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        Notes on Translation
      


      
        The practice of delivering clear and accurate English representation of Chinese names has
        always been a challenge in translation. Many different attempts have been made, but an agreed format has yet to
        be established. The Intellect China Library series has also been experimenting with different methods of
        translation since its inception, in order to determine the clearest representation to our readership, both with
        or without knowledge of the Chinese language.
      


      
        Most English representations of Chinese characters in this volume are based on their Mandarin pronunciation. An
        endnote with the original characters will be included at the end of each article, if necessary, for the
        clarification of specificities.
      

    

  


  
    
      Preface
    


    
      Initiated by Mark Lewis, Managing Director of Intellect and Professor Wu Guanping, Editor-in-Chief of the
      Journal of Beijing Film Acacademy, this is the third publication of the Beijing Film Academy
      Yearbook project, as part of the Intellect China Library series.
    


    
      What this particular project aims to do, is in a hope to enhance a cross-cultural academic conversation on the
      research on cinema, through introducing the latest research on cinema by Chinese scholars to Intellect’s readers.
      Any academic translation project is not easy, our BFA Yearbook in English is still learning and developing. As an
      annual practice, articles are selected at the end of each year by the Beijing Film Academy Yearbook
      editorial board, they are then translated and compiled into a volume in English. The only regret we have of this
      project is its slight delay in publication; each Yearbook is approximately one year behind the materials’
      original release, due to the process of translation, editorial and production. However, this is a necessary
      period, from the series editor and the publisher’s point of view, in order to ensure its quality.
    


    
      Indeed, some of the contents in these Yearbooks are more like a piece of criticism rather than a style which
      follows a standard peer-reviewed article. What these translated materials can offer to scholars who work in
      English-language academia, however, is their domestic insights, opinions, commentaries, industrial updates which
      will open many new opportunities and ideas toward the research of Chinese cinema and cinema in general. It is the
      belief of the Intellect China Library series, that only through translating outstanding research and writing by
      Chinese scholars into English, may we achieve a cross-cultural intellectual dialogue and mutual understanding.
      Beijing Film Academy Yearbook is only at the beginning of this ambition, and the wider project.
    


    
      Beijing Film Academy Yearbook 2017 would not have been possible without the commitment of Dr Hiu Chan and
      Alvin Li, translator of this volume; Jessica Lovett from Intellect, production manager of this project;
      Aleksandra Szumlas, designer of the book cover; and finally Beijing Film Academy, for their trust and faith in
      Intellect to deliver their academic voices to the globe on their behalf.
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        Turing Limitations into Style:
        

        An Interview with Qiao Liang, Director of Crested Ibis
      


      
        Wang Yao
      

    


    
      
        
          
            
              	(王垚, Wang Yao):

              	First of all, congratulations on your Crested Ibis (塬上/ Yuan Shang, 2017)
              for winning the Golden St George Prize at the 39th Moscow International Film
              Festival(2018). This is the highest achievement of any Chinese submission to the film festival in its
              history.
            


            
              	(乔梁, Qiao Liang):

              	Thank you.
            

          
        


        
          
            
              	Wang:

              	Looking at your filmography, you seem to have worked on more TV series and TV films
              than silver screen titles, with Crested Ibis being your third film. How do you select your film
              projects?
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	In my work, I never really think about those categories; the only criteria that guides
              my selection is whether I like the project or not. If I do [like it], I will start working on it, no
              matter whether it’s a made-for-television movie or a feature film. I also sense a widespread prejudice
              against television movies today. Many audiences believe that a film only deserves that classification if
              it hits the silver screen, and if it’s distributed through any other channel it’s not a film. By that
              logic, even Kieślowski’s Dekalog (1989–90) wouldn’t count as a film series. This method of
              categorization is really problematic. So, in this regard, I treat all my projects equally; I do not exert
              any more effort on films made for theatrical release. I also don’t think that films are, by default, more
              sophisticated than television shows. There are as many lousy films as really well-made television shows
              out there. I’m just shooting what I like, on subject matters that I choose to talk about. I do not make
              my choices based on these categories.
            


            
              	Wang:

              	
                The scale of investment and the distribution channel also affect certain aspects of a film. Some
                scholars (Yu Chen, 2011) conducted research to compare the audio-visual language of web series and web
                films with traditional television shows and films made for theatrical release, and
                they discovered differences in the number of close-up shots, the framing techniques and the rhythm of
                the editing, among other aspects. They consider the distribution channel to be the main cause of these
                differences. Have you thought about this?
              
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	Of course. What I just said relates to my modus operandi: if I’m interested in a
              project or if I feel like I have something to say about it, I won’t have a bias towards any form in
              particular. However, when it comes to production methods and techniques, certainly there are differences
              between big screen and small screen productions. This is something that took a while for me to realize.
              When I was studying at the Beijing Film Academy, I was trained exclusively in film, so in terms of
              pre-production, I have always worked in a more filmic tradition. When I first started working on
              television movies, my instructors at the television movie channels often told me that the pace of my
              works was too slow. Later, when My Own Private Deutschland (我自己的德意志/Wo zi ji de de yi zhi,
              2006) travelled to Tokyo for a film festival, one of the guest from CCTV6 went to the screening and
              realized that ‘the pace is actually not too slow’. This led me to consider the differences between big
              screen and small screen productions, especially in terms of editing and framing. Furthermore, depending
              on whether it’s a commercial film for a mass audience or an auteur film, the techniques are also
              different.
            


            
              	Wang:

              	The reason I ask these questions is because I noticed many long shots in Crested
              Ibis. The camera remains approximately at human eye level, with a limited range of movement, almost
              throughout the entire film. Did you choose this style of cinematography because the film was intended for
              film festival distribution?
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	
                No, that wasn’t really the reason.The film was shot in north-west China, and the natural landscape and
                culture of the region left subtle imprints on me. This is evident in the fact that the film opens with
                a sequence showcasing the Wuding River, a tributary of the Yellow River. When I first saw the river
                during my visit, the water was as still as mud and I could barely see it moving. In the north-west,
                life is also very slow-paced. When I was filming there, I found myself slowing down too, which explains
                the slow camera movement. Meanwhile, I took a lot of extreme long shots because I wanted to tell this
                complex story from an objective, and dispassionate perspective. Since everyone has a lot to say about
                pollution, and every subject in the film has their own opinion on this issue, I did not want the
                audience to sense my own attitude towards it, nor did I want to show which side I lean towards as a
                director. [I wanted] to present the narrative as objectively as possible, and the kinds of still,
                eye-level shots I used are suitable for objective narration. I consciously avoided using more extreme
                camera angles and framing, and I tried my best to reduce the camera movement to the point of it being
                almost unnoticeable. I made many attempts to develop this effect. To sum it up, my goal was to achieve a synthesis between style and narrative, which is not to say that style
                should be determined by content, or vice versa. To make an analogy, we should use a teacup to drink
                tea, not a coffee mug; only when content and form are fully integrated can we begin to speak of
                culture.
              
            


            
              	Wang:

              	Did you conceive of the cinematography during your site visits? Or did you already have
              some ideas in mind when working on the script?
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	It was after the site visits that the ideas gradually became clear to me. I forgot to
              mention another factor, which is location. For instance, for the scenes in the house cave (yaodong) there
              were very few angles to choose from. There was only one entrance, and all the other sides were walls. It
              was also extremely narrow. Since I decided to shoot the scene on site, the layout of the house cave
              pretty much determined the framing.
            


            
              	Wang:

              	Which, I guess, also influenced your turn towards long shots in other scenes in the
              film, for stylistic consistency.
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	That’s right. There’s another factor too, which relates to the fact that I work on
              television shows more often than films. For television shows, there are usually more limitations on
              production time, available locations and budget. To be able to do a good job in light of these
              limitations requires a great deal of imagination and creativity from the director. My experience in both
              television shows and made-for-television movies has helped me to develop my creative approach, which is
              to turn all the negative factors of a constrained environment into positive factors. I once worked on a
              television movie titled Naked River (贞贞/Zhen zhen, 2002), which is about the Comfort Women (sexual
              slavery in the Imperial Japanese Army during WWII). The original script included a battle scene between a
              gang of bandits and a small team of Japanese troops. Considering our limited budget and production
              skills, it was impossible to shoot a convincing battle. So, I came up with an idea to film the scene from
              the point of view of a kid. The kid was supposed to be the watchman that day but he had neglected his
              duty, and by the time he noticed that the Japanese troops were invading, it was too late. He is shot on
              his way to warning the bandits. and when he finally gets up all he can see is a sea of smoke rising from
              the Japanese army’s blockhouse in the distance. Surrounded by gunfire coming from all directions, he can
              only witness the battle from afar, and the only thing he can see in the foreground is the army boots of
              the Japanese troops. In this way, I was able to present the scene in an indirect way by adding gunfire
              post-production to signify the battle. I took a shortcut and avoided directly depicting the battle scene,
              which would have turned out horribly. I had come across many such technically challenging situations in
              my earlier work. And it was the same case for Crested Ibis, which is a moderate film with a budget
              of less than 4 million CNY (about 58 million USD). In order to shoot a high-quality work under such
              limited conditions, it is imperative to find ways of turning limitations into style.
            


            
              	Wang:

              	Did you also decide to shoot the film in black and white during the site visits?
            

          
        

      


      
        
          
            
              	Qiao:

              	Before Crested Ibis, I would immediately think of Chen Kaige (陈凯歌)’s Yellow
              Earth (黄土地/Huang tu di, 1984) whenever someone mentioned the Loess Plateau. It’s an extremely
              stylized work and an impeccable portrait of the Loess Plateau. During my site visits, I thought, ‘Clearly
              there is no way for me to avoid the conventions set by Yellow Earth, but neither do I want to
              simply reiterate what’s been done, so I must find my own style in cinematography.’ Then I realized it
              would be quite fitting to shoot the film in black and white, because the removal of all colour
              expressions would set the film in a cooler tone. Later, I discovered that the black-and-white effect also
              gave many scenes a smoggy look, which suited the theme of environmental pollution. After I made the
              decision to use black and white, I made many adjustments to the actors’ costumes and props, and in terms
              of cinematography, the style of American photographer Ansel Easton Adams was definitely a point of
              reference. Accordingly, I also made many lighting adjustments during post-production.
            


            
              	Wang:

              	Each of your older works, from Flying (飞/Fei, 2006) to Ex-Wife
              (前妻/ Qian qi, 2009) to Keelung (基隆/Ji long, 2014), is quite different from
              Crested Ibis in terms of subject matter and style. You don’t seem to have a distinct, overarching
              style as an auteur. In those earlier works, did the subject matter and environment affect your
              directorial decisions?
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	
                Taking Keelung as an example, at the beginning, I wanted to write a story about a fisherman from
                the mainland who was not allowed to set foot on Taiwanese soil when he reached the shore. But then, I
                became more interested in what he would do if he did [set foot on Taiwanese soil], and so I sent him
                ashore. For those who have been on a ship before, the feeling as though the land is moving when you go
                ashore after a long journey will be familiar. So, I took a rather extreme approach: when I was shooting
                on the ship, I used a Steadicam to keep the camera still, whereas when I was shooting on land, I let
                the camera move, creating this shaky visual effect that was intended as an external manifestation of
                the fisherman’s inner feelings after he set foot on land. As to your question about auteur style, I
                don’t think a filmmaker should consciously develop a style, because the search itself would engulf
                him/her and transform his/her style into something conventional. If what you’re shooting is always
                something you really want to convey, the audience will eventually recognize the overarching style of
                your work. I didn’t realize this until I was interviewed by Contemporary Cinema (Xiang Li,
                2008). The interviewer told me that he had realized that the central theme of my work is loneliness.
                Later, I thought about it and he was right. From a comfort woman who returns to the village where she
                used to live, only to find herself excluded (Naked River); to a fisherman who finally goes
                ashore and encounters a Taiwanese society that is utterly unfamiliar to him (Keelung); to a
                Chinese kid who goes to Germany to study (My Own Private Deutschland); to a musician who has
                been sent to the countryside (Blooming Sun [太阳开花/Tai yang kai hua,
                2012]); to a farmer who is being ostracized for his dream of building a plane (Flying)… They’re
                all about loneliness.
              
            


            
              	Wang:

              	And so is Crested Ibis. A lonely reporter.
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	(Laughs) You’re right. [My films are] always about a person entering a
              relatively unfamiliar environment. Many of my television shows also deal with this theme.
            


            
              	Wang:

              	You were also involved in screenwriting for Crested Ibis, right? How does the
              final script compare with the original novel?
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	There were a lot of changes. I would say I only took some material from the original.
              But I wanted to say something about the problems of pollution and environmental protection. In the
              beginning, I wanted to make a film that told a story similar to that of Erin Brockovich (2000).
              But as I dug deeper, I realized that I wasn’t really interested in a story about a reporter’s
              investigation. The problem of pollution has its own contradictions, which I wrote about in my ‘Director’s
              Notes’ reproduced below: existence and development form a mutually contradictory duo. In order to
              develop, one has to make changes to what exists; every country in the world has been through such a
              process, and China is at this stage now. For instance, Tibet may still boast natural wonders, but the
              living conditions of Tibetans are quite poor, and in order to improve these conditions, the region must
              give way to commercial development, which will very likely affect its natural environment, and even the
              spirit of its people. This is a problem that has long remained unsolved. But Crested Ibis does not
              offer a solution; instead, it presents perspectives from all sides. The film also conveys some of my
              personal opinions about the environment; for instance, when the female protagonist trying to cease the
              quarrel between her old classmates, she says, ‘The air is already like this, there is no need to be
              unhappy for the disease,’ (Timecode: 96’17”-25”) that is me suggesting we should start with ourselves and
              change our own living conditions with every step we take, rather than just talk and whine.
            


            
              	Wang:

              	It sounds like you’re talking about the Beijing smog.
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	You’re right, and that’s me bringing my own experience into my work.
            


            
              	Wang:

              	Does the protagonist Kang Wen’s return to his hometown also have a direct connection
              with your own experience?
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	
                Yes. When I was filming Puppy Love (小情书/Xiao qing shu, 2016), I went back to my hometown,
                Changchun, for site visits. In some respects, Kang Wen and I are similar, especially in the sense that
                we were both eager to leave our hometown and start a new life in a big city, and after we finished
                school neither of us left the city again. Leaving aside my family, relatives and friends who still live
                there, what [my] ‘hometown’ means to me is just those few blocks between my school and my family home;
                other than that, I have a really limited understanding of it. Many years later, I had an opportunity to
                return to my hometown for some filming, and the experience of actually working
                there was totally different from, say, spending Chinese New Year holiday back home. During that time, I
                started to discover my connection to my hometown, and my impression changed. Not to make it sound
                overdramatic, but it felt like a gesture of atonement. Kang Wen’s return to his hometown certainly
                reflects my changing attitude towards my own, which gradually seeped into the plot while I was working
                with the screenwriter. There are many details in Crested Ibis that come from my own experience,
                such as when Kang Wen is mistaken for a Beijinger, or when he is criticized by his schoolmates for not
                speaking the local dialect. In my hometown, I have always been treated as a stranger, but I never felt
                ashamed of it; I actually felt proud that people thought I was a Beijinger. But this particular trip
                really shook me; in my daily encounters with people, I started to recognize how much my hometown has
                given me, and this act of giving was borne out of nothing more than the fact that I am from there. This
                was a revelation to me, and I don’t feel like I have ever given anything back to my hometown, which
                certainly affected the emotional and narrative development of Crested Ibis. Kang Wen’s
                relationship with his schoolmates is also, to a large extent, based on my own experience.
              
            


            
              	Wang:

              	What I find most exciting in the script of Crested Ibis is that ‘everyone has
              their own justice’, that everyone has their own reasons, reasons that others simply cannot rebut. This
              leads to an exceptionally complex situation in which it is impossible to form any absolute value
              judgements. This is a spectacular aspect of the script, the fact that there is no simple right or wrong
              judgement. What are your thoughts about this?
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	Actually, that is a hallmark of commercial society today: everyone acts from their own
              personal interests, which makes every action seem logical. Let’s return to the problems of pollution and
              the environment. In order for Beijing to have a blue sky, should we close down the factories in Hebei?
              Shutting down factories would mean that many people in Hebei would face unemployment and their lives
              would become very difficult. But, is it important for Beijing to have a blue sky? Surely it is. So, are
              the lives of workers in Hebei unimportant then? No, they are also very important. How do we make a choice
              between the two? I do not have an answer to this. I simply cannot pick a side.
            


            
              	Wang:

              	There isn’t just one paradox in Crested Ibis but a polyvalent web of
              contradictions. How did you uncover these crisscrossing contradictions?
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	
                I kept telling the screenwriter that my favourite work of all time is Dream of the Red Chamber
                (红楼梦, 1791, by Cao Xueqin/曹雪芹). I’m fascinated by the complex web of interpersonal relationships in
                that work, as well as its sprawling narrative and use of foreshadowing. I’m also a big fan of Ang Lee
                (李安)’s work, which often features similar narrative tropes. For instance, the relationships between
                several of the characters only appear in brief vignettes, without any in-depth
                portrayal, but the audience soon discovers that many things have happened to them. In Crested
                Ibis, I also tried to present the relationships between the characters in a few brief vignettes,
                leaving room for the audience’s imagination. The events in Crested Ibis all take place within
                the space of just three days, but they are anticipated by decades of historical development. I decided
                to give the film an essayist structure: a person returns to their hometown; witnesses many events; and
                realizes that those events are deeply entangled with events from their past. That’s how I treated the
                relationships between Kang Wen and his parents, between Tong Wenwen and Kang Wen, and between Shang
                Qing and Kang Wen; another example is their schoolmate Sun Shujuan, who once wrote a love letter to
                Kang Wen but the letter was burned. The film has many characters who only appear in one or two scenes,
                but the relationships they introduce are very complex. This was my first stab at this way of
                storytelling, and I’m quite pleased with it.
              
            


            
              	Wang:

              	Did you decide to shoot the film in the local dialect from the very beginning? How did
              you choose the actors?
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	Since our budget was quite small, and there wasn’t much pressure for commercial
              distribution, I decided at the beginning, almost without thinking, that it should be a dialect film. It
              also serves a narrative purpose: Kang Wen has always refused to speak his hometown dialogue, but everyone
              around him speaks it, which makes him a lonely person who can’t assimilate into his hometown, not even in
              terms of language. There are a variety of dialects in Shanxi, and since most of the casting took place in
              Xi’an, we eventually decided to use the Xi’an dialect as the main language. The lead actor, Gao Zifeng
              (高子沣), is a graduate of the Acting Department of the Beijing Film Academy, and he’s worked with me on
              four films already. He’s from Shijiazhuang. I think he carries a literati air that’s so rare among
              Chinese actors, and it perfectly suits the role of the reporter, Kang Wen. All the other actors were
              casted from local theatre. Although they were not professional film or television actors, they were quite
              experienced in acting and many of them were in the television serial White Deer Plain (白鹿原/Bai lu
              yuan, 2017, dir. Liu Jin/刘进). I used many long shots in this film, and most of them had only one camera
              per scene, which is quite challenging for actors in terms of blocking, but all the theatre actors
              completed their tasks flawlessly. One of the most challenging scenes was shot through a window that had
              many panes, meaning that the slightest mistake in blocking would end up with the actor being obscured by
              the window panes. This almost gave me a heart attack on the set…
            


            
              	Wang:

              	The sound design of the film is also unique. There is barely any music, only
              qinqiang (秦腔，a folk Chinese opera of the northwest Province of Shaanxi) in some of the scenes,
              accompanying some rather subjective POV shots. What are your thoughts on this?
            

          
        

      


      
        
          
            
              	Qiao:

              	At the beginning, I didn’t mean to not use music. But when I watched the draft film
              with the sound designer and the composer during post-production, I was making notes on where I felt the
              film could use some music, and in the end, there was only one scene – when Kang Wen ‘sees’ his deceased
              teacher bow to him. The next scene is the teacher’s funeral with its own music, and so I felt it made
              sense to add non-diegetic music to the previous scene. The sound desginer and the composer felt the same,
              and so we decided not to use non-diegetic music at all… The sound designer was so excited because the
              absence of music left him room to be creative. Many of the sound effects were applied with like music,
              especially to the long shots, where the rhythm was manipulated to help the audience understand the
              characters’ emotions. Technically, qinqiang also counts as music, but it always appears in scenes
              where the teacher is present. The assistant director [Ren Tuan/任团] is very knowledgeable about
              qinqiang, so we asked him to find two [qinqiang] airas that would resonate well with the
              characters’ emotional development. We also asked performers from local theatre companies to record the
              music, because that semi-professional effect was exactly what we were looking for.
            


            
              	Wang:

              	How was the film received among foreign journalists at the Moscow International Film
              Festival?
            


            
              	Qiao:

              	
                Some of them asked me whether many Chinese people are attracted to big cities and are eager to move
                there. Today, it is a fact that those who once ‘Run away from Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou’1 are on their way back. I
                told them that there’s barely any young people living in the village where the film was shot, and that
                the ones who have stayed are mostly old people and kids, and that no one even bothers to pick the dates
                from the trees. In the films, many of the characters talk about starting their lives in big cities,
                either explicitly or implicitly, such as Kang Wen’s sister-in-law and Wu Shuanlao’s wife, among others.
              
            

          
        

      

    


    
      Other [foreign journalists] asked me why the film advocates for the protection of the crested ibis and not the
      panda, and whether this was because the panda is already well protected. The crested ibis is a very delicate
      bird, and it is highly sensitive to its surrounding environment. There used to be a lot of them in Shanxi
      province, but due to environmental pollution the number has dropped substantially, even down to seven during the
      worst period (Yingzeng Liu, 1981). The cement factory in the film is located in Tongchuan in Shanxi province,
      where there used to be many factories. However, most of them have closed down in recent years, which has solved
      many environmental issues; now, there is also a crested ibis protection base that is home to more than 3000
      crested ibises. The crested ibis is directly linked to the environment, and only when we improve the environment
      can the crested ibis survive. The crested ibis also serves as a narrative cue that connects
      the characters [in the film]. The film was difficult to shoot because we needed to go through rounds after rounds
      of approval from the Ministry of Ecology and Environment. For foreign journalists, the crested ibis feels like a
      refreshing topic.
    


    
      Another common response from foreign journalists was that the film allowed them to encounter a China that they’d
      never seen before. They were very interested China’s development and seemed to think that China is developing at
      an unprecedented pace and that it is going through drastic changes. The film presents some of the issues facing
      China today, which they [the foreign journalists] consider to be global issues, and they were eager to talk to me
      about it. Many reviewers applauded the artistic style of the directing and the film’s balanced, objective
      approach to narrative. Many of the critics and journalists also enjoyed the black-and-white cinematography and
      the use of long shots.
    


    
      I was worried for a while that foreign journalists and audiences wouldn’t understand the film because it contains
      so many elements that are distinctly Chinese. But, aside from some such details, they seemed to understand most
      of it. As one of the journalists [at the festival] said to me, the appreciation of a unique artistic style and of
      the theme of environmental protection is universal.
    


    
      Director’s Notes
    


    
      What do we want to say?
    


    
      At the United Nations Climate Change conference– regarded as the ‘last chance to save planet’2 – held in Copenhagen, 2009, 192 participating
      countries jointly signed the United Nations Climate Change Agreement. The topic of environmental protection is
      considered politically correct in every corner of the world, and environmental terms such as ‘Pm2.5’ have become
      part of the vocabulary of average citizens of all classes. However, there are two sides to every coin. In China,
      a beautiful landscape of green hills and clear water can also mean poverty and backwardness. Beijing is a city
      plagued by smog, but that has never stopped people from moving there. When we travel to Tibet, we are mesmerized
      by its natural beauty, but why do so few people want to live there? On what grounds can we keep the Tibetans in a
      poor and underdeveloped condition just to satisfy our needs for tourism? But as the history of civilization
      shows, economic development always comes with environmental degradation, and it seems that we still haven’t found
      a solution that makes the best of both worlds.
    


    
      The truth about contemporary life, however, is that most people are apathetic towards the environment. People
      complain about air pollution while driving high-emission cars; they cry over barren mountain
      sides while binging on all kinds of meat. As the saying: ‘Each snowflake in an avalanche pleads not guilty’,
      Crested Ibis is an attempt to unveil the environmental reality of quotidian life in a small village in
      north-west China. It shows both sides of the argument: Do we want to survive or develop? Do we value life or
      money? We don’t have the ambition, or the hope, of changing anything; we just want to present everyday reality as
      it is lived. Hopefully, the film will at least urge people to think: ‘How should we deal with pollution and the
      hardships of life? How should we face the future?’
    


    
      The aforementioned issues comprise the theme of social consciousness, but there is another, complementary theme
      that I call ‘spiritual pollution’. In this rapidly changing age, a person who has left their hometown to pursue
      work elsewhere becomes increasingly estranged from that hometown; the hometown, in turn, becomes an alien land.
      And this rift will continue to grow over time. Kang Wen represents every person who has become distant from their
      hometown and from their friends and relatives who still live there. When we really walk in their shoes, when we
      compare our own thirst for money and fame with theirs, we come to realize that we all share the unique quality of
      our time: we are all entrapped by desire, the only difference being that some people can walk faster than others.
      Some are better at acquiring culture, some are better at earning capital, while others fall behind, and this
      creates barriers between people. In order to get rid of these fences, we must try to understand each other’s
      position. It is only when we understand from where the barriers originate that we can break them down.
    


    
      When you enter middle age, you increasingly find that your peers are experiencing their own problems and trying
      to survive their own crises. Though everyone may try to look like a winner, they often believe, deep down, that
      they have failed. People act like they are too busy with their lives to communicate with each other, so
      Crested Ibis invites us to share in family secrets. If we remain on the surface of life, human
      relationships will always be distant. When we venture into the interiors of each other’s lives, understanding and
      forgiveness becomes easier. When Kang Wen stands on top of the hill to survey his hometown like the crested ibis,
      he understands the situation, decides to compromise and feels relieved.
    


