uncertainty. For Hong Kong, juxtapositions within these three films highlight
contemporary anxiety and advocae clear thinking and an evaluation of the anxious and
cosmopoli tan nature of Hong Kong.

Additionally, all of the films except for The Butterfly Murders deal with feelings
of uncertainty and anxiety in more commerdal ways within their action scenes. In other
words, themes of overt pessimism arecountered in the films' action choreography in
which the action pauses to focus on characters’ stances. Visually, these stances are
indicative of fighting styles and represent distinct moments of clarity during action scenes
in which a character such as Ti Ming-Chi in Zu re-evaluates his battle before launching
his next attack. Thematically, they represent acritical re-evaluation of Hong Kong's
position in the midst of atransitional period. However, whereas Zu and A Chinese Ghost
Story operate amidst a comedic context, Duel to the Death and Swordsman II contain few
moments of brevity. The action scenes are instead infused with urgency and graphic
consequences, signaling a need for greater cooperation and cohesion.

Second, visual juxtapositions elucidate the role of ordinary citizens within Hong
Kong society. In4 Chinese Ghost Story, astriking element is the juxtaposition of the
human world with the spirit world. Whereas Tien Fung travels to the lifeless Shum Castle
in The Butterfly Murders, Ning literally travels to the undeworld to rescueNie. This

stark contrast between the ominous amosphere of the sirit world, complee with ghostly
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blue lighting compositions, armies of dead warriors, and pixellated zombies, is an
important element in the film becauseNing is not a martial artist. Ning represents
complacency within a chaotic society. While his quest is one of self-discovery, itisalso a
powerful metaphor for ordinary people and their importance within society. Thisis
important to Hong Kong in the 1980s because residents were more educated, affluent, and
aware of their contemporary surroundings and concerned with establishing a Hong Kong
identity.

Swordsman II accomplishes this same juxtaposition through a complex analysis of
its characters. Thematically, the characters themselves represent contrastsin that they go
through specific changes by the film’s end to becomethe opposite of what they once
were. Ling, a carefree swordsman with awish to retire, is thrust into battle once again and
his perpetual smileisreplaced with alook of determination. It is during battle when he
finally becomes atruly heroic character. Asiathe Invincible, however, undergoes the
most dramatic changes in the film, first from a man to aeunuch to awoman and finally
from avillain to a sympathetic character. These character shifts are important in that they
guestion not merely genre types, but they also pose questions to audience members
regarding their rolesin times of uncertainty and chaos. | argue that these character
juxtapositions again spoke to audiences wishing to establish themselves and a larger
identity for Hong Kong asthe films' characters discover their true selves amidst chaos

and combat.
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Reflections on Research Question 2

This section was concerned with the contribution made to Hong Kong's national
agency by New Wave wuxia pian films. Color is used to symbolize larger, abstract ideas
of evil and imperialism, most likely in the form of China. Themes of internal and external
conflict, whether they are played out in a humorous or serious manner, symbolize that
Hong Kong isin a state of transition and unrest for which cooperation and dialogue is an
important solution. Finally, visual and thematic juxtapositions call attention to actions
amidst chaos and raise questions regarding the role of ordinary citizensin the larger
affairs of Hong Kong. However, the use of color, themes of conflict, and visual and
thematic juxtapositionsin the films do not foster an overwhelming sense of paranoia or
fear. Rather, they call attention to the concerns of the city using commercial means and
serve to foster dialogue about the future of Hong Kong. However, & in the case of The
Butterfly Murders, Duel to the Death, and Swordsman I, directors Hark and Cheng
sometimes approach their films in serious manners with explicit regard for local
concerns.

Conclusion

Thisthesis considered the case for Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian films as
contributing to Hong Kong’ s national agency during the 1980s and early 1990s. In order
to reach this conclusion, it was first necessary to understand how the selected films have
maintained a distinct Hong Kong feel despite the influx of international influences and
foreign importsinto the city. By rdying on local talent, unique forms of action

choreography, and local themesrelated to authority and self-discovery, these five films
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under analysis called attention to the futility of internal and external conflicts, the dangers
of imperial authority, and the role of ordinary citizensin atime of transition and unrest.

What is more, the importance of Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian films within
the larger context of Chinese film can be seen in the Hong Kong Film Awards' list of the
100 best Chinese motion pictures, released in 2005. Of the films analyzed in this thesis,
The Butterfly Murders placed at number 34, Zu: Warriors from the Magic Mountain
placed at number 40, and A Chinese Ghost Story placed at number 50 (Hong Kong HIm
Awards, 2005). Furthermore, many other films to which Hark and Cheng contributed
placed very high on thelist, including A Better Tomorrow, A Chinese Odyssey, The
Killer, Once Upon a Time in China, Shaolin Soccer, and others (HongKong Film
Awards, 2005).

Despite the scopeof this thesis regarding the number of films analyzed, the time
span in question, and the research questions that were asked, there were limitations.
Language is an extremely important aspect of these films, especially as they represent a
microcosm of Cantonese-language film evolution following a period of Mandarin-
language film dominance. However, this thesis was not concerned to a great extent with
the use of language beyond cursory examples of dialogue, and the Cantonese dialect in
these films as they do not fall within the scope of the methodology described in this
thesis. Any future research would benefit from an inclusion of the Cantonese didect as
sole reliance on trandated subtitles yields little information beyond general story
elements. Furthemore, thisthesisis a broad |ook at anumber of elements common to

these films. As such, much analysis was sacrificed for the interests of time and balance. A
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singular focus on action choreography or production elements would surely yield stronger
resultsin favor of my centrd claims.

Hong Kong New Wave wuxia pian films are exceptionally creative films made
during a period of transition and uncertainty. As aresult of the choices made by
filmmakers such a Tsui Hark and Cheng Xiaodong within the larger Hong Kong film
industry, these films have made a lasting impact on Hong K ong society and international
action aesthetics. More importantly, directors Hark and Cheng did more than fashion

action films; they helped to define Hong Kong.
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