    
      How do we want to say it?
    


    
      We need to approach the characters with an attitude of kindness; we need to cultivate care and sympathy,
      forgiveness and understanding; and we especially need to understand the complex feelings that arise in the
      struggle between the old and the new, but we must do so with a critical eye. In addition, we
      mustn’t fall into darkness and melancholy in our creative endeavours. We must learn from Jia Zhangke (贾樟柯)’s
      approach: creative work should be full of humour, vitality and spirit, as well as self-confidence.
    


    
      In terms of directorial manoeuvres, we should employ a wide range of mise-en-scènes that integrate actor
      and camera movements, and we should try to use in-shot montage and sequence shot to complete every scene. We
      should also make use of wide shots and extreme wide shots, not just close-ups and close shots.
    


    
      The characters’ emotional development drives the plot of Crested Ibis, and the impact of interpersonal
      relationships and psychological changes on the characters should be subtly underscored by the film’s style. Thus,
      the audio-visual language of the film must accurately capture the characters’ inner thoughts and psychological
      nuances. The cinematography and sound design should aim to convey psychological space and time, rather than their
      external, objective counterparts, such as the landscape, and the scenes with Kang Wen alone, especially the
      scenes with qinqiang. I hope that the cinematography and sound departments will keep this direction in
      mind while also using their imagination. Regarding visual style, it would be best to keep it simple and modest.
    


    
      Filmmakers must remember that they walk a fine line. Don’t develop a complicated shot or a sophisticated
      mise-en-scène just for the sake of showing off. But don’t be too reserved either, for it may put your ability to
      fully convey your ideas at risk. We filmmakers should also strive to capture the poetics of everyday life,
      without being saccharine or overdramatic, otherwise we will destroy the film.
    


    
      In terms of set designing, we should adopt the opposite approach and stay as faithful to everyday reality as
      possible, in order to accurately represent the living conditions of a real place. This is not a simple call for
      naturalism, however; rather, we should seek the beauty in ordinary life and aim to express it with love. The set
      should be full of texture, with a bourgeoning sense of activity; it should be rich in detail, multifarious but
      not messy; and the colours should be harmonious, not flat, dull or chaotic. Set design and use of props should
      seem effortless, but we should abandon simplistic, conventional ways of thinking, such as hanging a calendar on
      the wall or placing photos everywhere just to fill the frame.
    


    
      The actor’s style designing should emphasize their character’s emotional state, and their costumes should suit
      their character’s identity, financial status and personality. Characters should be clearly distinguishable
      through subtle differences within a cohesive tone. Less is more, and the emphasis should be on the texture of the
      costumes. Music also has the power to convey inner feelings. The music in the film should seep into the viewer’s
      heart unnoticed; it should be quiet and controlled, but powerful enough to evoke an
      emotional response. Music that is sentimental, overly dramatic or overly loud to the point being distracting is a
      big taboo. Music and image should constitute a kind of dialectic; they should flirt with each other rhythmically,
      in a way that is full of vitality and a sense of intimacy.
    


    
      Actors are the key to a film’s success. They are the voice and embodiment of the director’s vision. It is my hope
      that actors do not ‘act’ their performance, but rather that they remain absolutely faithful to reality,
      especially in their performance of daily routines such as eating, brushing their teeth, sleeping, etc. They
      should act out of their true selves and pursue what I consider the highest level of acting, wherein their
      performed roles and their real selves become indistinguishable. In order to make their performance convincing,
      actors should rely on their bodily movements, not their words, to express their feelings. Where lines are
      necessary, they should be full of subtext, and trivial dialogue should be avoided, unless it helps to simulate
      real life. In the case of Crested Ibis, we used the local north-west dialect instead of Mandarin to stay
      true to reality. In addition, extras shouldn’t be overlooked. Their movements in the background (and sometimes in
      the foreground) help constitute a vivid representation of everyday life. Even if they don’t make any cameo
      appearances, their performance should be brilliant and concise; they should strive to highlight their characters’
      personality even if they are just in one or two scenes, and their styling should also emphasize their
      personality. Their performance should be natural but not dull.
    


    
      Crested Ibis is an art-house film that received little investment. I am grateful to every single member of
      the crew for their help. It is their love of art over money and fame that allowed this film to be realized. I
      hope that in the future we can continue to work together closely, live up to our commitments and deliver more
      fantastic films that make us proud.
    


    
      
        NOTES
      


      
        1.A social phenomenon and media
        discussion in China since 2010, refers to the young people who can’t afford the high living cost, especially
        the real estate in the three major cities, move to smaller cities to create their careers. ‘Run away from
        Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou’ become the ‘word of the year’ of 2010.
      


      
        2.Louise Gray, ‘Copenhagen summit
        is last chance to save the planet, Lord Stern’, The Telegraph, 02 Dec 2009. https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/earth/copenhagen-climate-change-confe/6701307/Copenhagen-summit-is-last-chance-to-save-the-planet-Lord-Stern.html
        [2020-Jan-07].
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        The ‘Regional Flavours’ of Hong Kong Cinema in the
        Post-Integration Era
      


      
        Zhao Weifang
      

    


    
      As we breezed into the second decade of the new century, Chinese cinema entered a new era of integration. In
      2010, Taiwan and the mainland signed the Economic Cooperation Framework Agreement (ECFA), in which a section
      titled ‘The Applicable Measures for Enhancing the Administration of the Filming Cooperation between the Two Sides
      of the Taiwan Strait’ promulgated policies that offered benefits to the exchange between the mainland and Taiwan,
      elevating it to an official status. Film co-production also expanded from being primarily between Hong Kong and
      the mainland to becoming a triangular network between the mainland, Hong Kong and Taiwan, allowing Chinese cinema
      to skip several preliminary stages of industrial development and enter the new post-integration era. In this new
      era, the films produced in Hong Kong reflect two distinctly different aesthetic directions: on the one hand, the
      co-produced films reflect increasing cultural and aesthetic integration between Hong Kong and the mainland; on
      the other, the local Hong Kong films demonstrate an increasing awareness of cultural preservation, with
      particular emphasis on ‘Hong Kong flavours’ and different regional identities.
    


    
      This project of cultural preservation evident in recent local Hong Kong films is rooted in a specific
      socio-cultural context. Since the turn of the century, and especially after the Chinese and Hong Kong governments
      concluded the Closer Economic Partnership Arrangement (2003), drastic changes in Hong Kong’s economic and
      political systems caused a stir in Hong Kong’s cultural sphere as well. In the face of the mainland’s growing
      economic and cultural capital, the Hong Kong public’s sense of cultural superiority started to wane as they
      became increasingly aware of a crisis of cultural marginalization. Consequently, the call for cultural
      preservation, and the determination to exclude mainland culture and safeguard Hong Kong regional culture, grew
      stronger in Hong Kong society. In this context, Hong Kong cinema joined the cultural
      preservation movement; by honing the ‘regional flavours’ aesthetic, local Hong Kong films now strive to preserve
      Hong Kong’s cultural lineage and vie against the increasingly popular co-productions.
    


    
      This determination of the Hong Kong film world is evident in three respects: (1) the deliberate exaggeration of
      the differences between Hong Kong’s cultural ideals and the mainstream values of the mainland; (2) the return to
      the classic genres of Hong Kong cinema, such as the supernatural film, crime film and erotic film, to evoke
      audiences’ collective memory of classic Hong Kong ‘regional flavours’ in cinema; and (3) the shift in focus to
      the existential conditions of Hong Kong residents today, to highlight Hong Kong cultural ideals, promote
      authentic Hong Kong mainstream values and preserve the cultural lineage of the region. Against the backdrop of
      this grand cultural preservation project, local Hong Kong films of the post-integration era strive to safeguard
      the ‘regional flavours’ aesthetic, not by simply imitating existing Hong Kong aesthetic traditions, but by
      introducing innovative developments to further highlight regional characteristics.
    


    
      The Deliberate Exaggeration of Hong Kong’s Cultural Ideals
    


    
      The unique aesthetic features of the century-old Hong Kong cinema industry are best summarized as ‘Hong Kong
      flavours’. This aesthetic has four key features: (1) an emphasis on Hong Kong’s humanist cultural ideals; (2) an
      embrace of genre films under the star system; (3) exaggerated themes and performance styles; and (4) a
      detail-oriented, fast-paced production chain. Among these, the emphasis on Hong Kong’s humanist cultural ideals
      constitutes the primary feature, as well as the intellectual core, of the ‘Hong Kong flavours’ aesthetic.
    


    
      In the late 1960s, as Hong Kong culture became increasingly distinct, Hong Kong cinema began to fully orient
      itself towards entertainment, with striking shifts in its representation of mainstream values and ethics. Since
      the late 1960s, though Hong Kong cinema has maintained its goal of educating through entertainment to a degree,
      the thematic focus has shifted from a heavy emphasis on conveying grandiose ideals and moral principles through
      terse wit, to a focus on depicting personal existential crisis and emotional experience, thus Hong Kong cinema no
      longer measures itself against traditional ethics and values. Concern for the individual is key to the link
      between Hong Kong cinema and universal values, and is at the core of Hong Kong’s cultural ideals. Hong Kong
      cinema is mainly concerned with the purely personal aspects of human nature, and it is generally uninterested in
      mainstream values such as traditional ethics, ethnic unity and national sentiments, thus it
      has freed itself from the primary goal of education and enlightenment through film. This marks a major difference
      between Hong Kong cinema and mainland cinema.
    


    
      Since the late 1960s, films locally produced in Hong Kong have preserved their appeal to Hong Kong’s cultural
      ideals and values, which differ not only from those represented in mainland cinema, but also from those
      represented in Taiwanese cinema, which has historically placed more emphasis on traditional Chinese values. This
      approach has allowed Hong Kong cinema to develop into a regional cinema with its own unique cultural ideals. When
      the film industries of Hong Kong and the mainland began to integrate in the late 1970s, Hong Kong cinema divided
      into two camps: locally produced films and Hong Kong–mainland co-productions. While the co-production camp
      gradually began to replace any underlying Hong Kong values and cultural ideals with those of the mainland,
      locally produced films continued to preserve those values and cultural ideals that belonged solely to Hong Kong.
      Then, in the post-integration era, with the rising awareness of cultural preservation and the changing
      relationship between Hong Kong and the mainland, local Hong Kong films not only vied to safeguard their cultural
      ideals, but also exaggerated their values as different from those represented in mainland mainstream films.
    


    
      Locally produced Hong Kong films’ deliberate exaggeration of Hong Kong’s cultural ideals and values underwent two
      phases in the post-integration era. During the first phase, which took place between 2010 and 2013, locally
      produced films deliberately appealed to values that were in stark contrast to mainland mainstream values, in
      order to highlight their distinct core values. The most telling trend was the promotion of genres that possessed
      strong regional characteristics, such as erotic film, supernatural film and crime film, among others, as well as
      the production of titles that could not be publicly screened on the mainland due to their conflicting with
      mainland mainstream values. In addition, during the first phase, the emphasis on cultural preservation in locally
      produced films was not just down to the filmmakers’ effort but was also demonstrated by the Hong Kong audience.
      The Hong Kong audience were determined to preserve their local culture, and this was evident in their rejection
      of both mainland cinema and Hong Kong–mainland co-productions made during this period; many co-produced titles
      that garnered box office success on the mainland and in Taiwan were commercial flops in Hong Kong. In 2012, films
      such as Painted Skin: The Resurrection, CZ12: Chinese Zodiac, Back to 1942 and The Silent
      War, which each grossed over 200 million RMB at the mainland box office, did not perform so well in Hong
      Kong. This tendency only got worse in 2013, when popular and well-received co-productions such as So
      Young, Young Detective Dee: Rise of the Sea Dragon, Personal Tailor, American Dreams in
      China, Finding Mr Right, Tiny Times and Silent Witness, all received poor, if any, reception in the Hong Kong market. By contrast, if a film was regarded as
      possessing ‘Hong Kong characteristics’ or ‘Hong Kong sentiments’, the Hong Kong audience would immediately flock
      to the movie theatres and worship the film as a rare cultural treasure.1
    


    
      The second phase of this strategy came after 2014. This period saw the release of popular Hong Kong titles such
      as The Midnight After, Aberdeen (2014), Ten Years（2015）, Port of Call（2015）,
      Trivisa,（2016） The Mobfathers （2016）and Robbery.（2016） Unlike the films of the first phase,
      which exaggerate differences in values and extoll regional sentiments by reprising the classic genres of Hong
      Kong cinema, the films produced during the second phase explicitly highlight Hong Kong’s core values and express
      concerns for Hong Kong under the ‘control’ of the mainland, as well as doubts about and even resistance to the
      mainland. These films gave form to sentiments and issues that had previously been hidden, alluded to or masked
      through metaphor, thus giving local audiences a clearer sense of Hong Kong filmmakers’ concerns for and
      understandings of the realities of contemporary Hong Kong culture and of mainland–Hong Kong relations, and
      thereby urging further reflection on Hong Kong’s future.
    


    
      Among the films of the second phase, Fruit Chan’s The Midnight After prompted this shift. The film is a
      low-budget production – whose 525 million HKD funding came from the Hong Kong Film Development Council’s ‘Film
      Production Financing Projects’ scheme – and it consciously targeted the Hong Kong market (Li 2015). Adapted from a popular Hong Kong web fiction, the film follows a Hong Kong minibus that drives
      seventeen people from Mong Kok to Tai Po. However, as soon as the bus passes through the Lion Rock Tunnel, Hong
      Kong turns into a no man’s land, where all its 7 million residents, except for those seventeen on the bus, have
      vanished overnight. The people on the minibus soon begin to die one after another, and the remaining survivors
      embark upon a series of adventures in their attempts to return to the ‘real world’. Prima facie, The Midnight
      After should fall within the sci-fi or disaster genre; however, it actually borrows tropes from art-house
      films to express Hong Kong sentiments and employs magical realism to portray a group of Hong Kong locals’
      relentless search for an original world in the face of a lost home and people, thereby exposing the deep anxiety
      of assimilation that plagues Hong Kong. Released one year later, Ten Years explicitly questions and
      challenges the differences between Hong Kong’s cultural ideals and mainland mainstream values. The film comprises
      five short stories: in ‘Extras’, mainland government officials concoct a false flag terror attack plot to foment
      the Hong Kong public’s support for the National Security legislation; ‘Season of the End’ follows a couple who
      turn their bodies into specimens to protest against forced demotions; in ‘Dialect’, a
      Cantonese-speaking driver finds himself marginalized by laws limiting the operating areas of
      non-Mandarin-speaking taxi drivers; ‘Self-Immolator’ zooms in on a protestor who commits self-immolation in front
      of the British Consulate in despair; and in ‘Local Egg’, a prevailing ‘Red Guards culture’ in Hong Kong poses a
      challenge to the age-old virtue of filial piety. The film ends with the intertitle, ‘It is not too late’, which
      bluntly calls on the Hong Kong public to resist mainland control.
    


    
      Meanwhile, The Mobfathers weaves issues surrounding Hong Kong’s by-elections into its crime narrative,
      bringing them into the open for discussion. The film presents a bleak conclusion: even if ‘one person, one vote’
      is successfully implemented, the democratic crisis will not be solved because candidates are chosen by those who
      are closest to the centre of power, not by regular citizens. In the film, the two candidates kill each other in a
      gang fight, and the film ends with Chuck, the ‘mobfather’, (played by Anthony Wong Chau Sang) claiming that
      political power is always in his hands. The gangster plot serves as a metaphor for the absurdity of ‘one person,
      one vote’; while it may seem like a democratic ideal, it is nothing but an attempt to fool the public (Liu 2016).
    


    
      Robbery is another work that paints a bleak and violent picture of the reality of Hong Kong today.
      Claiming to be the darkest film made in Hong Kong in twenty years, Robbery features a wide range of
      characters with different professions – a supermarket manager, a grocery store owner, a policeman, a doctor and a
      female cashier – who are all plagued by a constant state of worry and dread; forming the backbone of Hong Kong
      society, these characters are either barely surviving, struggling to make ends meet for their families or risking
      their lives to cope, and none of these situations promises a happy ending. In the director’s vision, the backbone
      of Hong Kong society, and even that of the entire Hong Kong region, is already in an extremely dangerous
      position. Another film, Trivisa, employs a story about the fall of three notorious mobsters before Hong
      Kong’s return to China to allude to the fall of Hong Kong under the transfer of sovereignty, highlighting the
      Hong Kong public’s anxiety over the mainland. Their approach of exaggerating Hong Kong’s cultural ideals by way
      of resistance has received widespread acclaim from both the film industry and critics. Some consider it as a sign
      of the revitalization of local Hong Kong cinema. This creative approach will perhaps remain as a preferred
      perspective for Hong Kong’s locally produced films for quite some time.
    


    
      In post-integration Hong Kong cinema, the expression of Hong Kong’s cultural ideals in locally produced films has
      transformed from exaggerating Hong Kong’s differences from the mainland’s mainstream values and extolling the
      values of Hong Kong society, to explicitly addressing concerns about Hong Kong’s culture. Such a transformation
      has given birth to polyvalent aesthetic expressions.
    


    
      The Return of Classic Genres of Hong Kong Cinema
    


    
      The return of classic genres of Hong Kong cinema is another key feature of the ‘Hong Kong flavours’ aesthetic
      that is preserved in the local films entirely produced in Hong Kong in the post-integration era. The classic
      genres under discussion here are crime film, erotic film and supernatural film. While countless Hong Kong
      productions continue to travel to China, these genres are banned due to their promoting values that are at odds
      with mainland mainstream values, but in recent years they have witnessed strong regional growth because they are
      extolled by Hong Kong filmmakers and audiences as the mainstays of Hong Kong’s cinematic cultural lineage. Among
      these genres, the most prominent is crime film. To use the 2010 film Gallants as an example, while the
      film revolves around the old Chinese proverb ‘Violence must be met with violence’, and discusses many urgent
      social issues such as real estate fraud, the most memorable aspect of the film remains its remembrance of the
      past. The theme of violence reveals a mistrust, or even mockery, of mainstream social order and laws. The theme
      of committing violence to fight a vicious power promotes values that are unique to Hong Kong society but that are
      considered intolerable by the dominant values of the mainland. Meanwhile, the film’s spatial setting of Chan’s
      Teahouse, as well as the character Dragon, played by Chen Kuan-tai, naturally remind the audience of the classic
      crime drama The Teahouse (1974). The film cast also features a group of prominent Hong Kong actors who
      were active in the 1970s and 1980s, such as veteran action stars Lo Mang, Teddy Robin and Michael Chan, as well
      as revered artists such as Susan Yam-yam Shaw and Ku Kuan-chung. Among them, Ku Kuan-chung’s character, Officer
      Fei Yeung, and Teddy Robin’s Cinema City-style prank performance allow the audience to travel back to the Cinema
      City era of the 1980s and revisit the golden age of Hong Kong cinema. Another 2010 film, Once a Gangster,
      directed by Felix Chong, is a reprise of the classic 1990s film series Young and Dangerous(1996-1998), and
      chronicles the legend of the now middle-aged Chan Ho Nam ‘Chicken’ Chiu.
    


    
      In his crime films, Vengeance (2009), Accident (2009) and Life Without Principle (2011),
      director Johnnie To continued his signature style of using multiple protagonists, and highlights the tension
      between movement and stasis through composed and biting cinematography. Life Without Principle, in
      particular, weaves vernacular expressions with art-house sentiments, becoming an invaluable point of reference
      for recent crime films produced entirely in Hong Kong. Abandoning the conventional tropes of gunfire and
      fighting, the film departs from the usual mood of the Hong Kong crime film and attempts to invoke a sense of
      everyday life, wherein everyone is caught up in their own predicaments.
    


    
      Titles such as Laughing Gor: Turning Point (2009) and Turning Point 2 (Yau,
      2011), both from the Police Academy (2005-2018) series produced by the Shaw Brothers Studio, also mix
      authentic ‘Hong Kong flavours’ with long-buried signature elements of 1990s Hong Kong cinema – violence, foul
      language and gore – to give the audience a taste of peak Hong Kong cinema, and to fuel young people’s enthusiasm
      for filmgoing. Turning Point 2, directed by Herman Yau, is a landmark work of the Hong Kong crime film
      genre made in the post-integration era; some might even say that it brought hope to local Hong Kong cinema. The
      work originates from the popular TVB television series The Academy, whose 2009 season turned the
      supporting role of the undercover cop, nicknamed Laughing Gor, into an overnight sensation. Since then, Laughing
      Gor has become the object of interest of many Hong Kong critics, as well as a local phenomenon. While Laughing
      Gor is but one of many undercover cops who have appeared in Hong Kong films and television shows, compared with
      them, he is arrogant, domineering and loves to show off; he is also ambitious and fearless, which makes him seem
      more like a gangster than a cop; however, at critical moments, he always manages to turn into a hero in defence
      of justice. The overnight sensation of Laughing Gor presented TVB with tremendous business opportunities, and
      they soon co-produced the film Laughing Gor: Turning Point, together with the Shaw Brothers Studio.
    


    
      Erotic film is another classic genre with distinctly ‘Hong Kong flavours’, and one that embodies a set of
      regional values that are different from those of the mainland. Throughout the post-integration era, this genre
      has garnered widespread popularity in Hong Kong. Since the closing of the last porn theatre in Hong Kong, Kwun
      Chung Theater, in February 2011, erotic film has thrived in movie theatres across the region as an invaluable
      genre in the quest of preserving Hong Kong cinema’s cultural lineage. In 2011, erotic films such as 3D Sex and
      Zen: Extreme Ecstasy and The 33D Invader hit Hong Kong’s silver screen, achieving box office success
      as well as positive reviews. Directed by Christopher Suen, 3D Sex and Zen: Extreme Ecstasy employs
      three-dimensional (3D) technology to tell an erotic story loosely based on the classic seventeenth-century novel
      The Carnal Prayer Mat (1657), and chronicles the Ming dynasty scholar Wei Yangsheng’s sexual journey. With
      a full cast of AV idols and the use of 3D technology, the film entices the audience into a vivid and sensual
      experience. Meanwhile, Cash Chin’s The 33D Invader is a remake of a classic film that incorporates many
      trending topics. Borrowing from Crazy Love, a 1993 coming-of-age erotic film starring Loletta Lee about a
      girl’s search for true love, The 33D Invader portrays a similar theme. The film is set in a future where
      humans have become infertile following an alien invasion. In an attempt to save the human race, a girl named
      Future uses a time machine to travel to the past, where she meets several male college students in their prime on
      campus, and a series of events – from falling in love to achieving personal growth –
      unfolds. Of course, this journey to true love is filled with erotic scenes similar to those in Crazy Love.
      Under Chin’s direction, the film also conjures a similarly poetic and dazzling eroticism. In addition, The 33D
      Invader borrows many tropes from other genres, such as comedy, sci-fi and teen film, making it at once erotic
      and entertaining, youthful and chic.
    


    
      Since then, the erotic genre has continued to flourish in Hong Kong, which can be read as a deliberate attempt by
      Hong Kong filmmakers to preserve and restore Hong Kong’s regional culture. Recent titles such as the Due
      West series (2012–14), Vulgaria (2012), the Lan Kwai Fong series (2011–13) and SDU: Sex
      Duties Unit (2013) were well-received by the Hong Kong audience. Among them, SDU: Sex Duties Unit,
      produced by Pang Ho-cheung, tells the story of four Special Duties Unit members who are experiencing troubles in
      love, family and work, and desire prostitutes as a form of stress relief. However, they are afraid of committing
      such a transgression in Hong Kong, and so they go on a secret trip to Macau for a weekend of unadulterated
      debauchery. Highlighting the regional character of the film, many vulgar and satirical jokes in the four
      protagonists’ dialogue only make sense in the Cantonese dialect. In terms of storytelling, the narrative shifts
      between serious plot development and silly pastimes to present the free-spirited way of life so emblematic of
      Hong Kong culture today in a mix of pride and self-deprecation.
    


    
      Since 2014, local genre films produced entirely in Hong Kong have undergone several changes; the emphasis on
      explicit nudity and straightforward eroticism has lessened, giving way to comedy and other genres that only
      incorporate erotic elements for hype. 3D Naked Ambition (2014) is one such comedy film that cashes in on
      eroticism. The film is about Hong Kong local Wyman Chan’s unexpected journey to becoming a male AV idol. The film
      is full of vulgar dialogue but, while there are a few sex scenes, it is mostly a comedy film. Other films that
      fall into this camp include Flirting in the Air, a 2014 film produced by Wong Jing, and S for Sex, S
      for Secret, another 2014 film produced by Patrick Kong and directed by Jill Wong. The former is about an
      aviator who accidentally travels through time to the past and becomes the famous Ming dynasty scholar, Tang Bohu,
      and the ensuing clash between modern values and pre-modern conservatism gives rise to a whole host of hilarious
      encounters. The latter is about two couples experiencing problems in the bedroom and is another comedy film that
      flaunts the erotic card for hype.
    


    
      Golden Chicken (2002–14) is a landmark series in the Hong Kong erotic film genre of the post-integration
      era and its third instalment, Golden Chicken SSS (2014), is especially emblematic of the contemporary
      sex-comedy genre. The film continues in the same setting as previous instalments (all starring Sandra Ng), and
      looks at the social reality of Hong Kong today as well as its historical transformation through the past few
      decades from the point of view of a female sex worker. The film also chronicles the changing ecology of Hong
      Kong’s entertainment industry under the influence of Hong Kong–China relations. By showing
      flickering traces of Hong Kong’s historical transformation, it speaks to the ‘old Hong Kong locals’ and evokes a
      sense of nostalgia. The film was released during the Spring Festival and was an immediate box office hit,
      eventually becoming the highest-grossing film of the year 2 (Figure 2).
    


    
      During the Spring Festival holiday of 2015, erotic films again swept across cinemas in Hong Kong, this time
      featuring more explicit scenes. First was The Gigolo, produced by Wong Jing, a film that does not feature
      any celebrities but has a whirlpool of explicit sex scenes; then there was 12 Golden Ducks, starring
      Sandra Ng and featuring a host of A-list actors in supporting roles. There was also Lazy Hazy Crazy,
      produced by Ho-cheung Pand and directed by Yee-sum Luk, about the lives of three part-time prostitutes and
      featuring an extremely provocative poster showing the three protagonists’ bare backsides; it became an overnight
      sensation upon release. Imprisoned: Survival Guide for Rich and Prodigal, produced by the original crew
      behind 3D Sex and Zen and the Due West series, was also released in Hong Kong in 2015; based on a
      true story, the film is about a child of the nouveau riche who goes to jail for alcohol-related penalties, and it
      features many explicit scenes.
    


    
      During the post-integration era, supernatural and zombie films, both classic genres of Hong Kong cinema, also
      made a comeback, with titles such as the two-part series Tales from the Dark (2013). Although the
      supernatural film is a classic Hong Kong genre, it cannot fully enter the mainland market due to cultural
      differences between the two regions. In the early days of Hong Kong filmmakers’ move to Beijing, an attempt was
      made to rebrand the once popular genre as the psychological thriller; however, this was not only unsuccessful but
      also erased some of the key characteristics of the genre. For a while, even the Hong Kong film circle thought
      that the genre was stagnating. However, in the post-integration era, the agenda of cultural preservation in Hong
      Kong inherent in contemporary Hong Kong cinema – the most representative work being Tales from the Dark –
      pushed the supernatural genre to break through the quagmire and resurface with charged sincerity to become an
      invaluable film form that promoted the return to traditional Hong Kong genres. In Tales from the Dark,
      screenwriter Lilian Lee weaves horror, comedy and sentimentalism into a playful narrative, in a successful
      reinterpretation of the classic horror genre. In this context, the number of supernatural films quickly
      escalated, and the famous actor Nick Cheung Ka-fai’s directorial debut, Hungry Ghost Ritual (2014), is a
      telling example of this trend. The film impressed audiences with its adoption of the centuries-old art form of
      Cantonese opera as a medium through which to discuss the conflicts and entanglements between past and present.
      Hungry Ghost Ritual nearly reached 10 million HKD at the box office. Other supernatural films that ensued
      include The Unbelievable 3: The Skeleton Road (2014), directed by Chat-Nin and
      starring Master Szeto, and Twilight Online (2014), directed by Maggie To.
    


    
      In spite of their differences, a key element shared by these films is their use of supernatural or horror
      elements. The story of Hungry Ghost Ritual begins with the protagonist, Zong Hua, returning to Malaysia to
      join his stepfather’s Cantonese opera troupe after a failed publishing venture in China. The film focuses on the
      troupe’s performance of a Shengong Opera (a religious play) during the Hungry Ghost Festival. This traditional
      Cantonese opera has enjoyed a remarkable history and imbues the film with a sense of mystery, which explains why
      several horror scenes in the film feature the opera. The film is densely packed with supernatural scenes, leaving
      almost no dull moment. In comparison, The Unbelievable 3: The Skeleton Road takes a more conventional
      approach to the supernatural genre and assembles many urban legends as well as true stories from South East Asia.
      There is no shortage of mystery and horror as we follow the protagonist to Laos and witness people raping
      corpses, and discover the truth behind a legend of cannibalistic witches. In Thailand, we then observe the brutal
      murder of thirteen crew members on the Mekong River, and go to an ancient Kuman Thong temple where over 2000
      foetal corpses are being exorcised; we also meet witches who befriend ghosts and witness a battle in Kuman Thong.
      Another film that falls within the supernatural-horror genre of the period is Keeper of Darkness (2015),
      rolled out by Nick Cheung Ka-fai after the success of his 2014 directorial debut, Hungry Ghost Ritual, and
      starring renowned actors such as Jacky Cheung and Amber Kuo. The film was another successful supernatural
      blockbuster.
    


    
      Another classic genre of Hong Kong cinema is the zombie film. Like the supernatural genre, the zombie genre was
      gradually relegated to the margins, a result of the continuous waning of the Hong Kong film industry and the
      tightening of market restrictions in Hong Kong since the turn of the century3. However, emerging filmmaker Juno Mak ‘resurrected’ zombies in his
      2013 film, Rigor Mortis, with the aim of bringing the classic genre back to Hong Kong’s silver screen.
      Unlike other zombie films of the period that merely reprise characters from older films, Rigor Mortis
      incorporates many familiar characteristics, such as zombies’ fear of sticky rice, crow’s blood, copper coins,
      masks and charms. The famous Hong Kong composer and lyricist Cheng Kwok Kong was invited to write the theme song,
      a nursery rhyme titled ‘Ghostly Bride’, further imbuing the film with a nostalgic undertone emblematic of classic
      Hong Kong cinema. The film also blends elements of the Japanese horror film that replace the comic elements of
      the traditional zombie film; for instance, the zombies are portrayed as much less active. The result is a work
      that does not entirely fall within the traditional zombie genre.
    


    
      From 2014, the Hong Kong film industry rolled out titles such as Sifu vs Vampire
      (2014) and Zombie Fight Club (2014). Directed by Daniel Chan, Sifu vs Vampire is a truly idiomatic
      zombie film, shot in a style typical of the traditional zombie genre. From plot development to character design,
      the film follows a variety of conventions set by 1980s zombie films, and borrows elements from classic titles
      such as Mr Vampire (1985） and Thunder Cops（1986）. The film also blends tropes of the western
      classic zombie film with those of oriental superstitions to create a new and original zombie film. Sifu vs
      Vampire’s entertainment value is further increased by many action sequences and soft-core pornographic
      scenes. Zombie Fight Club, on the other hand, cashes in on explicit horror and violence. The film tells
      the story of a young police detective (played by Andy On) who, in an attempt to save his neighbours, ends up
      battling against zombies, eventually becoming their prisoner. In order to survive, he must fight the zombies in
      an underground arena, and eventually he becomes a master fighter. The tone of the entire film is dark and the
      scenes are extremely gory, featuring many decapitations and gun fights that are emblematic of the classic zombie
      and supernatural genres.
    


    
      Regional Sentiments in Realist Art-House Films
    


    
      Other than purely commercial productions, the post-integration era also witnessed the release of many Hong Kong
      art-house films. Most of these art-house productions are themed around Hong Kong, appeal to distinctly Hong Kong
      cultural ideals centred on individuality, and highlight the lived realities and zeitgeist of Hong Kong citizens
      today. By focusing on quotidian life in and the cultural identity of Hong Kong, these films together reflect on
      the historical transformation of Hong Kong society while expressing regional sentiments, representing another key
      manifestation of local Hong Kong cinema’s ambition to promote Hong Kong cultural ideals and the ‘regional
      flavours’ aesthetic.
    


    
      During this era, the regional sentiments of Hong Kong art-house cinema were reflected in three ways. First, there
      was a shift in focus to the everyday life and social conditions of Hong Kong citizens in order to express the
      values and humanism of Hong Kong society. Before the post-integration era, the art-house genre gained traction
      when filmmakers such as Ann Hui, Lawrence Lau, Johnnie To, Herman Yao and Ivy Ho released a series of art-house
      films that, building on established conventions of Hong Kong art-house film, unanimously turned their focus to
      Hong Kong society. Among these directors, Ann Hui and Lawrence Lau each released a film about Tin Shui Wai, a new
      town located in the north-western New Territories of Hong Kong. The population mainly consists of migrant
      families from the mainland, low-income households, unemployed people and families relying on
      government welfare. Though the town is packed with high-rises, the poor quality of the public facilities and
      amenities has raised a slew of developmental problems, even extreme tragedies, making it one of the most
      controversial towns in Hong Kong today. Lawrence Lau’s Besieged City (2008) tells the story of a
      hard-working student named Ling-kit Ho who lives in Tin Shui Wai. Revolving around the protagonist’s
      psychological transformation, the film exposes the many dark sides of Hong Kong society (Figure 3) as Lau
      attempts to shock the audience into taking responsibility and caring for Tin Shui Wai’s fate, while retaining a
      sense of hope for the future.
    


    
      Unlike Besieged City, which deliberately exaggerates the tragic circumstances of Tin Shui Wai, Ann Hui’s
      The Way We Are（2008） paints a more positive picture in a highly realistic tale about the life of several
      Tin Shui Wai residents. While the film alludes to many social issues, including the rise in single-parent
      families, loneliness in old age and the coming-of-age of middle-school teenagers, it is, overall, warm in tone
      and filled with emotive sentiments. The realistic portrayal of the warmth of Tin Shui Wai residents is the
      highlight of the film. Similarly low-budget productions focusing on distinctly Hong Kong sentiments followed,
      including The Way We Dance (2013) and Little Big Master (2015).
    


    
      The second manifestation of this appeal to regional sentiments is a profound sense of nostalgia rooted in local
      history and culture, and this was well underway before integration. Linger (2008) and Sparrow
      (2008), both directed by Johnnie To, are telling examples of nostalgic sentiments in the Hong Kong art-house
      films released before 2010. Linger is a supernatural romantic drama centred on the spiritual growth of the
      male and female protagonists, who are torn apart after an accident, only to find their fates magically
      intertwined again. The film does not qualify as a purely supernatural film because it also explores profound
      themes such as love, memory and reincarnation, with a tenderness that runs throughout. The film is also packed
      with expressions of love for Hong Kong, as evidenced by the fact that most of the outdoor scenes feature landmark
      views of the city. Further, in a scene depicting the male protagonist’s father asleep in his apartment, a
      television can been seen in the background playing old, pixelated Hong Kong films, an explicit ode to traditional
      Hong Kong culture. Meanwhile, To’s other film, Sparrow, appears to be a gangster film, but in reality it
      merely flirts with the genre, adopting its conventional tropes with humour; it would be more accurate to consider
      the film as a continuation of the nostalgia for Hong Kong’s collective memory laid out in Linger.
    


    
      If the aforementioned nostalgic art-house films nevertheless relied on other themes or genres, and the expression
      of nostalgic sentiments remained implicit, the theme gradually became more direct and potent in Hong Kong films
      produced after 2010. Frozen by Derek Kwok and Crossing Hennessy by Ivy Ho,
      both released in 2010, are two outstanding art-house films rich in nostalgic sentiment. Frozen features a
      female protagonist who was involved in a fatal car accident in 1988, and her body was preserved in a deep freeze.
      More than twenty years later, she wakes up and finds herself the same age as her daughter. She tells her daughter
      stories about her daughter’s father in vivid detail, and together they go on a journey to rediscover what she has
      lost in the bygone years. The vintage props and costume immerse the audience in the golden age of Hong Kong
      (1980s), a time marked by rapid economic development, widespread optimism and a booming celebrity culture that
      has become ingrained in the collective memory of Hong Kong people. This sense of remembrance, a common theme in
      Hong Kong art-house films, is particularly strong in Crossing Hennessy. Located in Wan Chai, Hennessy Road
      is a landmark thoroughfare on Hong Kong Island, and the film paints an authentic picture of the neighbourhood in
      a bygone age, from Hennessy Road to Hei Tip Street and the surrounding restaurants and electronics stores. Many
      Hong Kong art-house films followed suit, employing nostalgia to express regional sentiments: She Remembers, He
      Forgets (2015) is a tender romantic drama tinged with nostalgia for past student years; Wong Ka Yan
      (2015) is a light-hearted drama that pays homage to the youth-led years of the 1990s; and Guia in Love
      (2015)tells the story of a decade-long love triangle.
    


    
      The third manifestation of regional sentiments in post-integration Hong Kong cinema is characterized by a focus
      on the emotional life of Hong Kong youths. The tone of this expression is neither tender nor melancholic;
      instead, it is explicit and raw, often employing sentimentality – or even eroticism – to enhance its appeal. As
      many of these films were released almost exclusively in 2010, they immediately caught the attention of the Hong
      Kong film circle. In mid-2010, the magazine Hong Kong Film asked several emerging local filmmakers and
      established critics to hold a roundtable discussion about the notable trends of the first half of the year,
      focusing on new works by emerging filmmakers such as Gallants, Ex (2010), Love in a Puff
      (2010) and Break-Up Club (2010). Some critics contended that if one could label the new genre that
      gradually came into being between 1997 and 2010 as the ‘special administrative region film’, then one could
      arguably label the bourgeoning new genre since 2010 as the ‘special administrative region new wave’.4 The label ‘special administrative region’
      indicates that the films of both these eras reflect strong regional sentiments, while ‘new wave’ reflects the
      change in focus to the everyday lives of Hong Kong people in the post-integration era, especially the emotional
      lives of the younger generation. The films of this new genre proliferated in 2011, with the release of a long
      list of titles including Summer Love Love, Love Is the Only Answer, Lan Kwai Fong,
      Microsex Office, Men Suddenly in Love, Beach Spike, Mr & Mrs Single, Hong Kong
      Ghost Stories and Hi, Fidelity. Love Lifting, from 2012, and The Way We
      Dance, from 2013 also belong to this genre. However, I argue that earlier titles could also be considered as
      part of the ‘special administrative region new wave’, such as Marriage with a Fool (2006), Love Is Not
      All Around (2007), L for Love, L for Lies (2008) and High Noon (2008), among others.
    


    
      The art-house productions include several documentary films that express regional sentiments by mining Hong
      Kong’s history and depicting contemporary realities. My Voice, My Life (2014), by Ruby Yang, is an
      inspiring documentary about a group of Hong Kong youngsters and their experiences of producing a musical. The
      subjects of the film include headstrong teenagers, disabled kids and weary parents. Under the guidance of their
      art teachers, they together embark upon an unforgettable and wholesome journey. The film presents a realistic
      portrait of the life of ordinary people in Hong Kong today, and successfully captures the confidence of the Hong
      Kong youngsters aiming to reach their full potential. Prior to this work, Ruby Yang had filmed many documentary
      shorts, one of which had earned her an Academy Award for Best Documentary Short Film. My Voice, My Life
      (2014) marked her first documentary feature film since her return to Hong Kong and earned her a Hong Kong
      Directors Guild Award for Best New Director. Flowing Stories (2014), directed by Tsui-shan Jessey Tsang,
      is a documentary about Ho Chung village, a 500-year-old village located in the Sai Kung district of Hong Kong.
      Acting like a villager, the director crossed the length and breadth of the village to interview people from
      different generations, thereby tracing the historical transformation of the village. These excellent
      documentaries together opened up a new aesthetic dimension in Hong Kong cinema.
    


    
      Ever since Hong Kong’s return to China in 1997, and particularly during the post-integration era, local Hong Kong
      cinema has undergone a profound aesthetic transformation. From its thematic conventions to its underlying values,
      Hong Kong cinema’s departure from mainland cinema is not only an unquestionable fact, but it also serves as proof
      of Hong Kong filmmakers’ deliberate attempts to preserve their regional culture. Local Hong Kong cinema in the
      post-integration era successfully broke away from the commercial aesthetic of its previous trajectory, resulting
      in major developments in diversity and speculative rigour. Hong Kong cinema’s newfound cultural depth and genre
      innovation, its rich emotional values achieved by a deliberate exaggeration of Hong Kong’s cultural ideals, its
      commitment to classic regional genres and its appeal to regional sentiments are all evidence that local Hong Kong
      cinema is still marching forth on the path of aesthetic innovation. Its ‘regional flavours’ aesthetic has not
      grown obsolete; rather, Hong Kong cinema continues to evolve, and it has an astounding impact on the films
      produced in the Sinosphere.
    


    
      
        NOTES
      


      
        1.《低俗喜剧》（2012）、《3D肉蒲团》（2011）等色情片在香港均取得了4000万港币以上的票房，都进入了当年香港本土票房前十名。这种现象表明了香港观众的文化保育意识.
      


      
        2.《金鸡SSS》当年票房4130万港元，位居当年香港本土华语片票房冠军，数据来自香港电影协会网站http://www.mpia.org.hk/content/press.php.
      


      
        3.香港僵尸片在1985年的开山之作《僵尸先生》之后开始兴盛，至1989年开始没落，1990年之后便再没有僵尸片出现。具体见香港电影资料馆网站https://www.lcsd.gov.hk/CE/CulturalService/HKFA/documents/2005525/2007315/7-2-1.pdf的影片片目.
      


      
        4.徐巧娜：《2011年香港电影总结：走出围城后的困顿》，http://www.taihainet.com/news/pastime/yllq/2011-12-31/794763.html.
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      The rise of a new ‘creative class’ (Chuang Yi Jie Ceng) in China has spawned new aesthetic visions in
      contemporary Chinese cinema. Driven by unprecedented economic forces, this new ‘film ecology’ is rooted in urban
      culture and relies on the ‘new knowledge system’ to source its creative works. Within this ‘ecological film
      system’, two new genres have emerged, namely the Chinese high-concept film and the ‘Internet community’ film.
      Both reflect aesthetics that are strikingly different from the conventional realist aesthetics of most post-1980s
      Chinese films. The ‘three views’ of this new creative class – on film, economic value and emotional value – have
      played key roles in shaping contemporary Chinese film aesthetics.
    


    
      As Chinese cities have developed to become the centres of the new information and knowledge industries (such as
      writing, finance, IT, design and performance, among others), previously separate social entities have become
      entangled, giving form to a new community unlike any conventional social structure that has hitherto existed in
      China. The new and young ‘knowledge class’ has created a New economic system that demands the sharing of
      emotions, ideas and resources, and is marked by diversity, inclusivity, independence and openness. In the
      contemporary Chinese film industry, this new system has given rise to a new creative class with their own unique
      cinematic visions. Driven by unprecedented economic forces, this new ‘ecological film system’ is rooted in urban
      culture and gleans its creative material from the ‘new knowledge system’. The conflict between, and integration
      of, this system and the traditional Chinese film system have spawned new aesthetic visions in contemporary
      Chinese cinema.
    


    
      
        Historical Change of Chinese Film Aesthetic Topics
      


      
        Discussion around Chinese film aesthetics first gathered momentum during the 1980s, albeit only for a brief
        period. Out of the ruins of the Cultural Revolution (1966-76), an influx of essays – ‘On the Modernization of
        Film Language’ by Zhang Nuanxin and Li Tuo; （Film Art（Dian Ying Yi Shu） No. 3, 1979）‘Breaking from the
        Support of Theater’ by Bai Jingwei（Film Art Reference（Dian Ying Yi Shu Can Kao Zi Liao） No. 1, 1979）; ‘A
        New Subject to Solve in Chinese Film Art: Film Aesthetics’ by Zhong Dianfei（Literature and Art Studies（WEN
        YI YAN JIU）No.4 1981）; ‘Arguments in Film Aesthetics’ by Zheng Xuelai（Film Art（Dian Ying Yi Shu） No.
        9, 1980）; and ‘Modernization and Modernism’ by Shao Mujun（Film Art（Dian Ying Yi Shu） No. 5, 1979） –
        cracked open the door to a new Chinese film aesthetic. This wave of interest in Chinese film aesthetics during
        the mid-1980s focused on three concerns: (1) how to understand modernism; (2) how to understand nationhood; and
        (3) how to understand the ontological characteristics of film These three concerns were rooted in two key sets
        of relationships: the relationship between film and literature, and that between film and theatre. Doubtless,
        these relationships were influenced by the drastic social and political changes that occurred in the
        post-Cultural Revolution era. During the 1970s and 1980s, film was still an exceptionally political art form
        because it was still a state-run enterprise. Within this system, which offered a basic living allowance to its
        participants, both artists and entrepreneurs were required to demonstrate strong idealist inclinations in their
        reflections on the spiritual aspects of film, their political correctness concerning social issues and their
        humanist values. Meanwhile, the audiences, who were part of the same economic structure and social environment
        as the filmmakers, especially those who lived in cities, were eager to encounter new, emotionally laden films
        inspired by the new historical era.
      


      
        At the time, the most prominent view of aesthetics in academia was that the main subject of aesthetics must be
        art instead of actually existing aesthetic relations. If aesthetics broke away from art, it would become void
        of sustenance. According to this view, the relationship between art and human beings is primarily an aesthetic
        one, and it is only through art that we can perceive the existence of aesthetic relations. Aesthetics, art and
        film, as they were then understood, had an inextricable, one-of-a-kind relationship, and based on this
        relationship, film theorists established the parameters of critical analysis and research, while artists began
        to put the creative ideas informed by this aesthetic theory into practice.
      


      
        Eisenstein attempted to ground his aesthetic theory in Marxism as a philosophical foundation, and proposed a
        new reading of montage as a dialectical process that kinetically reflects the power of reality to reveal its
        own essence. Meanwhile, Bazin’s writing on the ‘ontology of the photographic image’, and Kracauer’s writing on film as ‘an extension of photography’ and a ‘redemption of physical reality’
        (Zhang 1984:5), both argue for an objective, naturalist approach to the representation of
        reality, whereby reality is treated as raw material.Philosophically grounded in positivism and phenomenology,
        their theories deter, and even object to, the possibility of grasping the essence of reality through art. This
        may explain why the two most common features of modernist filmmakers’ works are their approach to film art as a
        matter of subjective expression and their emphasis on intuition and irrationality. Where these different
        schools of aesthetics depart in terms of aesthetic psychology is in whether they accept or deny the role of
        rationality; that is, they either believe in understanding through perception, emotion and imagination, or they
        believe that aesthetic psychology is simply a kind of intuitive, non-rational expression that discloses
        unconscious desires. To investigate the nature of film aesthetics from a philosophical perspective is to study
        the relationship between film and reality, as well as other art forms, which requires us to speculate on the
        relationship between concept and reality, and the unity of subjectivity and objectivity. When investigating
        these relationships, we should also take into account the formal attributes and psychological mechanisms of
        film art as well as their interacting impacts (Zhang 1984: 5). These artistic
        investigations, based on the aesthetics–philosophy paradigm, ushered in a fierce new wave of now classic
        Chinese films, such as Xiejin’s work. In some respects, one can consider this movement as reflecting the
        aesthetic consensus of a creative class that had arisen from a network of political and artistic elites against
        the backdrop of a socio-economic system driven by a planned economy and state-run enterprises.
      


      
        From the late 1980s until the mid-1990s, discussions about film genres and the official labelling of the new
        movement led by the Fifth Generation directors – ‘New Cinema’, ‘New Folk Cinema’ or ‘New Realist Cinema’ (Yi
        1995) – introduced an array of new perspectives to the study of Chinese film aesthetics.
        In terms of aesthetic theory, however, I argue that the Chinese film circle still approached the fundamental
        questions of film – i.e., how it relates to history and reality – from within the aesthetics–art–film paradigm,
        the only difference being that, while some adopted a more diverse range of research methods and became
        disenchanted with politics, others followed another path and turned to commercialism as an alternative, elitist
        expression. Li Tuo once openly observed,
      


      
        
          It is enough for China to have a dozen [adventure films]. The quality of these films is a whole different
          topic, but at least they are competing with avant-garde films and experimental films. With this in mind, what
          we need to watch out for next is entertainment films […] In the past, most of us, including myself, didn’t
          take the effects of cultural reform into consideration in our discussion of entertainment films; now, he (Chen Xihe) has raised the problems of entertainment to a much more
          significant level, and he is targeting the consumer culture and entertainment culture that have emerged in
          China.
        


        
          (Li et al. 1987: 56–57)
        

      


      
        There were two reasons behind this situation. On the one hand, while Reform of the Economic System since 1978
        and Opening Up spawned consumer culture and entertainment culture, the prevailing economic relations that
        existed within mainstream society did not really change, nor was there fundamental transformation in the
        production and distribution system of the film industry; the ideology that sustained the old system remained in
        force, while filmmakers who were technically still civil servants of the state-run system had yet to form an
        independent group with community awareness. On the other hand, new knowledge systems had only just begun to
        develop, and the new knowledge class was still in its adolescence. Therefore, the trending aesthetic discourse
        during this period was just an old idea in a new guise; it was the same aesthetic theory, only told in
        different ways.
      


      
        In the first few years of the twenty-first century, the main topics of discussion around Chinese film
        aesthetics changed again. These discussions were centred on two key questions: (1) what is the commercial
        aesthetic of film? (2) What changes have digital technologies brought to film language and logic? The crux of
        these questions is, again, two sets of relationships: between film and capital and between film and new
        technologies or new media. New forms of cultural knowledge and the advent of new technologies have introduced
        new problems to the study of aesthetics. While some scholars have noticed the rise of a ‘third cinema’, replete
        with non-commercial, non-mainstream, non-artistic and realist feature films, the ‘third cinema’ soon began to
        feel the pressure of the mainland–Hong Kong co-productions and Chinese blockbusters, and thus ceased to
        exist.1 With China’s entry
        into the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001, the rise of privately owned enterprises and the increasing
        popularity of the Internet and new media, the economic organizational structure of Chinese film production
        experienced a paradigm shift. The new creative class gradually converged, and new film aesthetics began to
        emerge from this new web of socio-economic relations.
      

    


    
      
        High-concept Film Aesthetics (2011–2016)
      


      
        Between 2011 and 2016, a period that saw the steepest rise in box office earnings for Chinese films, we can
        clearly identify a new aesthetic that was shaped by market logic. The old
        aesthetics–art–film paradigm gave way to aesthetics–commodity–moving image. ‘Commodity’ not only refers to
        physical products, but more importantly it also signifies the imageries and performances of everyday mental
        activities. As University of Durham Professor David Chaney observes: ‘[cultural economic activities] have
        turned from trading in material artefacts to symbolic ones […] More generally speaking, all sorts of goods,
        activities and environments are evaluated and marketed as representations of condensed meaning and association’
        (Chaney 2012: 46). The notion of the ‘moving image’, within this new
        aesthetics–commodity–moving image paradigm, is no longer determined by the codes of conventional cinema;
        instead, it has acquired a new structure and meaning. Analysing contemporary Chinese film through this
        paradigm, I argue that it can be broken down into two types: the Chinese high-concept film, a
        Hollywood-inspired genre; and the ‘Internet community film’, a locally invented genre.
      


      
        Borrowing from the tech-savvy style of Hollywood high-concept films, Chinese high-concept films weave
        unambiguous moral antagonism, stunning audio-visual spectacle and realistic action scenes to create touching
        humanist narratives with a universal appeal that are at once thrilling and moving. During the first few years
        of imitating Hollywood, some critics expressed concerns:
      


      
        
          Chinese genre films are always trying to imitate Hollywood cinema with a uniquely Chinese approach […] But
          the only effect of these copies is to attract more audiences to Hollywood cinema because they simply cannot
          compete with the original Hollywood films, whether in terms of screenwriting, production, acting or
          promotion. They only serve to introduce the methodologies of Hollywood genres to China. Once Hollywood cinema
          enters China, the Chinese audience will soon abandon the Chinese copies.
        


        
          (Zhang 1999: 72)
        

      


      
        The quality of the Chinese commercial films produced during this period, as well as those of the ensuing few
        years, proves that these critics had good reason to be concerned.
      


      
        The seeds of these Hollywood-inspired Chinese high-concept films were planted by a group of filmmakers who had
        moved from Hong Kong to Beijing. Relying on their experiences on Hong Kong commercial productions and their
        network of industry talent, these filmmakers focused on a few specific genres (costume-action films, gangster
        films and silly comedies) to stimulate the mainland film market. The popularity of mainland–Hong Kong
        commercial co-productions, directed by Hong Kong-raised, Beijing-based filmmakers, reached its peak in 2010,
        when these films occupied eleven places on the top-twenty highest-grossing Chinese films of the year, with each
        reaching 100 million RMB at the box office and total sales comprising over 65% of the
        annual box office gross of Chinese productions in 2010. However, in terms of aesthetic value, constrained by
        the Hong Kong filmmakers’ narrow view of history and their detachment from conditions on the mainland, most of
        these films constituted cheap thrills and did not offer any aesthetic nuance. Their mainstream humour also
        failed to engage the rising urban knowledge class, and they were harshly criticized:
      


      
        
          These blockbuster films are essentially anti-market and anti-art. By monopolizing promotional channels and
          showtimes, they have corrupted fair market competition, replaced film’s concern with reality and artistic
          exploration with a glossy surface and grandiose but inane themes, and substituted overseas funds and
          transnational operations for national identity.
        


        
          (Li 2008: 43-47)
        

      


      
        After 2010, mainland–Hong Kong co-productions began to experience a steep drop in box office sales, a crisis
        even. The directors who most successfully transitioned during this period are Teddy Chen (CHEN TAK SAM/CHEN DE
        SEN) (Bodyguards and Assassins/SHI YUE Wei CHENG, 2009), Peter Chan (CHAN HO-san/CHEN KE XIN)
        (Dearest/QIN AI DE, 2014), Tsui Hark (XU KE) (The Taking of Tiger Mountain/Zhi QU Wei Hu Shan,
        2014) and Daniel Lee Yan-kong (Li Ren Gang) (Time Raiders/Dao Mu Bi Ji, 2016). Arguably, this genre of
        Hollywood-inspired Chinese blockbuster films, which was led by mainland–Hong Kong co-productions, is,
        essentially, still part of the traditional film industry’s creative system, and most of these creative agents –
        due to the role that geopolitical factors played in their identity formation – failed to sense the
        socio-cultural interests of the new and young creative class that had gradually arisen on the mainland since
        the turn of the century.
      


      
        The expeditious development of the Internet and new media provided Chinese high-concept films with the
        opportunity to introduce interdisciplinary creative systems into the film industry. The first group who
        introduced such changes were young professionals from the tech industry, producing such titles as Monster
        Hunt (2015) and Mojin: The Lost Legend(2015). These changes were not original inventions but they
        successfully identified the Chinese elements that could be integrated into Hollywood-inspired film narratives
        with the aid of advanced technologies, and they created a distinctly Chinese fantasy-film genre, as well as the
        now trending Chinese sci-fi genre. The director of Monster Hunt, Raman Hui, had previously worked in
        Hollywood where he was part of the Shrek (2004, 2007） production team. Meanwhile, the director of
        Mojin: The Lost Legend, Wu Er Shan, began to closely study the production methods of the Hollywood
        industry after directing Painted Skin: The Resurrection (HUA PI) (2012). He not only developed meticulous analyses of Hollywood narratives but also thoroughly investigated the
        management of the industrialized film production process, and then integrated the technical effects that were
        achievable in China at that time into his films. Another example is Lu Chuan’s Chronicles of the Ghostly
        Tribe（Jiu Ceng Yao Ta, 2015), which showcases the director’s in-depth study of the technical aspects of the
        monster film genre.
      


      
        The organic synthesis of Hollywood high-tech tropes and distinctly Chinese narratives still has a long way to
        go. While these experiments provided Chinese high-concept films with technical support and could potentially
        give rise to a new and regional commercial genre, in terms of aesthetics, Hollywood-inspired Chinese
        high-concept films cannot break away from the tropes of Hollywood commercial cinema. While this movement has,
        perhaps, successfully promoted Chinese culture and raised the production quality of Chinese high-concept films,
        it also reflects a willing submission to rules invented by Hollywood.
      

    


    
      
        Internet Community Film Aesthetics (2011-2016)
      


      
        There is another aesthetic genre that has emerged in contemporary Chinese filmmaking, which I call the
        ‘Internet community film’. A hodgepodge of teen drama, urban romance, horror, adventure and ‘Internet humour’
        it is a film style that has the potential to develop into a legitimate genre, but it has yet to fully engage
        its target audience with its distinctive narrative style and visual conventions. An ‘Internet community film’
        is one that caters to audience groups on various virtual platforms, while the term ‘Internet humour’ refers to
        a sense of humour that has developed on the Internet and on other new media platforms. According to Professor
        Yi Hong’s analysis of the formation of ‘Internet humour’,
      


      
        
          [t]‌his phenomenon has significantly boosted the importance of entertainment and our desire for
          identification and recognition. What is especially noteworthy is that compared to the Americans, Chinese
          Internet users are more grassroots, more mainstream and more rebellious. In the United States, all media
          outlets are hyper-marketized, making the difference between Internet content and that of traditional media
          barely noticeable. Meanwhile in China, due to a relatively strict control of traditional media, the Internet
          has become a kind of supplement, and contrast. It is more anti-mainstream, more vulgar even, in some
          respects. The major functions of traditional media – publicity and promotion – have become more alternative
          on the Internet, which has further distanced the ethical and aesthetic values of Internet-influenced films
          from traditional standards […] Precisely because of this cultural gap between the
          Internet and new media and traditional media, films informed by the Internet era sometimes seem quite vulgar,
          their moral compass more corrupt than that of mainstream society, and they are replete with violence,
          pornography, pranking, ‘diaosi’ culture, and bitching; in a way, they mirror the precise role that the
          Internet plays in society.
        


        
          (Yi et al. 2014: 7)
        

      


      
        Considering the prevailing aesthetic expressions in contemporary Chinese films, this reading is cogent. In his
        seminal work The Rise of the Creative Class (2010), American theorist Richard Florida offers an
        insightful reading of how the emergence of a new social class – the creative class – has shaped our work,
        leisure and entertainment activities, and our interpersonal and group communication, and how this new class
        will influence the future of cities.
      


      
        
          Capitalism has expanded its reach to capture the talents of heretofore excluded groups of eccentrics and
          nonconformists. In doing so, it has pulled off yet another astonishing mutation: taking people who would once
          have been viewed as bizarre mavericks operating at the bohemian fringe and placing them at the very heart of
          the process of innovation and economic growth.
        


        
          (Florida 2010: 6)
        

      


      
        While the American theorist’s observations do not fully apply to the reality of China, he nonetheless offers a
        new perspective with which to understand China’s new creative class.
      


      
        Why is the influence of ‘Internet humour’ on films in China more powerful than that of Internet culture on
        films in the West? After all, the ‘ecological system’ of Internet culture is global in nature. The operational
        system of the Internet and new media disseminates a kind of networked individualism and produces cultural
        elements – mainstream or subcultural – that reflect a delocalized universality. Cultural elements that are
        considered perverted or outside of mainstream social values, such as violence, pornography, pranking and
        lower-brow culture, permeate western Internet content as much as they do Chinese Internet content, sometimes
        even more viscerally and provocatively. A proportion of the content of Chinese Internet and new media platforms
        also comes from foreign countries such as Japan. For instance, the film One Hundred Thousand Bad Jokes
        （Shi Wan Ge Leng Xiao Hua) (2014) is based on an online fan video made by a few students from the
        Broadcasting Department of the Communication University of China, Nanguang College, who had taken inspiration
        from the Japanese manga and anime series Jump Square (2005-2012). As the scholar Meng Dengying observes:
        ‘This phenomenon more or less has to do with the fall of idealism. And since a new, and equally dominant
        ideology has yet to surface, the youths cannot create a new vision, and are thus
        susceptible to these manipulative ideologies centered around individual success’ (Meng cited in Li 2014: 26). I argue that the ‘three views’ of the new creative class – on film, economic value and
        emotional value – are key to the formation of contemporary Chinese film aesthetics and of the abovementioned
        ‘manipulative ideologies’, along with the influence of the Internet on Chinese society.
      


      
        First, the view on film. The members of China’s rising creative class were mostly born in the 1980s or early
        1990s. They encountered film during the ice age of Chinese cinema, when the ubiquity of Video Compact Disc
        (VCD) and Digital Video Disc (DVD) players turned pirating into a national phenomenon. In second-, third- and
        fourth-tier cities, video halls enjoyed far greater popularity than movie theatres, and it was the Hong Kong
        and Hollywood commercial productions that first informed this generation’s taste in film. For instance, the
        immense following of Stephen Chow (Zhou Xing Chi) can be largely attributed to the wide circulation of
        Hong Kong films in video halls in prefectural cities and small towns. In the mid-1990s, revenue-sharing
        American films first entered the Chinese market, allowing the Chinese audience to experience the audio-visual
        thrills of Hollywood genre films in local movie theatres. The audience chose to watch these films purely based
        on personal preference, which gave rise to a severe crisis of trust in the Chinese realist films distributed
        through mainstream channels at the time. On the one hand, the crisis originated from the failure of realist
        films to generate visceral thrills; on the other hand, these films could not satisfy the bourgeoning younger
        generation’s voyeurism and curiosity about the world outside. From a different perspective, it was the gradual
        penetration of popular culture – in its varied forms of foreign visual content, stories and celebrities – down
        to the bottom of Chinese society that dethroned realist aesthetics. The realist tradition, which was marked by
        its intricate portrayal of the internal relations of society, a meticulous perception of reality and deeply
        personal reflections driven by a strong self-awareness, became replaced by the slapdash, entertaining,
        thrilling and humorous effects of popular culture.
      


      
        In 1995, university students, led by those attending Tsinghua University and Peking University, began to
        explore new spaces for communication through the online campus bulletin board system (BBS). This was precisely
        the time when the new knowledge class started college, and the Internet provided these prospective creative
        professionals with a freer space for self-expression. The more recent advent of Internet-based new media also
        allowed them to discover the possibilities of generating economic value through creative ideas.
      


      
        In the statistics graph above, we can observe an increase in the popularity of all forms of online writing in
        the first decade of the twenty-first century. From the earliest ‘literature forum’, Rongshuxia (launched in
        1997); to the first paid ‘reading website’, Xinghai Original Literature (launched in 2002); to the acquisition of Qidian by Shangda Games in 2003, Internet literature soon grew into a
        professional field that promised a considerable income. In 2005, Qidian’s monthly payment to its writers
        reached 700,000 RMB, and in 2006, Hu Ge’s short Murder by Mantou (Yi Ge Man Tou Yin Fa De Xue An) (2005)
        led to an infamous lawsuit. The cultural significance of this short film was that it trumpeted the rapid rise
        of the ‘Internet short film’ as a popular medium. Later, in 2010, the China Film Group and the Chinese online
        video hosting service Youku co-produced the short film series The Bright Eleven(Shi Yi Du Qing Chun)
        (2010), making ‘micro-film’ an important creative medium in youth visual culture. Among the eleven
        titles in the series, director Xiao Yang’s short film, Old Boys, (Lao Nan Hai) (2010) was later
        adapted into a feature-length film that garnered box office success. From Internet literature to micro-films,
        changes in Internet culture largely shaped the popular view on film within the new creative class, one that was
        at odds with those of older Chinese film traditions. Professor Chaney describes this new view as an ‘aesthetics
        of representation’. According to Chaney,
      


      
        
          [t]‌his alternative tradition privileged communal experience over personal expression; it valued a
          spectacular show over a controlled or tightly-framed fictional experience […] The lack of logic or
          rationality in this cornucopia of representation creates both a very dense visual environment for everyday
          life, and new ways of conceiving reality and experience.
        


        
          (Li 2014: 53–54)
        

      


      
        From the unceasing popularity of Stephen Chow (Zhou Xing Chi)to Internet fantasy literature, time-travel
        literature and tomb-raiding literature, and the films adapted from them, these cultural phenomena are all
        grounded in the same aesthetics, where signs and symbols, such as characters, scenery and costumes, replace
        material reality and become metaphors in a new value system, to be shared and consumed by members of different
        communities. In his seminal work, The Act of Creation, Hungarian British author Arthur Koestler coined
        the term ‘bisociation’, which I borrow to describe the visual aesthetics of the new creative class. According
        to Koestler, bisociation is
      


      
        
          where most of the world’s creativity, scientific inventions and humour originate. It refers to creating
          things that are new, useful or fun, through the combination of elements that have never been, or are
          frequently considered jarring, to be put together […] Bisociation usually involves the juxtaposition of
          unexpected, disturbing, and sometimes even ‘abnormal’ things, which explains why many extraordinary sci-fi
          films and horror-films feature the use of this technique to integrate two cultures
          (earth culture and alien culture) or two existential conditions (natural and supernatural). Comedies are also
          replete with bisociation. A couple that doesn’t seem to belong to each other, but actually shares things in
          common, always ends up falling in love.
        


        
          (Koestler cited in Suber 2013: 13–14)
        

      


      
        Second, the view on economic value. As discussed earlier, within the new aesthetics–commodity–moving image
        paradigm, the moving image no longer relies upon traditional film aesthetics. Whereas we still consider film as
        a cultural medium, film productions on the Internet and new media productions do not presently belong to any
        pre-existing cultural tradition or heritage, but they have become a resource in various commodity relations.
        The new creative class arose in the era of the New Economy (1990s). Former British Prime Minister Tony Blair
        claimed that the New Economy is ‘radically different. Services, knowledge, skills and small enterprises are its
        cornerstones. Most of its output cannot be weighed, touched or measured. Its most valuable assets are knowledge
        and creativity’ (Blair cited in Curran et al. 2014: 83). As a
        new model in the knowledge economy, the New Economy transformed creativity into a major driving force of
        economic growth.
      


      
        Most of the members of the new creative class received higher education, and those working in the arts,
        culture, finance and high-tech industries are especially conscious of the economic potential of the moving
        image. They are aware of the importance of using different combinations of the moving image to creative
        ‘innovative’ products in an era of commodified culture. For the new creative class, films are no longer divided
        into two camps based on their commercial status or artistic quality. Instead, a ‘good’ film is an innovative
        product that has developed as a result of the sharing process among audiences from various virtual communities.
        In the traditional film system, innovation is driven by the elites who produce the work, and value is derived
        from their talent and mental labour. By contrast, the new creative class believes that the new Internet-driven
        economy has provided them with rich and diverse resources to be appropriated and rearranged into products
        targeting different audiences. Their approach, which is commonly described as the ‘philosophy of sharing’, is
        the starting point from which the Internet and new media produce economic value. Fandom is precisely a product
        of the ‘Internet sharing’ philosophy. ‘Celebrity signs’ and ‘community topics’ are now organically woven into
        different narratives as signs and symbols, replacing characters and themes; through this transformation,
        narrative is rendered at the service of ‘celebrity signs’, for example, while ‘community topics’ inform the
        plot. Moreover, these productions maximize their economic value through this process of sharing (the film
        Where Are We Going, Dad?（Ba Ba Qu Na Er La）(2014), which was adapted from the eponymous reality TV show,
        serves as a case in point (2013-2016)). Sometimes, these productions even reflect populist
        sentiments in a desperate pursuit of market return. While the sociological notion of ‘sharing’ certainly cannot
        effectively shape aesthetics, the new creative class considers ‘sharing’ as an indispensable part of aesthetic
        creativity.
      


      
        Finally, the view on emotional value. The ‘structure of feeling’ is a concept developed by the prominent
        British cultural critic Raymond Williams..I believe that this powerful concept can be applied to the present
        analysis of the aesthetic features of films informed by the new creative class. As discussed earlier, most of
        the members of the new creative class are young intellectuals who grew up with the Internet and new media. In
        the era that informed their worldview, the Cold War was practically over and economic reform and wealth
        acquisition had become the leitmotif across Chinese society. Old economic units and social organizations had
        lost their power and some were even dissolved, but within the new virtual communities, the new creative class
        could participate in public life, and they have a particularly strong, self-reflexive and idiosyncratic
        aesthetic sensibility for everyday consumer experience. They pursue sophistication and usually have a highly
        ‘stylized’ taste for quotidian art forms and sentiments (interior design, world travel, positive affirmations
        and luxury products, to name a few), and these everyday aesthetic experiences quietly inform their
        understanding and reception of film.
      


      
        In terms of film themes, I have noticed an exceptional fascination with nostalgia in recent art-house
        productions; childhood stories, coming-of-age tales and forgotten pasts have become common narratives. In some
        respects, this trend reflects the yearning of the largely white-collar knowledge class to find beauty and
        pathos in everyday life through detached enjoyment and sentimentality. However, the fulfilment of personal
        desire has become the central narrative thread, informing film protagonists’ dramatic fate and humanity. Thus,
        many commercial filmmakers inject their films with tender emotional moments to alleviate the glossy,
        cosmopolitan visual style, allowing the young, whiter-collar knowledge class living a high-pressured urban life
        to find pleasure and emotional value in visual consumption.
      

    


    
      
        NOTE
      


      
        1.Yi Hong believes that beyond
        political/ethical cinema and commercial/entertainment cinema, there is a space for the existence and
        development of a ‘third cinema’. The fundamental artistic motive behind these films is not to interpret moral
        or political fables through transcendental values, nor is it to construct a surreal spectacle of desire or the
        collective illusion of a dream come true. Instead, these films strive to convey the different experiences of a
        constantly evolving reality, as well the aspirations, perseverance, wisdom and will of the
        people, by painting realistic portraits of a turbulent society and of the precarious fates of the ordinary
        people that live within it (see Yin 1999).
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      Preface
    


    
      With the advent of a world-wide technological revolution in the 1920s, new production techniques, artistic
      expressions and cultural trends began to spread across the globe. Consequently, a rich array of film genres and
      styles emerged: Europe saw the rise of a variety of avant-garde forms, including French impressionism,
      surrealism, abstract cinema and German expressionism; the Soviet Union developed montage theory; while Hollywood
      began to assume the status of a monopoly by launching the ‘star system’. In response to these modern western
      ideas, the basic genres of Chinese silent film were introduced in the 1920s, with wuxia, comedy and crime
      becoming the most popular. It was around this time that Chinese film stardom proper began to take on monumental
      proportions in popular culture, in a way that resonated with the equally vibrant industrial culture and artistic
      trends of the time.
    


    
      Dawn of Stardom
    


    
      In 1915, in an article titled ‘American Film Star Mary Pickford on Acting’, published in the magazine Chung
      Hwa Novel, Zhou Shoujuan1
      translated the English word ‘film star’ into ‘ming xing’, marking the first recorded use of the epithet in the
      Chinese language (Shou 1915: 7, cited in Chen 2009: 122). Following the New Culture Movement (1915－1923)2 in the second half of the 1910s, media in
      China became a hodgepodge of western modern discourse and Chinese cultural convention that would continue through
      the 1920s. During this period, while Chinese society was undergoing drastic political changes, with the May
      Thirtieth Movement(May-June,1925)3 and the Northern Expedition(1926-1928)4 occurring consecutively, and then the volcanic eruption of the first Domestic Revolution(1925-1927)5, Chinese cinema prospered to an unprecedented extent. According to The
      History of the Development of Chinese Cinema (1963), edited by Cheng Jihua, much of China’s domestic capital
      was transferred after World War I from the industrial sector to financial industries such as land ownership and
      public debt. After suffering substantial losses, these investments were again transferred – this time from the
      stock exchange to the film industry, which led to the proliferation of widely influential national film
      production companies such as Mingxing. As Cheng aptly puts it, ‘Quite surprisingly, the Chinese film industry
      prospered amidst this chaos’ (Cheng 1963: 53). Meanwhile, leftist
      literati and painters had yet to develop a distinctive, radical revolutionary approach to literature and the
      arts. Among the films of this period, director Hong Shen’s works, such as Roses in April (1926) Young
      Master Feng (1925) and Love Between Classmates (1928), invariably centred on ‘the life of the
      bourgeoisie’ (Cheng 1963: 72). Shi Dongshan6, emphasized the formal beauty of film in pursuit
      of ‘aestheticism’ (Cheng 1963: 82), and in a series of essays
      titled ‘Silver Dream’, published in the magazine Silver Stars, Tian Han7 argued that films must be ‘dreams realized in
      broad daylight’, and actors must be ‘incredibly sentimental and gorgeous’ (Tian 1927: 5–13, cited in Cheng 1963: 113).
      Meanwhile, literati from the Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies School8, such as Bao Tianxiao, Zhou Shouyi, Zhou Shouju, and Xu Zhuodai9, devoted themselves to
      wenmingxi (‘modern drama’)10 and film industry one after another. Cheng states, ‘From 1921 to 1931, Chinese film
      companies produced around 650 feature films, most of which involved members of the Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies
      School of Production, and were adapted from Mandarin Ducks and Butterflies literature’ (Cheng 1963: 56). These literati were not only interested in film production, but
      also published film reviews and articles in newspapers, thereby shaping the film media culture of the 1920s.
    


    
      In this decade, though Chinese cinema was still in its infancy, there were already a considerable number of
      working actors, whose familial, professional and social interactions introduced a host of profound cultural
      phenomena. For instance, after being absent from Chinese theatre and opera for nearly a hundred years, women were
      returned to the spotlight and became a staple of the 1920s silver screen. While female characters were still
      being played by men in the previous decade, debates surrounding the ‘Four Dan Actresses’ and the ‘movie queen’
      began to emerge in the context of an increasingly developed theatre and opera culture. On the one hand, the shift
      was prompted by the New Culture Movement, which introduced ideas of gender equality – a social principle first
      advocated by the modern western left wing – to China; this was evident in the widespread popularity of on-screen
      female characters who, like Nora in Ibsen’s drama A Doll’s House, rebelled against the oppression they
      experienced within the domestic sphere and began to pursue self-determination and freedom.
      On the other hand, the shift was also related to the dissemination of Hollywood cinema in China, and the frequent
      publication of lengthy celebrity news stories and gossip in newspapers and magazines. While the actresses and
      film stars being portrayed in the Chinese media still occupied a precarious position, subject to simultaneous
      worship and scrutiny, seeking a career as a film starlet was no longer considered taboo. And, whereas the early
      age of cinema only attracted female sex workers, the starlets of the 1920s were socialites and students of acting
      under the influence of the New Culture Movement. Actresses, such as Yin Mingzhu (Foreign Fashion/FF Lady), Yang
      Naimei and Wang Hanlui11, for
      instance, all came from wealthy families and received a decent education.
    


    
      In his seminal work, The Stars, French scholar Edgar Morin argues that in early-twentieth-century cinema,
      ‘the role of love swells and sweeps the screen; the female countenance rises to its zenith in the movies’ (Morin
      2014: 4). The same can be said of early Chinese cinema. In the
      West, feminist film scholars such as Miriam Bratu Hansen and Mary Ann Doane argue that ‘woman’ became emblematic
      of ‘modernity’, a ‘metaphor for a civilization in crisis’. According to these theorists, the body of a female
      star is not unlike that of a prostitute, insofar as its representation in film and media is always subject to
      exchange and exploitation, a sign of commodification that is in line with the logic of the star system.12 To probe the issue even further,
      one can discern that despite such changes, the position of ‘woman’ in modernity remained enmeshed with social
      conventions, such as the idea that a ‘decent woman’ should not show her face in public. This entanglement gave
      rise to an ambiguous culture of female stardom in the 1920s. Female characters in 1920s Chinese films, as well as
      the actresses who played them, can be divided into four ‘types’: (1) the traditional tragic heroine, as
      epitomized by the unfortunate widows and child brides in An Orphan Rescues His Grandpa (1923), Jade
      Pear Spirit (1924) and Orchid in an Empty Valley (1925), best portrayed by Zhang Zhiyun and Wang
      Hanlun13; (2) the alluring but
      dangerous femme fatale, of which Yang Naimei, Xuan Jinglin and Huang Naishuang14 gave the most convincing performances; (3) the
      female fighter, emerging from the wuxia trend of the late 1920s, the most representative of which are Fan
      Xuepeng15’s ‘Swordswoman Sister
      Thirteen’, Wu Lizhu16’s ‘female
      weightlifter’ and Xu Qinfang’s and Hu Die’s17 ‘superwomen’; and (4) the innocent student, often played by actresses who had only recently
      joined the film industry and needed more training, most notably Ruan Lingyu1819 As film genres continued to evolve, male film stars also started to break away from standard
      roles in wenmingxi and traditional operas. This peaked with the rise of young actors with distinctly
      modern characteristics, such as Zhu Fei, Wang Yuanlong and Gong Jianong20, as well as young genre actors such as the
      kung fu star Zhang Huichong21.
      During this period, film stars, male and female, became a popular topic of conversation and seeped into the
      social lives and leisure pursuits of the public. As actors became cultural ‘narratives’ themselves, the ‘actor
      culture’ of 1920s Chinese cinema began to take form.
    


    
      Doubtless, the rise of film stars was inextricably tied to the inherent rhythms of the Chinese economy, culture
      and society in the early twentieth century. This is evident in the interdisciplinary nature of western ‘star
      studies’, in which stars are often read through the lenses of sociology, psychoanalysis, ideological critique and
      gender studies. Edgar Morin (2014), for instance, believes that in
      a period marked by conflict between the conventional and the modern in French society, film stars played the role
      of popular negotiators. In Stars (2010), widely regarded as having laid the theoretical foundations of
      star studies, Richard Dyer notes the multiple implications of stardom, developing his analysis from a wide array
      of perspectives (including ‘the star as a phenomenon of production’, ‘star identification’ and ‘stars as signs’),
      integrating economic, sociological, ideological and semiological theory and criticism in this new field. The
      emergence of stars in 1920s Chinese cinema was also driven by profound economic interests. For example, the
      unprecedented prosperity of the film industry prompted tabloids and newspapers to run articles about celebrities’
      private lives, as well as promotional material, which in turn boosted box office numbers. In an exhaustive essay
      about the rise of Yin Mingzhu as a Chinese Hollywood star, Chen Jianhua (2009) discusses the many vivid news articles about the FF Lady(Foreign Fashion), written by Zhu
      Shoujuan, Zhu Shouju 22 and
      others, which were clearly written for promotional purposes as well as to construct an image of Yin as ‘western
      and chic’ (Chen 2009: 122).
    


    
      The star culture of 1920s China was essentially inherited from Hollywood film culture, which was imported into
      China during the previous decade, and by the 1920s, Chinese audiences and critics were highly receptive to the
      star system and to specific film roles (in genres such as the family drama film, gangster film, comedy film and
      supernatural film). Critics had even begun to compare Hollywood genre roles with those derived from traditional
      Chinese opera. In ‘Thoughts on Film and Theater’ (1924), Zhou Shixun23 discusses Hollywood stars by assigning them their respective parts in
      Chinese opera:
    


    
      
        If film and theatre actors were given roles on the Peking opera stage, then actresses such as Chan Bo Yee would
        be Qingyi24, and actors like
        Douglas Fairbanks would be Wusheng25, while the likes of Charlie Chaplin would only get a Chou role.
      


      
        (Zhou 1924)
      

    


    
      
    


    
      Such as the paragraph above shows that the relationship between Hollywood and star culture in 1920s China also
      explains why early Chinese film stars were often given epithets that highlighted their resemblance to a Hollywood
      star, such as the ‘Chinese Fairbanks’, ‘Chinese Lillian Gish’ and ‘Chinese Mary Pickford’.
    


    
      By and large, Chinese film stardom in the 1920s had begun to constitute a collective cultural phenomenon. As an
      industry, star culture produced genre actors; as a phenomenon of urban culture, it produced celebrities and
      actors with modern sensibilities who performed a spiritual function in society. Consequently, a captivating and
      inspirational new zeitgeist began to solidify around the dream of acting.
    


    
      Professional Background and Motivation
    


    
      Throughout the 1920s, independent Chinese film companies mushroomed one after the other. As they gradually began
      to turn away from foreign investment and organizational methodologies, they developed independent approaches to
      enterprise, which marked the ‘real beginning of the Chinese film production industry’ (Li and Hu 1996: 35). Between 1920 and 1921, the release of three features – Yan
      Ruisheng (1921), Swear By God (1921) and Ten Sisters (1921) (a crime thriller, a romantic drama
      and a gangster film, respectively) – ushered in the era of the Chinese genre film. Among these three feature
      films, Yan Ruisheng cast amateur actors, nearly all of whom shared the same off-screen occupation as their
      designated role: Chen Shouzhi26,
      who played Yan Ruisheng, worked as a comprador and was a good friend of Yan Ruisheng in real life – according to
      one source, ‘they had strikingly similar features, and Chen was adept at mimicking some of Yan’s expressions’
      (Yang 1984: 10, cited in Li and Hu 1996: 70). The prostitute role in the film, Wang Lianying, was played by ‘Mademoiselle Fourth’
      (Wang Caiyun27) who happens to
      be an ex-prostitute. In Haishi, the female protagonist, played by Yin Mingzhu, pursues her love boldly and
      without compromise, chiming with Yin’s public image as the FF Lady: a short-haired socialite with a western air.
      The leading actors in Ten Sisters, namely Shen Fengying, Chai Shaokang, Lu Manshu, Wang Guilin, Hong
      Jingling and Yin Xianfu28, all
      came from the wenmingxi genre (modern drama). Later, actors such as Wang Hanlun, Yang Naimei, Zhang
      Zhiyun, Xuan Jinglin, Zhu Fei and Wang Yuanlong29 devoted themselves solely to the film industry, becoming influential film stars by the end
      of the decade.
    


    
      Much like theatre actors from the late Qing dynasty to the early Republic era(late 19c to early 20c), film actors
      in the 1920s came from diverse backgrounds. While some were experienced in theatre, others were students or
      teachers from the mainland or overseas; some had begun acting due to a passion for theatre, others were trained in the Far East Film Art Academy(located in Shanghai). These actors were driven by a
      complex set of motives: a combination of professional pursuit, personal interest, political ambition and
      survival.
    


    
      Film star Wang Hanlun relates that she worked at Siming Foreign Bank before she entered the acting business. As
      the film craze began to sweep the country, it became a favourite topic of conversation among her colleagues;
      everyone agreed that foreign film stars, with their fame and fortune, were to be much envied. Upon hearing these
      words, Wang Hanlun ‘felt intrigued deep down, but didn’t talk about it’ (Wang 1931: 32–33). Later, when Ren Jinping30 visited Wang’s bank, she invited Wang to be in a film, and Wang consented with pleasure.
      However, as a ‘new age’ woman with a modern education, Wang Hanlun also placed great importance on
      self-determination:
    


    
      
        According to the customs and conventions of old China, women must rely on men, and often agonize within a
        domestic life from which they have no opportunity to escape. But why? It’s because women haven’t been able to
        find their way to independence. I am extremely against this way of things. I admire women with an independent
        spirit. To be independent is to be able to make your own living, which means women must go to work and find a
        proper job. Without a proper job, independence is out of the question. I wanted to find another path, do
        something radical, and fight for the glory and honour of us women […] Then, I thought about joining the film
        industry […] I made up my mind to sacrifice myself for the dignity of women.
      


      
        (Wang 1925: 1–2)
      

    


    
      For her part, Yin Mingzhu once mentioned that her decision to pursue acting grew from a personal predilection.
      She had been a film lover since her school days and often went to the cinema with her female classmates. Born to
      an affluent family, Yin Mingzhu made the utmost effort to imitate Hollywood actresses, from cutting her hair
      short to practising swimming, horse riding and driving. The then-iconic Hollywood starlet Pearl White was her
      favourite, so she took the stage name Mingzhu (literally, ‘Pearl’). Yin claimed at the time:
    


    
      
        Out of all the film and theatre actors, I am especially convinced by Ms Pearl White’s performances. People
        often refer to her as ‘Pauline’, a nickname she adopted after starring in The Perils of Pauline. The
        subtlety and finesse of her expressions far outshines the ordinary. How fortunate I am to share the same name
        with this lady. A lady like a shining pearl – I would also like to have that as my name.
      


      
        (Yin 1922(9):1-5)
      

    


    
      
    


    
      Later, due to her mother’s opposition to her relationship with director Dan Duyu31, Yin took a brief hiatus from the film world.
      During this break, she introduced the ‘AA Lady’ (Fu Wenhao)32 to the industry
    


    
      Like Yin Mingzhu, Yang Naimei was the scion of a wealthy family. While still in school, she was already
      notoriously fashionable, always familiar with the latest trends. Also, like Yin Mingzhu (and Wang Hanlun), Yang’s
      dreams of acting arose from her love of the movies. She often went with her friends to watch production companies
      filming on site and soon stumbled into acting. In his memoir, Zhang Shichuan33 describes his impressions of Yang: ‘In Shanghai’s social circles of
      the time, Yang cut an extremely striking figure. She was always with her friend Hua Shan; they both had their
      hair permed up to an insane volume. Everyone in Shanghai knew them’ (Zhang 1935: 10). Pursuing a singular path into acting, Yang almost exclusively played sensual women with a
      bohemian and dangerous charm. Other actors, such as Wang Yuanlong, Gao Zhanfei and Zhu Fei34, were well-educated students and professionals
      before they embarked on the road to stardom.
    


    
      Aside from the educated socialites, the students and the youths of the new age, who were known collectively as
      the Western School, many 1920s female actors came from brothels. Wang Caiyun35 was arguably the first Chinese female actor (Yan Shanshan36 was the first female to appear on
      the Chinese silver screen, playing a handmaid in the 1913 short film Chuang Tze Tests His Wife (1913), but
      the main female characters were all played by men). Raised in a brothel, Wang played the female protagonist – a
      prostitute – in Yan Ruisheng. However, unlike her peer Yin Mingzhu, Wang did not end up becoming a star.
      By comparison, Xuan Jinglin, a prostitute who began acting later, was much more fortunate; after acting in
      several well-received films produced by the Mingxing Film Company, including A Shanghai Woman (1925),
      Mingxing purchased Xuan’s freedom and gave her a monthly allowance, which she would pay back through her
      acting.37 As a result, Xuan
      became one of the most influential starlets of the 1920s, and in the 1930s, when her acting style changed as she
      began to play older women, she grew into a veritable actor. However, due to lingering conflicts surrounding the
      propriety of acting as a profession for women, and in light of traditional social opinions and family values,
      most ‘respectable’ women were unwilling to pursue acting as a career (let alone play prostitutes on-screen). The
      abovementioned women are a notable exception; they had the courage to leave their well-to-do families to work in
      film, despite the prevailing social prejudice. Meanwhile, production companies were learning to create the ‘wow’
      factor by inviting real prostitutes to play themselves, a cunning strategy for creating explicitly erotic
      spectacles that had guaranteed commercial success; and considering that a career as an actress was more socially
      acceptable than prostitution, many of these women turned to film. According to a filmmaker
      of the time, ‘in pursuit of verisimilitude, [the film companies] rejected actresses who were not prostitutes in
      real life; they even earnestly sent casting letters to brothels in Shanghai to persuade them into acting; many
      followed overnight’ (Chi 1925: 1).
    


    
      Numerous theatre and wenmingxi performers also turned to film during the 1920s; the male protagonist in
      Romance of the Western Chamber (1927), for instance, was once a Peking opera performer. Film crew members
      and their relatives, too, found themselves drawn into acting: the director of Laborer’s Love (1922), Zheng
      Zhengqiu38, played the ageing
      father-in-law in his own film; while Zheng’s son, Zheng Xiaoqiu39, played the orphan in An Orphan Rescues His Grandpa, going on to
      become a landmark child actor in early Chinese cinema. As another example, actresses Yan Shanshan and Lin
      Chuchu40 were both once married
      to director Li Minwei41.
    


    
      In sum, the diversity of these actors’ professional backgrounds was largely due to the still ambivalent – tending
      towards the negative – social recognition of acting as a profession. As old values continued to predominate,
      Chinese society by and large maintained a discriminatory attitude towards actors. It was common for family
      members to mount considerable opposition to their relatives’ acting career, though some actors ‘strove to break
      through the resistance of their families by sheer artistic passion’. (Lu 1928: 401–402) Social prejudice against the pursuit of an acting career, especially for women,
      prevailed: ‘while the term “actress” was synonymous with high art, sophistication and beauty in other countries,
      it was used in a strictly pejorative sense in China, where actresses were considered as obscene as prostitutes’
      (Lu 1928: 401–02). On the other hand, as drastic sociopolitical
      changes began to take place following the New Culture Movement, traditional culture gradually shifted towards a
      more modern urban culture, which imbued many educated youth with a passion for film and attracted them to acting.
      Nevertheless, actors working at the time still largely identified as performers or entertainers, not as cultural
      practitioners.
    


    
      The Birth of Realist Acting
    


    
      While the archive of early Chinese film is unfortunately quite sparse, we will look at the performances of actors
      in some of the few remaining reels, and, taking the writing of filmmakers and critics of the time into account,
      we will give a brief overview of particular acting styles in the 1920s.
    


    
      The emergence of sound film in the global cinematic milieu occasioned a revolution in film aesthetics. While some
      film theorists firmly believed that sound would destroy the visual aesthetic of film, others
      willingly embraced this technological shift. Regardless, the appearance of sound had an immense impact on every
      aspect of film. In the case of acting, this impact was first and foremost technological, allowing new approaches
      to sound performance and forcing actors to adapt. As Rudolf Arnheim observed, the rise of sound film
      fundamentally changed montage. In the silent film era, the ‘speaking’ actor had to be emphasized on-screen,
      therefore he or she would take up the largest and most central space within a given take, whereas other
      characters would appear to be relatively smaller. The invention of sound films enabled actors to speak in the
      background as well as in the foreground, changing the arrangements of mise-en-scène and editing in
      fundamental ways (Arnheim: 56–57 cited in Petrop 2010: 12). Actors
      changed their performance styles accordingly, and film genres also changed as a consequence: slap-stick comedy,
      for instance, was replaced by fast-paced screwball comedy with rapid-fire dialogue.
    


    
      During the 1920s, with Chinese cinema still in the silent era, the aesthetics of film acting were remarkably
      diverse: a wild mix of methods cobbled together from wenmingxi, opera and foreign films, as well as
      imitations of everyday life. A few exceptional actors began to gradually break away from the conventions of
      wenmingxi and turned to realism as an acting style. Based on his close reading of early film theorists
      such as Gu Kenfu and Zheng Zhengqiu42, scholar Jason McGrath argues that the acting styles in early-twentieth-century Chinese
      films began to depart from theatre and stage performance with the more pronounced awareness of technology. Under
      the influence of Hollywood, there was a break away from the ‘acting-as-semiosis’ impressionist style of theatre
      and opera, and a gradual turning towards the realistic style of ‘acting-as-mimesis’, a hallmark of western
      modernism (McGrath 2016).
    


    
      It can be discerned, on close observation, that the acting style in early Chinese films was primarily influenced
      by Hollywood and European film actors. Early Chinese actors devoted their best efforts to the imitation of
      foreign actors: Xuan Jinglin, for one, systematically emulated the on-screen presence of actresses such as
      Lillian Diana Gish, Gloria Swanson, Greta Garbo, Norma Shearer, Betty Grable and Ruth Roland (Ye 1933,2:14-17). In her essay, ‘The Female Face, the Cityscape, and
      Modernity in a Transcultural Context’ (2012), Mary Ann Doane reads Ruan Lingyu’s acting style as an imitation of
      Marlene Dietrich’s, and relates it to Roland Barthes’s interpretation of beauty: ‘recognized only as an imitation
      of imitation in the infinite regress of false promise’ (Barthes 1977: 48–142, cited in Doane 2012:10). In the few
      remaining and accessible films, we can readily perceive the influence of foreign films on early Chinese actors.
      For instance, in Laborer’s Love (1922), Zheng Zhegu’s43 gestures and bodily movements bear the hallmarks of those of Hollywood
      comedy actors; meanwhile, in Love and Duty (1931), Ruan Lingyu and Jin Yan44 are evidently following Janet
      Gaynor and Charles Farrell, respectively.
    


    
      Moreover, the increasingly varied potential of film language and cinematography allowed actors to freely explore
      communication through facial expressions. For instance, when Cui Yingying (played by Lin Chuchu45) and Zhang Sheng (played by Ge Cijiang46) meet for the first time in
      Romance of the Western Chamber (1927), we see a close-up shot of Lin Chuchu’s face that invites us to see
      her from Zhang Sheng’s point of view; in this first-person shot, we see cui Yingying lowering her head and giving
      a timid smile, revealing the character’s mingled joy and shyness. The use of such close-up shots matured in the
      heyday of silent film – the 1930s. In films such as Twin Sisters (1934) and The Goddess (1934), Hu
      Die’s and Ruan Lingyu’s embodiments of agonizing despair became the cultural emblem of the time.
    


    
      Another style involved the direct representation of lived experience. Often referred to as ‘Runaway Nora’, Wang
      Hanlun was known for playing the female victim in conservative households. Herself a victim of domestic abuse,
      having left her husband for the film industry, Wang was notorious for such remarks as, ‘Rather than the slave of
      an evil family, I would prefer to be a light in a dark society’ (Anon 1924(7): 1–3). Her vivid and moving
      portrayals drew on her sense of kinship with her characters’ lived experience.
    


    
      Finally, though the acting styles of 1920s Chinese film stars showed signs of modern acting sensibilities, there
      remained traces of stage performance methods inherited from Chinese wenmingxi and opera, as evidenced by
      the fight scenes in Spiders (1927) and Romance of the Western Chamber (1927). The intense
      expression worn by Zhang Sheng when he meets Cui Yingying in the latter film might seem over the top by today’s
      standards; however, actor He Cijiang was trained in the style of Peking opera, where performers are expected to
      represent the internal passions of their designated roles through ritualized and exaggerated facial expressions.
      Thus, He’s acting style in Romance of the Western Chamber was essentially theatrical, not tailored to
      film.
    


    
      In this light, it is clear that though 1920s Chinese cinema saw the emergence of a realist acting style, its
      actors had not yet developed a distinct methodology and were not averse to exaggerated performances. Zheng
      Zhengqiu observed at the time:
    


    
      
        The camera could move, zoom in for an extreme close-up, or get really close […] On the silver screen, since the
        camera is really close and your face is blown up, it is not advisable to be too dramatic, because every little
        facial expression, even the slightest brow lift or grin, risks looking too rigid or unnatural […] once you
        become aware of this, you have understood that theatre-based acting and this new acting [in film] are entirely
        different practices.
      


      
        (Zheng 1925(3):4)
      

    


    
      
    


    
      More importantly, actors and stars of the 1920s almost exclusively played roles that chimed with their personal
      identity and experience. This combination of natural and genre-specific acting helped to magnify the charm of
      genre-specific roles. Popular genre films in the 1920s (including social drama, family drama, romantic drama,
      period drama, martial arts and action film and supernatural film) would often feature stars typecast into
      specific roles. In Stars, Richard Dyer coins the term ‘life-as-theatre’, and describes the star phenomenon
      of collapsing the star’s character, image and personal life into one (2010: 32–34).
    


    
      Among notable film actors of the 1920s, Yang Naimei, who lived a bohemian socialite lifestyle, tended to play
      similarly sensual socialites; Yin Mingzhu, infatuated with western culture, was so open-minded that she dared to
      appear nude in Pan Si Dong, against all opprobrium; and Xuan Jinglin, who left a brothel to work in film,
      exclusively played prostitutes from the 1920s to the early 1930s. Wang Yuanlong, a notoriously promiscuous
      ladies’ man, often played dandy playboys on the silver screen; while Zhang Huichong was a real-life kung fu
      master, and, unsurprisingly, became a revered kung fu star. These stars not only played characters on-screen but
      also frequently appeared in promotional materials, gracing the front pages of newspapers and the covers of
      magazines. Articles about them often consisted of anecdotes and gossip in line with the personalities of the
      characters they were known to portray on-screen.
    


    
      Stardom as a Social Phenomenon
    


    
      The prosperity of the Chinese film industry in the 1920s not only permitted the development of a form of acting
      that combined realism with traditional methodologies, but it also gave rise to an actor culture.
    


    
      First, as previously discussed, the 1920s saw the official ascendancy of women to the silver screen. In China,
      the history of female performers dates back to traditional opera and drama. Gender conventions held that women
      should stay at home, away from public spaces; only female actors were allowed to appear in public, but only when
      performing, and this gave them a particularly low social status and subjected them to public discrimination.
      However, this visibility endowed female actors with a unique sex appeal, further sanctioning their subjection to
      the male gaze. In the pre-modern era, mid-Qing dynasty women were forbidden from appearing on public stages (Zhou
      2004: 244). In the late Qing, a new drama form called ‘Mao’er
      Xi’47 (drama played by women)
      emerged in Shanghai, which saw the resurgence of female roles (Li 2002: 370). As for film, apart from Yan Shanshan’s unexpected supporting cameo in Zhuangzi Tests
      His Wife in 1913, women did not officially feature on the silver screen until the 1920s.
    


    
      With the advent of new editing and other production techniques in 1920s cinema, as well as
      the turn to realism, audiences were now able to see actors’ faces clearly through close-up shots – unlike in the
      theatre – which made female impersonators seem rather inappropriate. Zheng Zhengqiu commented at the time:
    


    
      
        Through close-up shots, Chinese audiences and filmmakers began to judge the on-screen performances of early
        film actors trained in civilized drama as over-the-top; these female impersonators’ stubble and Adam’s apples
        became embarrassingly visible on-screen, and, paired with their high-pitched voices, created a jarring
        dissonance.
      


      
        (Zheng 1925 (3): 4)
      

    


    
      Hong Shen also complained:
    


    
      
        I find female impersonators extremely obnoxious, perhaps because I read too many of Freud’s books about sexual
        perversion; whenever I see a man playing a woman I’m covered in goosebumps […] when the audience looks at a man
        playing a woman again, after seeing a natural performance of male and female actors, and hears them try to
        raise their pitch, or sees them imitate feminine manners, it becomes ridiculous, comical. This sense of
        absurdity put an end to the tradition of female impersonation.
      


      
        (Hong 1935: 10–11)
      

    


    
      However, women pursuing acting in the 1920s still faced immense pressure. On the one hand, it was considered that
      ‘female roles in film must be played by women’ (Feng 1927,13(6):9-13.), but on the other, ‘the search for female actors is always a grueling test’ (Ye
      1933(2)). A number of progressive women nevertheless devoted
      themselves courageously to film. Some were driven by passion, such as Zhu Fei, Wang Yuanlong, Yin Mingzhu, Yang
      Naimei, Wang Hanlun and Zhang Zhiyun; while others, such as Xuan Jinglin and Wang Caiyun48, were forced into it through sheer necessity.
      Regardless, the emergence of female actors further affirmed the status of early Chinese cinema as a modern
      apparatus. Now, saturated with gossip and publicity, the Chinese film industry began to take greater notice of
      female actors than of their male counterparts. As these women entered into public awareness, they began to
      shoulder the feminist call for autonomy, the weight of male desire and the new urban anxiety, and they left an
      insurmountable mark on film history.
    


    
      In her seminal work ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ (1975), Laura Mulvey points outs that female stars
      (actors) are subject to a tripartite voyeurism – from the camera, the male actor and the male audience. This
      condition was all the more evident in China. Gender convention in Chinese society had
      historically relegated women to the domestic sphere for the most part, but as starlets began to linger on-screen
      and in urban public space as commodities, they became an increasingly eroticized spectacle, submissive agents of
      urban anxiety and sexual fantasy. The History of Silent Film (1996) gives the following account:
    


    
      
        In wuxia and supernatural films [from the 1920s], half of the leading roles were heroines. Partly due to the
        rise of an ideological movement for female autonomy, this phenomenon, paradoxically, further exploited the
        female body, making female actors the emblem par excellence of the star’s quasi-divine mystique.
      


      
        (Li and Hu 1996: 235–36)
      

    


    
      The eroticized and spectacularized female body in Pan Si Dong serves as a telling example.
    


    
      The film-star culture that emerged in the 1920s was transposed from the world of theatre and drama, and included
      voting for your favourite ‘flowers’. A ‘Film Exposition’ at the Shanghai New World Amusement Park in 1926 held a
      ‘film starlets poll’ to select the top-twelve most charming actresses; in the end, Zhang Zhiyun won with 2146
      votes, becoming China’s first movie queen. Together with Yang Naimei, Wang Hanlun and Xuan Jinglin – the top four
      – they became known as the ‘Four Dan Actresses’.49 This unprecedented attention to female stars arose both because they attracted the
      audiences’ interest as objects of desire, and because their absence from film until well into the 1920s gave them
      a powerful, compelling aura. In this light, the phenomenon of selecting ‘flowers’ was akin to the process of
      creating legends. The novel on-screen presence of female stars, along with the gossip columns and ‘flower’ polls
      that encouraged public attention and participation, together ignited the glamour and mystery of female stars,
      affirming their divine status. This echoes a remark made by the reclusive silent film star Norma Desmond in
      Sunset Boulevard (1950): ‘No one leaves a star. That’s what makes one a star.’
    


    
      In the 1920s, stars were no longer just actors but had begun to embody diverse identities. Yang Naimei set up her
      own company, the Naimei Film Company, and produced Strange Girl (1928), a tailor-made film starring
      herself. Wang Hanlun also founded her own company, the Hanlun Film Company, and became known for producing
      Blind Love (1929). Sadly, with her bohemian lifestyle, outrageous spending habits and eventual drug
      addiction, Yang Naimei soon drove her company bankrupt and lost all her assets. Wang Hanlun’s company did not
      last long either; however, she managed to transition to the beauty industry, wherein she became an icon.
    


    
      Actors in the 1920s also began to run their own acting schools and write about their experiences. Zheng Zhegu,
      one of the founders of the Mingxing Film Company, simultaneously played the varied roles of
      actor, dean of education at a training school and founder of a company. Moreover, his article, ‘My Road to Film:
      A Memoir’ (1925), was the first autobiographical piece by a Chinese film actor. (Li:2006) Not only did these
      schools cultivate new talent, but they also raised funds for film companies and recommended actors. Stars such as
      Hu Die and Zhang Zhiyun began on the road to stardom by enrolling in such schools, and similar to the star system
      in Hollywood, a surplus of actors provided film companies with a wealth of potential stars, becoming a form of
      ‘special capital’ with which these companies developed their distinct brands to engage their audiences. Sometimes
      run by the film companies themselves, these training schools also saved in production costs by making direct use
      of human resources.
    


    
      Sadly, under the influence of social pressure, many actors turned to drugs after their rise to fame. Yang Naimei,
      for instance, gradually lost her cachet as an actress due to drug addiction; eventually, she was unable to find
      profitable roles and spent the end of her life in desolation.50 Similarly, Wang Yuanlong lost his work ethic to drug addiction and was
      later blacklisted following a high-profile feud with Zhang Shichuan.51 In the 1920s, drug addiction was a ubiquitous phenomenon within actor
      culture, the direct cause of which was economic: capitalism and colonialism had accelerated global trade, which
      resulted in the profitable outpouring of drugs, produced in the colonies, to the American, European and Asian
      continents. After World War I, the neologism ‘junkie’, in reference to drug addicts, made its first appearance in
      English. The popularity of drug use also had a cultural dimension: the satisfaction that drugs provided
      dovetailed perfectly with the nihilistic, existentialist spirit of modernism. The early death of Wallace Reid due
      to drug addiction was one of the top-three scandals of early Hollywood (Anderson 2011: 15).
    


    
      Conclusion
    


    
      The 1920s was a particularly vibrant and turbulent era. During this time, Chinese cinema saw sweeping changes in
      the ubiquity, status and roles of its actors, as well as in acting methods and actor culture. Against the
      backdrop of political turbulence and a new booming film industry, the actors that shone in 1920s Chinese genre
      films became the first generation of film stars, a cultural phenomenon that carries rich information coded into
      its history of the political, cultural, industrial and social conditions in China during its transition to
      modernity. On the one hand, the star system had an immediate impact on the sensory neurons of China’s urban
      society, giving rise to complex, polyvalent discourses and affective relations among actors and the public; on
      the other hand, early film stars went on to leave a profound mark on the development of
      Chinese cinema and acting. In the ensuing decade of the 1930s, with the rise of silent film reaching its peak and
      the burgeoning of leftist thought, these film actors and stars would soon experience dramatic changes in their
      fate: some were removed from the film industry for indulging himself/herself with drugs or fail to adapt with the
      emergence of “talkies” and spent the rest of their lives in desolation, others voluntarily left; some died at an
      early age and became legends in film history, others became living legends whose contributions to Chinese cinema
      remain insurmountable. Regardless, their beauty and aura are forever captured on celluloid, along with their
      words and conduct as recorded by the media. They deserve to be remembered as pivotal figures in the history of
      Chinese cinema.
    


    
      
        NOTES
      


      
        1.周瘦娟, a film critic.
      


      
        2.新文化运动
      


      
        3.五卅运动
      


      
        4.北伐战争
      


      
        5.第一次国内革命战争
      


      
        6.史东山, a film director.
      


      
        7.田汉, a screenwriter.
      


      
        8.鸳鸯蝴蝶派，a modern chinese romantic
        literature genre.
      


      
        9.包天笑，周瘦鹃，朱瘦菊，徐卓呆, film critics.
      


      
        10.文明戏
      


      
        11.殷明珠，杨耐梅，王汉伦
      


      
        12.For a more in-depth reading,
        see Hansen (2004) and Doane (2012).
      


      
        13.张织云，王汉伦
      


      
        14.杨耐梅，宣景琳，黄耐霜
      


      
        15.范雪朋
      


      
        16.邬丽珠
      


      
        17.徐琴芳，胡蝶
      


      
        18.阮玲玉
      


      
        19.The female actors’ nicknames
        are quoted from Yan (2010: 43).
      


      
        20.朱飞，王元龙，龚嫁农
      


      
        21.张慧冲
      


      
        22.周瘦鹃,朱瘦菊
      


      
        23.周世勋
      


      
        24.青衣，main female role in Peking
        Opera.
      


      
        25.武生，military role in Peking
        Opera.
      


      
        26.陈寿芝
      


      
        27.王彩云
      


      
        28.沈风英、柴少康、陆曼殊、 王桂林、洪警铃、殷宪甫
      


      
        29.王汉伦、杨耐梅、张织云、宣景琳、朱飞、 王元龙
      


      
        30.任矜苹
      


      
        31.但杜宇
      


      
        32.傅文豪, AA stands for her English
        name Anma.
      


      
        33.张石川
      


      
        34.王元龙, 高占非,朱飞
      


      
        35.王彩云
      


      
        36.严姗姗
      


      
        37.This is based on Xuan
        Jinglin’s account (cited in Xing 1956).
      


      
        38.郑正秋
      


      
        39.郑小秋
      


      
        40.严姗姗, 林楚楚
      


      
        41.黎民伟
      


      
        42.顾肯夫,郑正秋
      


      
        43.马杰森
      


      
        44.郑鹧鸪
      


      
        45.林楚楚
      


      
        46.葛次江
      


      
        47.髦儿戏
      


      
        48.阮玲玉, 金焰
      


      
        49.For a more in-depth reading,
        see Tian (2005) and Zhang (2012: 133).
      


      
        50.For a more in-depth reading,
        see:http://www.cinepedia.cn/w/杨耐梅/
      


      
        51.Wang Yuanlong (王元龙), a male
        star in early film; Zhang Shichuan (张石川), pioneer in early Chinese film industry, working as a film director
        and producer. He is also the founder of Mingxing Film Company.
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        Ways of Seeing and Physical Governance:
        

        On the Reconstruction of Reception Aesthetics by Virtual Reality Technology
      


      
        Yi Yuxiao
      

    


    
      Conventional Forms of Film Reception
    


    
      Plato, in one of his best-known dialogues, presents the ‘Allegory of the Cave’ as follows: a group of people have
      been trapped in a subterranean cave since they were born, with only one tunnel linking the cave to the outside.
      Behind them is a burning fire, which is set on a higher plane, and a group of actors giving a performance.
      However, the prisoners are not allowed to turn their heads and so all they can see are flickering shadows
      projected onto the wall in front of them. After a while, the prisoners become accustomed to these conditions and
      take the shadows for the only reality. The setup of a modern cinema shares some glaring similarities with Plato’s
      cave: the screening room is dark, the walkway is long and narrow; and an illuminated screen hangs in front of
      rows of seats, behind which a projector is installed at a higher, discrete location. When light projects the film
      onto the screen, lifelike movements are played out and the spectator’s gaze become fixated on the screen, as if
      they are prisoners. In his photography series, Theaters (1970), Japanese artist Hiroshi Sugimoto played
      with different exposure times and found that if he pointed his camera at a screen and set it up for an extremely
      long exposure, what was left after the screening was pure blankness, without any audience or image. When we
      closely examine the cinema space, we notice complex power relations operating behind what has become a ubiquitous
      and seemingly ordinary physical structure.
    


    
      
        No doubt the darkened room and the screen bordered with black like a letter of condolence already present
        privileged conditions of affect– no exchange, no circulation, no communication with anything outside.
        Projection and reflection take place in a closed space, and those who remain there, whether they know it or not
        (and they do not), find themselves chained, captured, or captivated […] [T]‌his ‘reality’ comes from behind the
        spectator’s head, and if he looked at it directly he would see nothing except the moving beams coming from an
        already veiled light source. The arrangement of the different elements – projector, darkened hall, screen – in
        addition to a striking reproduction of the mise-èn-scene of Plato’s cave (prototypical set for all
        transcendence and the topological model of idealism), reconstructs the situation necessary for the release of
        the ‘mirror stage’ discovered by Lacan.
      


      
        (Baudy 2005: 29)
      

    


    
      From viewing methods to spectatorial experience, cinema traditionally served as an imitation of theatre. However,
      growing ever wider and more omipresent with the trending technologies of IMAX (Image MAXimum) and
      three-dimensional (3D) film projection, the movie screen is becoming increasingly similar to Plato’s shadowy
      cave: it engulfs and seduces the spectator’s gaze, inviting them into a state of immersion in which they lose
      awareness of the screen’s existence.
    


    
      Throughout most of history, as regards art and visual production, philosophy was only concerned with visuality
      and the artwork, not the concept of looking per se. The artwork was always at the centre of the
      discussion, while the spectator was not even part of it. According to traditional ideas about reception, once an
      artwork is completed, the accepted interpretation of the work is taken as equivalent to its reception.
      Conventional modes of film reception do not differ from those of other art forms; that the premiere of the
      Lumière Brothers’ film at the Grand Café on the Boulevard des Capucines in Paris is unanimously considered the
      birth of cinema is evidence of this common view, which considers the screening of a film to spectators as the
      mark of its completion, without considering the reception or participation of the spectators.
    


    
      However, this emphasis on the artwork as such underwent a phenomenal transformation in the nineteenth century.
      After Kant, philosophy began to gravitate towards the study of the subject: how is the subject constructed? What
      exactly is ‘man’? Philosophers, from Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, Sartre and Heidegger to Foucault, Husserl and
      Lacan, all became concerned with the subject; and with this rising interest in the subject, the place of man and
      all the activities associated with the subject became favoured areas of research. In consequence, looking was
      endowed with its own kind of power and became increasingly important, no longer a passive experience but an
      active gaze signalling a clear power orientation within space. Jacques Rancière believed
      that looking can sometimes be the opposite of comprehension. The spectator, faced by a spectacle, can be
      completely oblivious to how the images are being produced. Looking may also be considered the opposite of acting.
      The viewing audience stay still in their seats, without any power to act or interfere; the spectator is incapable
      of active perception or movement.
    


    
      During the nineteenth century, literary theorist Hans Robert Jauss proposed the concept of the ‘aesthetics of
      reception’, thereby expanding the scope of literary study. By adopting the perspective of the reader in his
      re-evaluation of many literary works, he placed audiences and their reception at the centre, emphasizing personal
      experience, reception and participation. In his discussion of literature, Jauss argued that a printed work
      remains semi-finished until it is read. The audience, according to his reconceptualization, is no longer a
      passive recipient but an active participant in, and creator of, the work, upon which subjective experience plays
      a major role. In other words, reception and participation by the audience are what finally complete the work.
      Meanwhile, in the realm of art, the rise of installations marked a significant change in the power dynamics of
      the museum space: the museum was transformed from a mere exhibition space into a new site, a site where the
      spectator no longer just looked at a work but was allowed to enter the theatre of installations and interact with
      them. The emergence of new media art in the Internet era has further expanded the parameters of art, offsetting
      the creative power of the artistic subject with new modes of connectivity and interactivity. New interactive
      installations promise audiences an enhanced sense of freedom and have gradually transformed the museum from a
      white cube into a black box, highlighting the interactive quality of artworks and the theatrical aspect of the
      spectator experience. Deeply influenced by evolving social dynamics, new media artists have begun to incorporate
      audience participation and activities into their artworks. As artists carry out their spatial and performative
      experiments in increasingly theatre-like museum spaces, creating interactive installations that explore questions
      concerning the aesthetics of reception, we should also consider the parallel rise of surround-projection cinema
      in our discussion. For example, in a surround-projection cinema, which is associated with new media art, the
      audience can instantly download and upload daily data in a 3D, 360° environment.
    


    
      Meanwhile, in terms of the ontological development of film, this philosophical turn has manifested itself through
      new narrative experimentation with open structures and open endings. These explorations attempt to give audiences
      greater opportunity for choice and discrimination, thereby inviting them to participate in the re-creation of the
      work. To use the film Inception (2010) as an example, will the top in the ending scene ever stop spinning?
      The call, or choice, is left entirely for the audience to make; based on their own system of knowledge and
      personal experience, they will determine the implications of the spinning top, and thus
      contribute to a new discourse. Similarly, in Life of Pi (2012), director Ang Lee offers the audience space
      for reflection and discussion. Such discussions often enter the philosophical realm, as following the subjective
      turn in philosophy, film studies has been incorporated into a more expansive field; film is now widely seen as a
      sociocultural practice, and the creation and production of moving images are considered inseparable from both the
      internal and external aspects of film. Aside from such ontological progress, evolving social factors have also
      continuously presented challenges to the development of film. This is a complex set of problems faced by society
      at large, which cannot be solved by a singular methodology or research approach. Not only are conventional
      concepts in literature and art facing new challenges, but traditional forms of film reception are no longer
      adaptable to new ideologies, and the movie theatre, as a space where power moves in a particular direction, is no
      longer suitable for the new modes of reception.
    


    
      From a Passive to an Active Audience via VR Technology
    


    
      Similar to the developmental trajectory of the movie theatre, technological experiments in the image-inundated
      era have aimed to make people forget the screen or any other technical medium, so that the viewer can be immersed
      directly in the theatrical state. In this hypermediated time of rapid, global digitalization, humans also need
      ever more energy to process the rapidly accumulating data and information with which we are faced. Only more
      advanced digital equipment, more computers, faster algorithms and more real-time simulation can keep up with the
      data demands of today.
    


    
      In 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), an ape discovers that he can use a thigh bone as a tool; by the next
      shot, the tool has become a spacecraft traveling through outer space. This sequence serves as an emblem of the
      evolution of instrumental rationality in human history. Instrumental reason is a value system that takes the
      worship of instruments and technology as its raison d’être. In contemporary reality, instrumental
      rationality is particularly evident in the effort to situate the ever-accumulating data of cyberspace on the same
      plane as embodied reality so that it can be mastered.
    


    
      Advanced technologies, such as wearable computing and information visualization, have together spawned the
      current incarnations of virtual reality (VR). VR, augmented reality (AR) and mixed reality (MR) are the three
      forms of VR that are presently available. VR involves the use of computer simulation to produce a 3D
      ‘cyberspace’. With the aid of information visualization, this once abstract concept is becoming increasingly
      tangible. VR can simulate a host of sensory perceptions, be they visual, auditory or
      tactile, immersing the user in a cyberspace within which they can freely observe objects and events. AR involves
      applying cyberspace to the physical world; it is the instant superimposition of objects in virtual space onto the
      real world in order to create the effect of their simultaneous existence. MR merges physical space and cyberspace
      to produce new environments of visualized information. In the visual environment of MR, objects extant in
      physical space coexist and interact with those in the VR of cyberspace.
    


    
      Be it VR, AR or MR, they are all grounded in the latest trend of integrating VR with physical reality – but the
      key is still reality. Our contemporary reality already combines the virtual and the real as the cinema has become
      omnipresent. But with these new technologies, the movie screen will ultimately be forgotten, and the audience
      will enter an era when wearable, screen-free technologies act as portals to real objects. Before the rise of VR
      technology, cyberspace was considered subordinate, or supplementary, to reality. The advent of VR and its future
      developmental outlook have broken this status quo. In the age of VR, the virtual and the real coexist in the same
      world, with digitalization the new normal. Reality is converted to data and stored in cyberspace as a way to
      enhance the sharing economy. Virtual existence, now visualized, resides in the real world. Although VR is
      technically not real, it has concrete functionality in the new reality and is therefore capable of running
      parallel to the real world. We may well think of the contemporary lifestyle as comprising one foot in the
      physical realm and the other in an abstract, mathematical cyberspace. The combination and simultaneous operation
      of the two gives form to a new subjectivity. Through wearable computer interfaces, virtual data is able to
      ‘enter’ the human body through the skin, as well as enter the physical environment that we inhabit. Echoing the
      progression of the Internet, this is now and increasingly a further layer of connection, interaction and control
      linking us to everything that surrounds us, beyond embodied experience. This kind of connection and control
      implies that we are simultaneously abiding by the rules of cyberspace and physical space, while navigating both.
      Not only do our actions convey instructive meanings in the real world, but they also now allocate data within
      cyberspace. Meanwhile, our actions are also regulated by this virtual space, in an unprecedented regulative model
      where nothing is prohibited; instead, invalid actions simply do not signify.
    


    
      Compared with explorations of filmic expression, the rise of VR reconstructs reception aesthetics in a more
      fundamental way; immersive and interactive, the VR experience can present a considerable challenge to
      old-fashioned film-viewing, in that it is much more engaging and participatory. The fact that film, in order to
      be truly interactive, must possess enough data to respond to the spectator’s need for choice has, to a certain
      extent, hindered the ‘essentialism’ inherent to the traditional understanding of artistic creation. Although VR
      technology cannot achieve narrative reconstruction through classic film tropes such as
      flashbacks and jump cuts, its immersive experience caters to audiences’ thirst for adventure and play in a more
      fulfilling way. VR technology has unleashed the power of the spectator’s gaze, transforming its members from
      passive viewers into choosing subjects, and allowing a new sense of freedom within the viewing experience. This
      change in power dynamics cannot fail to affect the reception aesthetics of film: by promising freedom of choice,
      VR technology has fundamentally altered film reception, endowing the reading and comprehension of a work with an
      unprecedented openness. Each spectator’s individual actions will result in a completely different reception to
      the work, like a thousand readers with a thousand different Hamlets in their minds. By this logic, it is the
      active participation of the spectator that completes the work, and thereby audience reception becomes party to
      the work’s creation. VR technology has ushered in a new stage in ‘reception aesthetics’.
    


    
      As VR turns to spectators and endows them with a new sense of interactivity, the theatre-style experience of
      looking is challenged, as this kind of power field can no longer adapt to subjects who feel a continual need to
      execute actions. If the movie theatre wants to upgrade itself to become a truly interactive experience like VR,
      it has to demolish the traditional Platonic theatre structure and emancipate the body of the spectator from the
      power field of the movie theatre. Moreover, movie theatres are not adequate venues for VR films, which can be
      watched anywhere with the requisite wearable appliances, turning film-viewing into a much more private and
      commonplace experience. Morton Heilig, who invented Sensorama, arguably the world’s first known and realized VR
      technology, believed it would be more effective to engage with film through all five senses than just with the
      eyes and ears. In 1965, Ivan Sutherland developed the first VR helmet. Tracing the developmental history of VR
      technology, one can also detect the parallel progression of two major themes: space and subject. Currently
      trending VR devices, such as VR glasses, seem more aligned with the developmental trajectory of wearable
      computing because they share a certain emphasis on personal experience and do not have to be activated in a
      public space. While VR glasses may visually resemble 3D glasses, the logics behind these two technologies are
      fundamentally at odds with each other, with one being an interactive personal computer (VR glasses), the other a
      passive portal for immersive experience in traditional public space (3D glasses). VR technology is foregrounded
      by the logic of the turn to the spectator: audiences must become acting subjects who make choices about – and
      respond to – the data that surrounds them, and immersion is the basic premise of such choice-making. The
      spectator must try to believe that what they are seeing is reality and act accordingly in response; their actions
      will then be encoded to affect the data, thereby contributing to a new behavioural model. In this way, VR
      technology invites the spectator to perform a power inversion, by changing themselves from
      objects into subjects.
    


    
      The Reconstruction of Audience Behaviour: A Mode Shift in Subjective Behaviour in the Age of VR
    


    
      Not only has VR reconfigured the behavioural patterns of the viewing subject, it has also reshaped the human
      body’s sensory systems (visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory), translating the body’s behaviours into an
      effective grammar to facilitate human–machine exchange, assigning new gestural directionalities where changing
      visual paradigms are but the first step in this transformative process. This grammar of human–machine exchange is
      a new language created in response to the concretization of digital existence, which is rooted in contemporary
      VR. A series of behavioural analyses, from hand gestures to touch pressure to eye movements, have informed the
      language that governs VR with precise directional meanings in the linguistic sense. This grammar is a product of
      the digital age: it relies on the binary yes/no logic of computer programming; employs meticulous codes to
      augment the unity between the signifier (movement) and the signified, otherwise the system will not be able to
      comprehend the command and hence cannot respond; and is backed by a rigorous logic of computer rationality. This
      behavioural language has overcome the ‘Tower of Babel’ problem of verbal languages: in the age of globalization,
      the computer mind strives to avoid slippages between signifier and signified. In digital language, Visual signs
      and Physical behavior often represents a computer instruction, those signs and behavior are highly refined
      graphics and actions which convenient for people to learn and use. The actions required of the audience are
      usually simple determinations of direction or choice. The late Steve Jobs’s Macintosh computer revolutionized the
      behavioural patterns of the digital world by converting a series of embodied gestures into virtual commands, such
      as bringing together or opening two fingers to zoom in and out, a function inherited from traditional SLR (single
      lens reflex) cameras. These hand gestures (swiping, clicking, tapping, etc.) have had a lasting impact on the
      design of interactive interfaces.
    


    
      As virtual reality grows commonplace in everyday life, the new behavioural patterns introduced by VR are
      gradually being integrated into everyday routines. For instance, the AR situation game that recently attracted
      worldwide popularity, Pokémon Go (2016), uses smartphones to transform physical environments into
      playgrounds. By shaking the Pokéballs on the screen, the user can catch virtual Pokémon that they see ‘standing’
      in the real world. When the game first came out in the United States, countless people rushed to Times Square to
      catch the Mewtwos that were released there, which led to tremendous congestion. While it was
      impossible for those unaware of what was going on to comprehend the significance of this public gathering, we can
      surmise from this event the immense control that VR already has over public behaviour. We have entered a new age,
      one where the future promises at once endless possibility and endless moral crisis. The inventor of wearable
      computing, Steve Mann, believes that the human body should be turned into a computer, and vice versa. Should we
      really become computers? What is the nature of a subject that is half-human, half-machine?
    


    
      With the birth of cyberspace, the concept of the ‘cyborg’ was born. According to Donna Haraway, cyborg fantasies
      were made possible by the collapse and intersection of crucial boundaries in late-twentieth-century American
      science: the boundaries between human, animal and machine, and the boundary between the material and non-material
      world (Zhang 2006: 6). By making visible the information that
      exists in VR, VR technology has successfully bridged the gap between cyberspace and the material world. Mankind
      has converted matter and conscious ideas that exist in reality into an interface between human and digital
      information spheres. Haraway believes that the construction of the cyborg subject signals a post-humanist
      sea-change with the potential to erase the boundaries of race, gender, ethnicity and class. With the collapse of
      the subject, we may see pure, ‘natural’ human beings vanish before our eyes in the near future. Is this the
      coming of utopia or the death of the subject? What about the future of mankind? In the field of academic
      seminars, discussions and representations of non-human, non-humanist, non-humane, anti-human and post-human
      subject matters proliferate, oftentimes bouncing off one another. The post-human turn urges us to reconsider
      contemporary subjectivities from a wider viewpoint.
    


    
      The Reconfiguration of Sentience: The Sentient Dilemma of Post-Humanism
    


    
      French philosopher Michel Foucault once wrote of the death of man, or the annihilation of the idea of man:
    


    
      
        Man is a recent invention […] among all the mutations that have affected the knowledge of things […] only one,
        that which began a century and a half ago and is now perhaps drawing to a close, has made it possible for the
        figure of man to appear […] [Man] is an invention of recent date. And one perhaps nearing its end […] Men would
        be erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea.
      


      
        (Foucault 2001: 505)
      

    


    
      
    


    
      The question ‘what is man?’ recurs frequently in the contemporary context. The notion of a post-human condition
      is essentially a proposed shift in the way we think of who and what we really are, and thus reaches towards the
      most basic units of our shared frame of reference, raising doubts about the hitherto axiomatic understanding of
      human nature. By introducing cross-disciplinary research – gender studies, feminism, ethnic studies, cultural
      studies, postcolonial studies, media and new media studies, human rights, etc. – into the new body of critical
      theory, post-humanism has managed to offer new and diverse definitions of ‘humanity’. Postmodernism and cyborg
      culture have also contributed to this newfound understanding of the human as composed of multiple identities.
      However, the fact that post-humanism takes a rather sceptical stance on human nature, humanity and the concept of
      the non-human does not imply that it is opposed to all things human, or that it denies the existential necessity
      of the subject. Instead, post-humanism represents a new epistemology, proposing new views on ethics and values;
      it is concerned with the collective future of mankind in its totality, which involves interconnecting issues
      ranging from the private inner realm to the external environment; and it proposes ethical reflections on a range
      of topics, including instrumental rationality.
    


    
      As robots acquire ever more agency, the ethical debate about computer governance is gradually moving out of
      science fiction and into the real world. AlphaGo, for instance, is capable of ‘deep learning’ and can proceed
      autonomously, just like a human being. Its much-publicized victory against a professional Go player in 2016 has,
      to some extent, increased our awareness of the possibility that we may be surpassed by machines. The famous
      American robotics designer David Hanson spent 125,000 USD on research before completing the robot Bina48. As he
      puts it, if we implant the memory and character of a particular person into Bina48, it can create a passable
      simulacrum of them, which means that it can potentially help overloaded professionals by doing their interviews
      or teaching their classes for them, or it could even stand in for a deceased person. Bina48 possesses a variety
      of faculties, from memory and independent thinking to emotion. The robot Bina48 has already made a significant
      contribution to education, as students can now converse with famous people (even those who are deceased) and
      learn from them by talking to their substitutes simulated by Bina48. In a way, human thought and spirit have
      achieved a kind of eternity inside the body of this machine.
    


    
      In ‘Be Right Back’ (2014), the first episode of the second season of British TV drama Black Mirror (2013),
      Martha discovers that she is pregnant after her boyfriend, Ash, has passed away. Unable to cope with his death,
      Martha follows her friend’s suggestions and uses the information Ash has left on his social media accounts to
      create a new version of him. In the beginning, they can only communicate via e-mail because in order to address
      her appropriately, the program needs to analyse Ash’s speech patterns; soon, however, Martha
      is able to talk to a synthesized Ash on the phone. As the technology progresses, Martha is eventually able to
      implant all the cloud-stored data relating to Ash into a synthetic shell, manufactured based on photos of him.
      Ash has now ‘really’ returned to her. In the end, however, Martha is unable to fully accept the new Ash, and the
      episode ends with her locking him in an attic. While independent thinking and learning are no longer a challenge
      for artificial intelligences today, their form of intelligence is still drastically different from that of
      humans, not least because it is almost impossible for them to plausibly simulate human emotion, to say nothing of
      sentience. Earlier in this chapter, I discussed how VR technology in various forms, such as head-mounted displays
      (one of the different models of wearable computers), can allow cyberspace data to penetrate human skin and
      bodies, entering the same physical environment that we inhabit and introducing us to a new kind of connection
      with and interactive control of the world beyond embodied experience.
    


    
      As we slowly evolve to become cyborgs and computers, our sentience will be reconfigured and re-engineered. What
      this means for mankind is that we will be simultaneously governed by the rules of two realms: cyberspace and the
      physical world. Even as we continue to sense the world through our human flesh, we already subscribe to the
      rational evaluative logic of VR, and as VR grows increasingly commonplace in our lives, this hybrid perception,
      mixing sensibility and rationality, will begin to modulate our sentience. This will lead us into a quagmire
      because the dissemination of any given information can easily and deliberately be exaggerated or played down by
      those in authority. The incursion of rationality may thus lead to a weakening of sensibility; eventually, human
      consciousness will be absorbed by the will of instrumental rationality.
    


    
      Based on real events that took place in 2010, the film Good Kill (2015) tells the story of America’s
      post-911 warfare against the Taliban, which largely involved attacking the Middle East via remotely controlled
      drones. The high-tech warfare of the new age is drastically different from that of traditional, corporeal
      battles; with a slight movement of their fingers, soldiers at an Air Force base in Las Vegas can wipe out distant
      enemies in a second. While killing with a cold weapon, killing with a gun or using just a finger to drop a bomb
      thousands of miles away are all killing, these variations in distance, in reality, affect a person’s relationship
      to the act of killing on an epistemological level by diminishing the psychological memory or impression of the
      degree of violence inflicted. For the soldier, directing a drone to drop bombs might not feel all that different
      from shooting a gun in Counter-Strike. In Good Kill, generals remind soldiers of the boundary
      between video game and reality by repeatedly telling them that what they are bombing are not just pixels on a
      screen but living, bleeding bodies. Once a pilot, Major Tommy is ordered to become a drone operator. Thanks to
      drones, he no longer needs to travel to the other side of the world to serve his duty and
      now has the luxury of returning home to his family every day after work. However, the moral strain on his mind
      and conscience drives him to the edge of a breakdown. While his body is in America, his thoughts are half a world
      away. Unable to resolve this dissonance, he ends up hoping that he can return to the battlefield to relive the
      experience of a fair war against an enemy, and to perform concrete actions once again.
    


    
      When confronting the ethical challenges brought on by these new ways of killing, we must stay conscious of how
      the structures of our sentience and actions are being refashioned by VR, and we must reflect on any uncritical
      submission to the cyborg world. In the early 1960s, Stanley Milgram conducted the eponymous and now infamous
      Milgram Experiment, which sought to find the root of man’s evil in a social hierarchy (Milgram 2013). The goal of this experiment was to test subjects’ responses to
      sadistic orders given by superior authority figures in order to assess the human conscience’s power to reject
      unjust commands. Milgram called in over forty volunteers from different professions and tricked them into
      believing that they were part of an experiment about ‘punishment’; the volunteers were ordered to deliver
      electric shocks to various students, the voltage levels varying according to the severity of the respective
      student’s misconduct; the highest-level shock, they were told, would lead to fatality. Twenty-six of the
      volunteers administered the highest-level electric shock, as ordered, as they were told that they would not be
      held responsible for the consequences. This highly controversial experiment shook the public. Based on the
      results, Milgram proposed that evil is born precisely when humans do not have to take responsibility for their
      actions, and when they believe that they are just agents carrying out another’s will or command. What leads
      someone to perform a certain action depends on the conditions they are in, not their personal nature, or any
      inherent ‘human nature’. Milgram states that
    


    
      
        the person entering an authority system no longer views himself as acting out of his own purposes but rather
        comes to see himself as an agent for executing the wishes of another person. Once an individual conceives his
        action in this light, profound alterations occur in his behavior and his internal functioning. These are so
        pronounced that one may say that this altered attitude places the individual in a different state from the one
        he was in prior to integration into the hierarchy. I shall term this the agentic state, by which I mean the
        condition a person is in when he sees himself as an agent for carrying out another person’s wishes. This term
        will be used in opposition to that of autonomy – that is, when a person sees himself as acting on his own.
      


      
        (Milgram 2013: 232)
      

    


    
      
    


    
      Media theorist Marshall McLuhan understood media as extensions of man. McLuhan’s point of view is largely valid,
      but only up to the pre-VR age, when the advent of new media greatly expanded man’s horizons and existential
      experience, leading us into a ‘world village’-like era of digital globalization. At the dawn of the age of VR, we
      can no longer consider media as mere ‘extensions of man’ because new subjects have been born.
    


    
      The critical theorists of the Frankfurt School believe the key values of technological worship are the pursuit of
      practicality, maximal efficiency and profit, as well as the kind of instrumental rationality that operates from a
      person’s utilitarian inclinations. From this value standpoint, the subconscious compulsion to put technology
      first can easily blind us from critically reflecting on it. While technological development and digitalization
      have indeed greatly improved our work efficiency, their underlying instrumental rationality has also greatly
      accelerated the progress of capitalism, thereby exacerbating human alienation. The speed of the spread of
      instrumental rationality has far exceeded the expectations of McLuhan’s era. As the optimistic idea of merging
      human and machine through technological development continues to elevate instrumental rationality above mere
      human judgement, instrumental rationality has become integral to the post-human sensory perception that
      constitutes man today. Black Mirror presents many such sensory experiences impelled by new technologies –
      visual, mnemonic and tactile, among others. In the episode ‘The Entire History of You’ (2011), humans with
      electronic eye implants see the world as an agglomeration of data; images and scenes from memory can be instantly
      retrieved and any detail can be replayed at will. Liam, a sceptical lawyer, is concerned about his wife Fi’s
      relationship with her ex-boyfriend, Jonas. With the aid of the electronic eye, he hysterically searches for
      evidence of Fi’s infidelity in the trio’s joint visual memory pool, eventually leading to Fi’s breakdown and
      departure. In another episode, titled ‘White Christmas’ (2014), ‘blocking’ – a common feature of social
      networking apps in the virtual world – has become continuous with the physical world. In this version of such
      applications, people who wind up on the blacklist actually disappear from the real word as well, as users no
      longer receive any information from those they have blocked.. In this imagined reality, people on the blacklist
      appear only as blurry mosaics, and users cannot see or hear from them again. Also, criminals are automatically
      blocked across society and marked with a red sign indicating danger, permanently wiped from a real world
      oversaturated with VR. While there is an element of deliberate exaggeration in Black Mirror’s inquiry into
      the gap between technological development and the evolution of humanities and ethics in response, the jarring
      discrepancies between the logic of instrumental rationality and that of traditional moral values are real, and
      decidedly alarming.
    


    
      As of today, MR (Mixed Reality), a technology that was not expected to come to fruition for
      another decade at the time of writing, is already in use. Compared with VR and AR, which both largely rely on
      screen-based displays, MR has actually succeeded in making the screen disappear, thereby erecting a fully virtual
      theatre to inform the collective sensory experience of the public. The development of VR technology accelerates
      the arrival of the era of MR technology.The cold new sensory model offered by VR, premised on instrumental
      rationality, is an infiltration into the traditional, corporeally grounded sensory logic of human beings.
      However, the current state of ethical critique is far behind the development of this technology, and under this
      instrumental rationality, new ethical problems have arisen that demand urgent reflection. Throughout the
      twentieth century, we witnessed the invention of several ethically problematic technologies, such as the nuclear
      bomb and drones, and these correlate precisely with this critical lacuna. In an age of VR, continuously being
      transformed by groundbreaking technological advancements, it is all the more urgent for us to think critically
      about the shape of the future.
    


    
      Extended Sentience? Another Perspective on VR Technology and Immersive Film
    


    
      In order to discuss the extension of sentience, we must first understand how sentience is constructed. Just as
      post-humanism rejects an apathetic humanity, our critique of instrumental rationality and our discussion of
      ethics with regard to technological development are aimed to increase awareness of certain aspects of modern
      science, not to obstruct it. VR technology emphasizes augmenting audiences’ sensory experience and expanding
      their consciousness. When we reflect on the nature of digital images, and the new sensory models accompanying
      these images, we must consider whether VR technology has really achieved such an extension.
    


    
      Guy Debord insist his theory of the spectacle.to prove his theory, to illustrate the extent to which the world
      today is constructed by moving images and spectacles,he opted for making collages of advertisement images and
      clips in lieu of shooting actual footage in his films making. In his films, Guy Debord opted for making collages
      of advertisement images and clips in lieu of shooting actual footage, in order to vouch for his theory of the
      spectacle and to illustrate the extent to which the world today is constructed by moving images and spectacles.
      Debord believed that although we tend to consider our lives as organized primarily in relation to the physical,
      everything is actually ruled by the spectacle. For his recent filmic experimentations, In Jean-Luc Godard’s
      filmic experimentations, he insist that no need to create delicate images, so he replaced
      film with digital images. Similarly, Dragonfly Eyes (2015), a work by artist and filmmaker Xu Bing, is
      entirely composed of security camera footage found online, and in the process of scavenging and assembling these
      videos, certain underlying events and stories are brought to light. For those philosophers who are critically
      engaged with it, media has successfully transformed modern society into a society of the spectacle. The sensory
      materials offered by VR are really just images captured in, or entirely restored from, reality: a restored
      spectacle. VR’s immersive experience forces people to confront and respond to this spectacle. Human visuality is
      thus governed as our sensory experience is invaded. Seeing is tinged with the pain of detachment, while the
      externality of this new mode of seeing strips us of our embodied existence.
    


    
      French philosopher Jean Baudrillard’s work can be considered as a continuation of Debord’s critique of the
      spectacle. He believed that as images come to dominate and suppress the most crucial aspects of real life, we are
      forced to encounter the death of the real even before reality even appears. The 1999 film The Matrix
      engages with precisely the same concerns that Baudrillard raised over image (re)production, namely, simulation
      and reality in the media era. With VR technologies, image production has consummated the transition from reality
      to simulacrum. VR’s verisimilar representation and accurate imitation of existing real-world objects proves to
      the audience that modern science and technology are now capable of creating virtual worlds and cyberspaces
      indistinguishable from the real thing. Such merging with the virtual is the sign of the contemporary simulacrum:
      an accurate copy of objective reality. Eventually, the simulacrum becomes the ground of reality itself and
      completes the murder of the real, for VR is not a real world but a theatrical world of hyperreality. Baudrillard
      describes the birth of the ‘hyperreal’ world as follows:
    


    
      
        Today, abstraction is no longer that of the map, the double, the mirror, or the concept. Simulation is no
        longer that of a territory, a referential being, or a substance. It is the generation by models of a real
        without origin or reality: a hyperreal.
      


      
        (Baudrillard cited in Chen and Lu 2007: 75–79)
      

    


    
      The interactive experience of VR also curtails man’s existent modes of perception while generating new sensory
      experiences. This gives rise to a post-human form of sentience, a sort of VR theatre that restructures an
      environment to which we are obliged to respond. On this theatrical stage, although we are offered a certain
      degree of freedom, it is freedom in name only; the audience is not learning voluntarily but is being subjected to
      an alienating dynamic through which no freedom is attainable. In terms of looking, VR may be
      a new way of infiltrating the human gaze. This regulatory mode of interaction compounds the restriction of
      looking with the restriction of initiative, and in this process a new kind of media violence is born, one that
      works to restrain and govern the human body. Through unceasing theatrical movement and performance, the
      self-abnegation of the body is completed, casting us from a state of mental alienation into an alienation of
      action, of judgement; that is, when the classificatory system of the neural network ‘senses’ more than two
      meaningful signals simultaneously, the message that is sent to the higher network is a matter of judgement. In
      the end, acting subjects will appeal to the utilitarian inclinations of their rational judgement and make a
      choice between multiple signifiers. This default to judgement indicates that the outcome of any audience action
      or choice must be predicted by the programmer, which is a fundamental violation of free will. VR’s coercion
      through rational logic is itself a new form of media violence. While the actions of a subject are traditionally
      understood to be controlled by free will, subjects can no longer use this will to control the scripted actions
      that comprise a VR life, thus human action is stripped of free initiative. This pretence of freedom is not the
      one we anticipated. As the interactive VR experience restricts and governs the human body through the three
      stages of sentience, judgement and action, new ethical challenges emerge.
    


    
      Virtual Reality: Extension or Governance?
    


    
      In this process of governance, the embryonic system of the human body is restructured. Instrumental rationality
      has reconfigured the surface of contemporary society and risen above the social body to assume a ‘hyperreality’.
      When VR becomes the new normal in society, the immersive experiences that it will manifest will essentially
      obstruct the human brain and violate human sentience: ‘[the] bio-genetic structure of advanced capitalism reduces
      bodies to carriers of vital information, which become invested with financial value and capitalized’ (Braidotti
      2016: 323).
    


    
      At a later stage in his philosophical career, French philosopher Michel Foucault analysed the evolution of
      governmentality from classicism to biopolitics. Although he still frequently spoke of power, the crucial element
      of this new line of investigation was the governance of people. In his introduction to the Chinese translation of
      Foucault’s essay collection, Wang Ming’an provides a succinct account of the various stages of Foucauldian
      governmentality throughout history:
    


    
      
        During the era of monarchy, power was ‘repressive and lethal, for its goal was to eliminate disobedient
        rebels’, while power under biopolitics is ‘productive and creative, as it seeks to make
        objects possible, instead of making them disappear. This power has direct effects on the body of every
        individual, and it intends to render every body tame and useful’. In the monarchical era, the practice of
        ‘mnemonic governance’ involved ‘erasure and cursing’, the direct erasure of images from memory; in the age of
        rational states and biopolitics, however, ‘mnemonic governance’ has advanced beyond the mere erasure and
        rewriting of memory, towards a kind of governance that is life-generating, and which concerns safety and
        health. This new governmentality is not satisfied with the deletion of singular taboo images or films; instead,
        it attempts to create a new memory, and make people spontaneously live in it when searching for safety, health
        and happiness.
      


      
        (Wang 2016: 7)
      

    


    
      In the context of the full-fledged advancement of instrumental rationality, is virtual reality becoming a new
      form of governance? If so, how do we regulate governmentality in the VR era? The various tactics employed in the
      post-human age of human–machine integration, which involves the modification of consciousness and behavioural
      governance via the rules and rationality of cyberspace, are not premised on the punitive strategies of
      prohibition and penalty; instead, its modus operandi is more clandestine, disguising its powers of ideological
      control as system preferences, allowing people to choose but only within a limited framework, while preventing
      them from seeing alternative possibilities; that is, it deliberately circumvents certain options outside the
      system and annihilates them.
    


    
      With the rapid progress of VR technology in contemporary reality, the question of whether VR’s reconstruction of
      human behaviour will expand sentience or induce a new form of governmentality is worth discussing. Meanwhile,
      another increasingly crucial question is, how do we manage the relationship between technological and artistic
      attributes? Against the backdrop of modern technology, how can we uphold humanist ethics, empathy and care? In
      the 1990s, a war between science and the humanities broke out in the United States. What sparked this cultural
      war was precisely the paradigmatic discrepancy between the humanities and the natural sciences. Today, we can no
      longer speak of art in an isolated context; we must examine the tools we are using, as well as our intentions.
      While scientific advancement, ideally, is beneficial to humanity, contemporary practitioners who employ various
      technologies in their creative processes must take into consideration the wide array of potential moral crises
      these may induce. Arguably, the original goal of applying VR technology to film was to transform the reception
      aesthetics of film and emancipate the audience. As Jacques Rancière famously theorized in The Emancipated
      Spectator:
    


    
      
        We need a theatre where the optical relationship – implied in the word theatron – is subjected to another
        relationship, implied in the word drama. Drama means action. The theatre is a place where an action is actually
        performed by living bodies in front of living bodies. The latter may have resigned their power. But this power
        is resumed in the performance of the former, in the intelligence that builds it, in the energy that it conveys.
        The true sense of the theatre must be predicated on that acting power. Theatre has to be brought back to its
        true essence which is the contrary of what is usually known as theatre. What has to be pursued is a theatre
        without spectators, a theatre where spectators will no longer be spectators, where they will learn things
        instead of being captured by images, and become active participants in a collective performance instead of
        being passive viewers.
      


      
        (Rancière 2011, 82-87)
      

    


    
      In the face of VR, has mankind found a true form of freedom? Or have we merely been captured by new images? Does
      the kind of audience participation in VR meet the requirements of subjective agency that concerns the study of
      reception aesthetics? Or is it authoritarian control in new garb? We must continue to reflect deeply on the
      changes in human behavioural patterns brought on by new technologies. While it is true that the advent of VR has
      revolutionized the relationship between virtuality, reality and the subject, and introduced new creative
      potentials to artistic production, the dogmatic, uncritical support of VR’s development risks generating new
      ethical problems. Upon this advent of new technologies, we must seek, on the one hand, to redefine the reception
      aesthetics of film; on the other, we must confront an even more severe challenge: the crisis of the subject
      induced by technological rationality. In The Order of Things: An Archeology of the Human Sciences (2001),
      Foucault anticipated the problem of the death of man. Today, our condition is even more dire than he feared it
      would be: what has waned in light of the new cycle of technological evolution is not only the concept of man that
      has been in use since the Enlightenment, but also the potential for choice within the very quality of life of the
      people. In the next few decades, the power struggle between human beings and machines, and the new ethical
      problems posed by the onset of new technologies, will demand continuous discussion within the humanities if they
      are ever to be solved.
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        Moxi:
        

        A Study of Narrative Structures in Early Chinese Cinema
      


      
        Wan Chuanfa
      

    


    
      In this chapter, I propose moxi (‘magic and trick’) theory as a method of reading narrative conventions in
      early Chinese cinema. It can be explained as follows: first, moxi is an abbreviation of the phrase
      mofa (magic) and xifa (trick), in which the two conjuncts have a coordinative relationship, unlike
      yingxi (‘shadowplay’), in which the former, ying (shadow) modifies the latter, xi (play).
      Second, the essence of moxi is ‘transformation’, which concerns its unexpected, boundless and eye-catching
      character. Third, moxi must rely on the specificities of ‘space–time’, even as it strives to subvert these
      constraints. Moxi is made possible by technology, and it is precisely the technological breakthroughs that
      film has introduced that so fascinate the Chinese imagination. Filmic technologies convert magic power into a
      kind of ‘aesthetic resource, breaking away from the conventions of linearity and cause–effect relationship in
      Aristotelian narrative theory and the quagmires of Realism, while subverting the vast “traction” of temporal and
      spatial orders’ (Stam 1997: 279). Classic examples of moxi
      in Chinese films include Investiture of the Gods and Journey to the West written during the Ming
      Dynasty era.
    


    
      To understand moxi as underlying modern film technology’s activation of a psychological mechanism deeply
      rooted in Chinese tradition, it is crucial for us to elaborate on the relationship between the modern and the
      traditional. While the metaphor of an ‘explosion’ is often invoked to describe the shock that modernity inflicted
      upon the Chinese tradition of thought and culture, I suggest that the result has not been a replacement or
      subversion of the traditional by the modern, or an integration or fusion; instead, I believe that the
      relationship between the two is more akin to the motion of an hourglass or pendulum. In other words, this shock
      opened up new pathways in the Chinese tradition, striking at its stagnant pendulum to give
      rise to unprecedented modalities of flow and oscillation. I argue that this mutual exchange between the modern
      and the traditional is in fact what structured early Chinese cinema; the fact that film became the most synthetic
      and explicit embodiment of this structure speaks to film’s very nature as an integrated art form, allowing the
      two poles to unite in a way that no other medium has achieved, and consequently catalysing the resurgence of
      moxi. I would hasten to add that this hourglass- or pendulum-like original structure met the four basic
      functional prerequisites of a social system in Talcott Parsons’s view, namely adaptation, goal attainment,
      integration and latent pattern maintenance. In this initial structure of early Chinese cinema, we can observe the
      following characteristics: ‘overlapping images’1 (叠影化） (the dominant pattern of characterization); an oscillating spatiotemporal
      structure; freedom vs pseudo-conflict; and a da tuanyuan (‘illusory happy ending’).
    


    
      ‘Overlapping Images’
    


    
      At the dawn of modernity in urban China, women, especially those living in Shanghai, launched a sweeping
      cosmopolitan makeover campaign. On the one hand, they imitated foreign fashions and styles, vying for recognition
      as elegant modern ladies, chic urban girls or so-called New Sensationalists (xinganjue). On the other
      hand, in this process of self-modernization, they inevitably experienced an alienation from traditional reality
      as female identity acquired multiple and polyvalent meanings (Sun 2009: 166). The emergence of unheard-of female roles, such as the dancing girl and the prostitute,
      was symptomatic of this alienation. For better or worse, modernity allowed Chinese women to invent a mesmerizing
      imbrication of ‘identities’: from the intellectual woman to the independent woman, from female student to
      revolutionary, prostitute to songstress and dancing girl, conservative to liberal, chaste woman to temptress,
      mademoiselle to madame, lady to femme fatale. However, departing from prior analyses that unanimously elected to
      study these women either individually or by category, I propose to consider them as a unified whole, a single,
      imbricate existence. The following is an arresting metaphor that conveniently echoes the legend of the Monkey
      King’s2 72 earthly
      transformations: a traditional Chinese woman, upon entering the ‘gate of modernity’, suddenly bursts into a
      constellation of female roles; I consider this transformative power as the ‘magic of modernity’. More
      specifically, the ‘overlapping shadows’ pattern of characterization occurs in three ways: (1) the
      ‘transformation’ of female characters (女性人物的变身); (2) female characters as ‘twofold or threefold shadows’
      (女性人物的二重及三重叠影); and (3) female characters as ‘imbricate shadows’ (女性人物的多重叠影).
    


    
      The ‘Transformation’ of Female Characters
    


    
      Of the various tropes employed in the ‘imbricate’ construction of female characters in early Chinese cinema,
      ‘transformation’ is perhaps the most common, as well as the most fundamental. I will divide women’s
      transformations into the following categories: from village women to urban ladies; from village women to
      swordswomen; from housewives (or other, similarly domestic roles) to ‘revolutionary women’; from prostitutes to
      stars; and from songstresses and dancing girls to independent women.
    


    
      Having a limited amount of space, I will zoom in on the final category, namely, transformations from songstresses
      and dancing girls to independent women. Of particular interest in this type of transformation is its economic
      dimension, which represents a crucial aspect of modernity for women: only when they break away from conventional
      relations of attachment can they really transform into economically (among other aspects) independent women, and
      consequently become accomplished ‘persons’ in the modern sense. Such transformations were the subject of many
      titles in early Chinese cinema, the most classic of which being Ya Sui Qian’s The New Year’s Gift (1937)
      and Zhi Fen Shi Chang’s The Market of Beauty (1933).3 In The New Year’s Gift, for example, the recurring silver coin is
      like a magician’s gadget, or a drop of water from the divine vase of Avalokiteśvara Buddha; its appearance
      on-screen invariably triggers a series of whimsical changes or character transformations, especially for the
      character Jiang Xiuxia. In the beginning of the film, she is living a seemingly blessed life, engaged to the
      owner of a song and dance ensemble. However, when her fiancé falls in love with someone else, she loses her
      financial security and begins to transform into a dancing girl. Bullied by hoodlums on the nightlife scene and
      feeling, understandably, that her integrity and dignity have been violated, she becomes determined to transform
      once again, this time into an independent modern woman. From attachment to independence, Jiang’s several episodes
      of transformation are synchronized with the circulation of the titular New Year’s gift – a silver coin. In some
      respects, the character’s transformation and the circulation of money also form a manifold relationship: on the
      one hand, signifying the particularities of women and money; on the other, such early cinematic experiments with
      ‘female transformation’ coincided with formal experimentation in the film medium that reflected not only
      filmmakers’ attempts to acknowledge ancient Chinese ‘magic’ and new technologies, but also their insistence upon
      film’s potential to overcome or subvert ‘spatiotemporal constraints’. Like the swordswomen who are able to fly in
      the movies, filmmakers too wanted to achieve magical potency through the silver screen.
    


    
      Female Characters as ‘Twofold or Threefold Shadows’
    


    
      The first Chinese filmmakers were particularly invested in the notion of ‘trick’ as a photographic skill, again
      suggestive of the inherent need for magic and illusion in the Chinese consciousness (Zhang Zhen 1896-1937). We
      can also consider this as the union of that need with technology, an encounter that not only brought forth
      immense psychological fulfilment but also informed the cinematographic and narrative structures of early Chinese
      cinema. Aside from the various types of transformation, I identify another classic narrative trope of the genre
      as ‘twofold’ characterization, manifest in such scenarios as ‘the protagonist and their shadow’ or ‘the
      protagonist and their alter ego’, etc., but I would like to note two types in particular, namely ‘identical twin’
      (孪生型二重叠影) and ‘incarnated’ models (化身型二重叠影).
    


    
      One of the most classic examples of the ‘identical twin’ model in Chinese film is Twin Sisters4. Directed and edited by Zheng
      Zhengqiu5 and released in 1933,
      the film chronicles the fates of two sisters who grow up in different social environments. I believe the immense
      success of the film may be attributable – aside from its featuring actors already known among critics and
      scholars – to its use of the ‘identical twin’ scenario. While this trope did not originate with Twin
      Sisters – earlier films such as Dear Brother (1924)6 had already experimented with this model of characterization – it was
      refined and elevated to unprecedented heights by Zheng Zhengqiu, garnering substantial box office success and
      critical acclaim. Zheng broke away from the simplistic, crowd-pleasing tactic of the ‘dual role’ that had imbued
      his work through the use of ‘identical twin’ characterization, with striking theatrical suspense. In other words,
      he introduced ‘twofold’ characterization to filmic storytelling while preserving theatricality. The plot of the
      film is: poor Dabao goes to the rich and powerful Erbao’s house as servants. They don’t know each other is their
      twin sister until Dabao accidentally kills someone. Now the dilemma is, er Bao willing to admit and accept their
      relationship? The film keeps the audience hooked on a series of cliff-hangers: after Dabao commits homicide, will
      Er’bao still accept their blood relationship? Will Xiaobao save Dabao? Can she save her? Zheng Zhengqiu’s
      narrative innovations – from the depiction of identical twins in conditions of extreme disparity and a reliance
      on coincidence and suspense, to appeals to family values and the blurring of the law of the 1930s– informed a
      quintessential narrative structure that would inspire numerous titles to come.
    


    
      Now, we must look further into the psychological factors underlying the ‘identical twin’ model. I argue that this
      innovative mechanism fulfils the psychological needs of the audience in three ways: (1) this ‘magical
      transformation’ transcends class critique. Instead, just like the ambiguous ending of the film Twin
      Sisters, the implicit ‘trick’ leads to a kind of reconciliation, or at least, temporary
      equilibrium, for though it feels unreasonable to treat familial love as sovereign over everything else, it is,
      nevertheless, fair and appealing: (2) this ‘twin magic’ offers an alternative and an antidote to the latent
      sadomasochism in the audience’s psyche. China’s long history of imperial rule arguably imbued the people with
      severe masochistic inclinations, while the accompanying sadistic drive may be suppressed in their imagination.
      However, whenever it gets the chance, this sadistic drive radically revolts and discharges itself into the
      subconscious. In the film, the handmaid Dabao is disciplined by Er’bao, her master, during their first encounter;
      we can read this punishment as a speculative representation of the audience’s taste for sadomasochism, which
      releases and consequently satisfies the two drives: (3) there is another layer to this ‘magical transformation’:
      the fantasy of national and ethnic unity. China fragmented during the Warlord era (1916-1928), engendering
      multiple ‘siblings’ caught in a state of constant war and conflict. These siblings, just like Dabao and Er’bao,
      not only refused to accept each other but also abused their power in the struggle for dominance. Therefore, the
      final appeal to familial love at the end of the film caters to the audience’s expectation of and yearning for
      national and ethnic harmony.
    


    
      Incarnation, another type of ‘twofold’ characterization, is epitomized by Girl in Disguise,7 released by the Yihua Film Company in 1936.
      In her seminal work, An Amorous History of the Silver Screen (2012), Zhang Zhen looks at the film through
      the lens of gender in urban modernity, reading the female lead’s crossdressing as representing a subversive form
      of modernity, though it ultimately surrenders to patriarchy. Sun Shaoyi8 (2009), on the other
      hand, considers the crossdressing trope in the film as but the latest manifestation of an ancient performance
      method, at once a historical continuity and a cross-cultural dialogue. Between the two different interpretations,
      I am more inclined to support Sun’s (2009) argument, because I
      also consider this kind of ‘crossdressing’ in early Chinese cinema as a variation within a long history of
      crossdressing culture in China. However, more than cultural ‘identitarian rhetoric’ or a kind of ‘gendered
      strategy’ under patriarchal rule, I argue that this crossdressing is first and foremost a quintessential
      expression of the need for moxi. The narrative significance of this kind of characterization lies in its
      dual function as both the origin and end goal of the story. While crossdressing certainly enjoys a long
      historical tradition and cultural legacy, its invocation in film puts special emphasis on its nature as play and
      entertainment – a reinvention of the form that evokes new urban experiences and thrills. An example would be the
      scene in which Liying’s true gender identity is, inevitably, revealed. In a soft shot, framed diagonally to
      stress the shocking revelation and its dizzying effect, Liying’s grandfather glimpses her breasts protruding
      underneath her pyjamas upon waking to Liying’s scream in a nightmare (Zhen 2012: 361). This moment is as much about tradition as it is about
      modernity, but above all it is a moment of shock. This momentary revelation of a ‘true identity’ after a
      series of ‘magical transformations’ parallels those moments in Journey to the West when the goblins reveal
      themselves. It is these moments that are deemed the most ‘magical’by audiences.
    


    
      Notable works featuring ‘threefold imbrication’ include Three Modern Women (1933), Women Side by
      Side (1949), New Women (1935), Women’s Outcry (1933), Three Daughters-in-Law (1935) and
      Three Sisters (1934), among others. I believe that this method is intended to subvert dichotomous
      depictions of female bodies – always as either erotic or politicized – with a third type of female body that
      navigates between the two; with its ambiguity, it breaks the dichotomy, giving rise to a new mechanism for
      negotiation. This kind of adjustment, or negotiation, helped, on the one hand, to preserve the richness and depth
      of these lively women on-screen, thereby articulating the heterogeneity of modernity; on the other hand, such an
      adjustment effectively safeguarded these films from the censorship that leftist films so often underwent.
    


    
      Female Characters as ‘Imbricate Shadows’
    


    
      The most representative work of this ‘imbricate’9 pattern of characterization is The Classic for Girls.10 In this film, female roles are further dissected
      and superimposed, forming polyvalent and mutually reflexive ‘imbricate’ relations. While this pattern of
      characterization shares the same essence as the aforementioned transformation and two- or threefold
      characterization – an essence of change, replete with moxi – it also reflects several distinct artistic
      qualities. First, the film expands the substance of female characterization by comprehensively exploring multiple
      features, from vanity, sentimentality, shrewdness, obsession, degeneration and independence, to heroism, modern
      flair and traditional values; meanwhile, the film’s two-chaptered structure creates a revolving-door-like effect
      that pays homage to both an art form that can be considered as the precursor of film, and to China’s deep-rooted
      tradition of moxi. Second, the film shifts fluidly between first- and third-person narration, as well as
      both male and female points of view. In some respects, the first- and third-person female narrators are in a
      mutually reflexive relationship, wherein they establish a new collective identity by telling their own stories or
      each other’s. In other words, the other woman serves as a ‘reflective surface’ for the self, and vice versa;
      through constant comparison and mutual emotional projection, each becomes the other’s mirror image so that both
      may rediscover and redeem their identities. However, with this form of self-discovery comes danger, as one might
      easily get confused by such overlapping mirror images and consequently lose oneself. The
      third-person narration of the old school principal – here serving as a spokesperson for all men – again brings
      the film back to its moxi roots; his account of Gao Hua and Xu Ling subtly reveals a God’s-eye view with a
      sense of authority and status that corresponds well with his role as a principal. Whether operating as first- or
      third-person narrators, the women are, after all, scrutinized and controlled by his narration; the old principal
      ‘appropriates’ their stories and presents them to the audience in a way that feels like a magic trick. This
      underlying plot device serves as yet another example of moxi as a cultural foundation at the origin of
      Chinese cinema.
    


    
      In summary, these various patterns of female characterization, from ‘transformation’ to ‘two- or threefold
      shadows’ to ‘imbricate shadows’, constitute a striking hallmark of early Chinese cinema. As discussed, such
      patterns of ‘overlapping shadows’, ubiquitously seen in female characters, indicate the way in which latent forms
      within traditional Chinese culture, namely moxi, were successfully activated in film, a distinctly modern
      technology. We might consider this as a kind of collusion, though it is perhaps more fitting to understand it as
      a modern ‘transformation’ of the traditional Chinese spirit, at once a continuation and a rebirth. The rise of
      cinema provided Chinese traditions with fertile soil for incubation, and a brand-new stage and arena. This
      rebirth was precisely what endowed the burgeoning Chinese cinema with its distinct richness and liveliness.
    


    
      Like their female counterparts, male characterization in early Chinese cinema also underwent a transformation
      reflecting similar, though not in quite the same way. For one thing, male characters lacked the variety and
      vibrancy of female characters. For instance, although male characters in The Big Road11 (1935) follow the ‘imbricate shadows’ pattern of
      characterization, as in The Classic for Girls, this characterization is much softer; while there are some
      differences among the male characters, they nonetheless display a notable homogeneity and a weak. In addition,
      though sharing the same basic pattern of transformation, the characterization of male characters in early Chinese
      cinema shows a distinct pattern of ‘reflection’ rather than juxtaposition. Finally, the most noticeable
      difference between female characters, as overlapping shadows, and their male counterparts is that the latter
      often ‘change face’, a dramatic device that nods to both traditional Chinese opera and western influences.
    


    
      The Oscillating Spatiotemporal Structure
    


    
      The most startling mark that modernity left on China was a new concept of time. The unfamiliar concept of linear
      time, based on the theory of evolution, not only began to penetrate the hearts of Chinese people, but also
      emerged in the fields of literature and art. This new way of understanding time ushered in a
      number of changes. The traditional Chinese view of time as cyclical was overturned and labelled as ‘outdated’;
      the modern invention of linear time, measurable with mathematical precision, seized public consciousness with a
      forward-looking fortitude; a sense of time based on the theory of evolution seemed to advocate a distinctly
      modern optimism about future progress. Iconoclastic and anti-feudal sentiments emerged from this new perspective,
      and a sense of temporal urgency – epitomized by frequent last-minute rescues in cinema – revealed the speed and
      rhythm of time itself.
    


    
      Temporal Oscillation: The Obfuscation of Linear Time
    


    
      The abovementioned iconoclastic and anti-feudal sentiments, as well as their forward-looking fortitude, may sound
      all too familiar, permeating as they do the majority of films from this 20th century
      era, leftist or otherwise. A significant topic in Chinese film studies is the use of different forms of narrative
      time in early Chinese cinema. In addition to the move towards linear time, I have also observed a return to the
      traditional understanding of time as cyclical in early Chinese cinema, which I argue is itself rooted in the
      introduction of modern linear time (Liang Shuming). Simply put, the modern concept of linear time began to
      ‘mutate’ following a period of uninterrupted reinforcement; I will refer to this mutation as the ‘obfuscation’ of
      modern linear time. To use a rather figurative analogy, let us imagine time as a straight line. As the
      traditional idea of cyclical time meets this line, it accretes around one end of it, creating an obfuscating
      effect. Consequently, the trajectory of modern linear time is altered, from speeding forward along a horizontal
      line to falling into a kind of looping oscillation. This change is evident in the prevailing narrative structure
      of early Chinese films, wherein an overarching plot ostensibly develops along the trajectory of modern linear
      time, but a closer look will reveal that it in fact swings back and forth between the traditional and modern
      forms of time. This peculiar temporal movement is established in early Chinese cinema through the following three
      strategies: (1) characterization, namely ‘overlapping shadows’; (2) manipulation of the temporal order to create
      an effect of ‘false closure’; and (3) temporal obfuscation conveyed through mise-en-scène. It is important
      to acknowledge that this unique sense of time developed by Chinese filmmakers – temporal oscillating and
      obfuscation of linear time – is more than a simplistic fusion of the traditional and the modern and does not
      merely represent a sort of eclecticism. Rather, it is a kind of time that looks inward, into the Chinese
      tradition. Structuring a film’s temporality in this way did not always enhance its political and educational
      efficacy as a tool of ideological dissemination, but it did imbue the film with a striking
      liveliness, as well as charge the viewing experience with a sense of intimacy. And at the crux of these
      strategies of spatiotemporal structure is moxi.12
    


    
      Spatial Oscillation: Space as an Hourglass
    


    
      Although the French thinker Henri Lefebvre’s theory of the production of space is generally referred to in the
      context of post-war capitalist societies, I believe that it is also applicable to Shanghai in the 1920s through
      the 1940s. In particular, Lefebvre’s notions of space as a product of history, continuously reconstructed and
      transformed by the evolution of circumstance, and that of the simultaneous condition of globalization and
      fragmentation in social spaces as one of the fundamental contradictions of capitalism, enable us to take a
      dialectic approach to studying Shanghai’s urban spaces, whose premodern configurations as rural villages must be
      taken into account when considering them as modern urban spaces. We should also take into account the
      correspondence between fragmentation and reconfiguration in Shanghai’s globalization process. In his theory of
      spatial practice, Michel de Certeau effectively links such dichotomized concepts as rural/urban,
      fragmented/reconfigured and political/non-political, and rewrites the history of space by theorizing ‘urban
      walking’ as a specific form of spatial practice.
    


    
      As well as the abovementioned dichotomies, such strategies of spatial practice can also link other apparent
      divisions, such as those of public/private and interior/exterior, in order to illuminate the oftentimes neglected
      everyday spaces of ordinary people. However, to understand the particular manner in which early Chinese cinema
      approached space, I would like to employ the term ‘spatial oscillation’. This strategy involves not only the
      moxi leitmotif of early Chinese cinema, but also the temporal structure described above: linear time in
      pendulous motion. Spatial oscillation perfectly captures Lefebvre and de Certeau’s notions of spatial dynamism:
      the fragmentation, constant reconfiguration and rewriting of space in a dynamic process. Moreover, it is
      compatible both with leftist intellectual reflections on the dualism underlying the theory of montage, and with
      non-leftist ruminations on the shocking aspects of urban life, such as those explored by the New Sensationalists.
    


    
      To endow this notion with a more thorough analysis, and considering the plethora of methods available for spatial
      designation and classification, I will closely examine the following aspects in particular: (1) the flâneur’s
      urban walking and its narrative functions; (2) bipolar oscillation, particularly in such dichotomized spatial
      units as rural/urban, public/private, top/down and male/female; and (3) multipolar oscillation.
    


    
      The Flâneur’s Urban Walking and Its Narrative Functions
    


    
      There are stark differences among Leo Ou-fan Lee’s (2008) view on
      the difficulty of locating the flâneur (in Walter Benjamin’s sense) in modern Shanghai; Sun Shaoyi’s (2009) identification of certain modern women and writers from the 1920s
      and 1930s as ‘flâneurs’; and, Zhang Zhen’s (2012) efforts to
      include the ‘spectator-onlooker’ in this category. However, all three share a tendency to paint the flâneur as
      diffuse. Doubtless, their differences arise from their distinct theoretical commitments and starting
      points: Leo Ou-fan Lee focuses on literature and modernity; Sun Shaoyi emphasizes literature and visual culture;
      and Zhang Zhen analyses film and the vernacular modernism. However, I am more interested in what they have in
      common, that is, the image of diffuseness. If we consider early Chinese cinema in the same light as 1920s-40s
      Shanghai, that is, as a singular, historically constructed object of the modern gaze, we might perceive it to
      have simply replaced literature as the most fitting vehicle for allegory in a rapidly modernizing China, one
      that, just as lyrical poetry once did, enabled the production of a barrage of excellent works. In reality,
      though, early Chinese cinema – just as Zhang Zhen (2012) writes of
      the teahouse – was invariably a multiple, collective activity in which everyone played a role. It is in this
      sense that I argue that the flâneur is a hybrid product: at once the filmmaker and the camera, the protagonist
      and the crowd, the spectator and the generic onlooker. In other words, all these people and characters play the
      flâneur at once: one gaze cast by many to launch an aesthetic movement.
    


    
      Thus, the flâneur is diffused into a multitude of on-screen representations, from the filming camera and the
      streetside crowd in Street Angel (1937)13, the harlot mother in The Goddess (1934)14 and the protagonists of Revolutionaries (1936)15, to the camera and the old lady in Shanghai:
      Old and New (1936)16, the
      silver coin in The New Year’s Gift and the four youngsters in Wild Rose (1932)17. Together, they not only stroll through Shanghai,
      but also through cinema itself. Their walking results in a spectacular exhibition of Shanghai, from views of its
      department stores and shop windows to its people and dazzling lifestyles, it constitutes the performance of a
      ‘national allegory’. Still, the following questions remain: what narrative function does the flâneur serve? Could
      it be only that of an observer?
    


    
      The answer is no: the flâneur, in early Chinese cinema is certainly more than an observer. Rather, the flâneur is
      at once the author and the protagonist of the story, as well as its critic. Sometimes, the myriad incarnations of
      the flâneur merge into one; at other times, they play their parts individually. In some respects, the flâneur
      reflects the potential for both cooperation and conflict. However, be it through construction or destruction, the
      flâneur is inextricably enmeshed in the fabric of these narratives. In terms of spatial
      structure, I argue that the flâneur functions as the pivot point that sustains all oscillating relations.
    


    
      Bipolar Oscillation
    


    
      As discussed above, the pervasive influx of numerous western concepts into China, such as linear time, brought
      with it drastic changes that also affected the public’s consciousness of space. The changes grew increasingly
      evident as Shanghai developed into the image of a modern metropolis. In some respects, the concept of space
      grounded in a series of dichotomies assumed dominance in the public consciousness. However, unlike Sun Shaoyi’s
      (2009) approach, which takes this new spatial scheme as a point of
      departure to discuss the use of montage to dramatize contrast and juxtaposition, I would like to turn to an
      analysis of spatial oscillation. This new idea of space was as much due to the impact of moxi and
      pendulous time on spatialization, as it was to the fruits of the flâneur’s urban walking. Traversing a variety of
      urban spaces, the flâneur’s footprint transformed then-prevailing stark dichotomies into the fluid relations of
      bipolar oscillation so characteristic of early Chinese cinema. In lieu of providing a comprehensive overview
      here, I will focus on the following quintessential types of bipolar oscillation: rural/urban, public/private,
      top/down and between male/female.
    


    
      Oscillation between rural and urban spaces is a hallmark of many films from the period, most notably The Peach
      Girl (1931)18 and Wild
      Rose. Here, the alternation between the rural and the urban conveys, first, that the rural village does not
      stand in opposition to the city, but rather is its precursor. Second, the intention is not to create a contrast
      or rupture between rural and urban but instead, by establishing a relationship of constant oscillation between
      the two, audiences are provided with an emotional buffer zone, or an antidote to sentimentality. This effect is
      certainly not achievable on the basis of opposition, but becomes so through oscillation. Under the broadly
      defined ‘rural/urban’ spatial scheme also lies such sub-relations as ‘urban village/rural city’, ‘inner
      city/urban village’ and ‘inner village/urban village’. The spatial dichotomy of urban village/rural city is
      perhaps best epitomized by the 1935 film National Customs19; the inner city/urban village dichotomy is best epitomized in Street
      Angel and Crossroads (1937)20; while the inner village/urban village dichotomy foregrounds titles like Greedy
      Neighbours (1933)21 and
      Great Son (1926)22.
    


    
      Another kind of bipolar oscillation takes place between public and private/domestic spaces. This form of
      alternating movement is especially evident in the film Love and Duty (1931)23, whose use of public and domestic spaces reflects
      two distinct attitudes towards love. In the film, romantic moments almost always occur in
      public spaces. The first encounter between the protagonists, Li Zuyi (played by Jin Yan24) and Yang Naifan (played by a ravishing Ruan
      Lingyu25), takes place on a
      street, the fluid motion of which alludes to their burgeoning love. Their second meeting is in a park. A similar
      spatial arrangement is applied to another couple in the film, Ping’er (played also by Ruan Lingyu) and a dandy
      from a rich family, who meet and fall in love at a fundraising event. As the narrative moves into the domestic
      environment of the Huang family’s living room, however, intersecting divisions begin to appear, symbolizing
      romantic and interpersonal distance; likewise, woe betides Li and Yang whenever they return to a private space.
      It is of relevance to note that the film does not imply an oppositional relationship between ‘love/public
      space’ or ‘family values/private space’, but an oscillating relationship. That is, the filmmaker does not depict
      love and duty as incompatible, but rather signifies their complementary nature through oscillation: both love and
      duty sour when either is wanting.
    


    
      This oscillation between public and private space is further evident in a rich array of films from this period,
      including Laborer’s Love (1922), Between Tears and Smiles (1930), Romance of the Western
      Chamber (1927) and Kisses Once (1928),26 to name a few. Among these, a unique narrative strand, also employed in The New Year’s
      Gift and Shanghai Over 24 Hours (1933), presents spatial and temporal oscillations in
      near-synchronization, continually swinging between public and private. In The New Year’s Gift, for
      instance, as soon as the silver coin leaves the little girl’s home (private space), it begins circulating back
      and forth between public and private spaces in a state of continuous alternation. As previously stated, this kind
      of movement can serve to expose discrepancies and imbalances in space and time. Here, however, the
      transformations of the silver coin (from symbolic gift to legal tender) and of the protagonist’s fate (from
      songstress to dancing girl). This same trace produced by oscillation occurs in Shanghai Over 24 Hours,
      whose continuous shifting between public and private spaces highlights spatiotemporal discrepancies, on the one
      hand, while thwarting them with a kind of temporal trace on the other, dragging it into a grey area.
    


    
      Meanwhile, a kind of ‘top-down’ spatial relationship is at work in films such as Children of Troubled
      Times (1935)27, Street
      Angel and Hope in the World (1949),28 with the most telling example being The Phantom Lover (1937).29 While its expressionist cinematography and
      mise-en-scène effectively evoke a sense of horror, they can also be seen as conventional,
      straight-to-the-point methods of introducing the audience to the theatre environment, as well as to the
      protagonist who exists therein as a ‘ghost’. In narrative and spatial terms, these strategies reveal another
      significant layer: the ghostly protagonist, Song Danping, has absolute control over his space – in the theatre,
      he is king. In this light, the top-down spatial relationship naturally reflects a power hierarchy. Moreover, the
      rest of the plot strictly abides by this hierarchy: Song Danping ‘controls’ Sun Xiao’ou,
      turning him, eventually, into a version of himself; however, as I have already stressed, this top-down spatial
      relationship does not imply a clear-cut relationship of dominance and control; rather, it points to a form of
      oscillation, a gradual permeation or passage like that of an hourglass. In other words, rather than simply
      changing Sun, Song seeps into him from above, gradually merging with him completely. The emphasis on Sun’s
      movements up and down the stairs in the first half of the film, and the emphasis on Song performing the same
      movements in the second half of the film, form a counterpoint while highlighting their oscillating relationship.
      Further, the erratic framing and tilted camera angles can be read as the traces left by this oscillation, joining
      Song and Sun’s perambulation in witness to the ‘miracle’ of their overlapping.
    


    
      The widely acclaimed opening montage sequence of Street Angel is another example of the top-down spatial
      relationship in early Chinese cinema. Superimposed along with the opening credits are a series of rapidly
      changing images emblematic of Shanghai at the time, which serve to illustrate the historical background of the
      narrative. After this montage, the film opens with an establishing shot of the exterior of the former Cathay
      Hotel (now renamed the Fairmont Peace Hotel) on the Bund, the camera slowly, panning down from the top of the
      building to the ground floor, and then the camera sinks underground before cutting to a ceremony on the street
      (Cheng 1981: 446). This descending camera movement meticulously
      exposes the city’s spatial dynamics in class terms; wordlessly, the shot offers a glimpse of the stark contrast
      between rich and poor in a modern metropolis, and succinctly alludes to the city’s conspicuous class division.
      Just as we begin to understand the film as a commentary on class conflict, it changes direction; in narrative and
      spatial terms, the film shifts its focus from top-down relationships to inner city/urban village spatial
      oscillation. As sworn brothers, Chen Laowang and other friends share a dream of working together through thick
      and thin. When Xiaohong moves into the attic opposite Chen’s, the two spaces begin to form an ‘urban village’,
      completely secluded from the city outside but functioning as a conspicuous microcosm of society. Here, their
      peaceful and blissful existence presents a vivid image of rural life transposed into the city.
    


    
      At its core, Street Angel is a story about ordinary people and their romantic entanglements, and the
      filmmaker ultimately attempts to construct a ‘male/female’ spatial relationship. This is wonderfully illustrated
      when Chen and his brothers’ male space interacts with the female space of fallen sisters Xiaohong and Xiaoyun,
      with the two adjoining spaces connected by a piece of wood. Throughout the film, this gendered spatial
      relationship gradually intensifies with each of Chen and Xiaohong’s duets, suona performances and ‘magic
      tricks’, eventually replacing the inner city/urban village dynamic to become the primary spatial relationship
      driving the plot. However, we should note that this male/female oscillation is primarily
      focused on the male space, which is not only displayed more fully, but also functions as a site of attraction for
      Xiaohong, who ‘crosses the border’ several times, as well as for Xiaoyun, albeit more subtly. By contrast,
      Xiaohong and Xiaoyun’s female space is scarcely shown. Throughout the film, neither the camera nor the male
      characters ever really ‘invade’ the female space, observing it only from the outside, with the camera lingering
      tellingly on the allegorical caged bird. Such an imbalance in a gendered spatial oscillation is conspicuous proof
      of the dominance of patriarchal consciousness, in which woman is treated simultaneously as object of the erotic
      gaze and as object of salvation. On the other hand, the fact that the camera and male characters are passive
      observers could also be read as something of a ‘critique’ of patriarchy. In the latter half of the film, although
      Xiaoyun is effectively aroused by the male space and chooses to join them, she is thus transformed into a
      ‘tainted woman’ who eventually dies in misery. This ending explicitly exposes patriarchal anxiety over the
      emancipation of female sensuality. In the same vein, the tragic ending of The Goddess, when the virtuous
      heroine meets a miserable end, contributed to the male-dominated discourse surrounding prostitution in 1930s
      Republican China (Zhang Yingjin). This public discourse helped to keep sexually transmitted diseases in check,
      suppressed civil disorder and influenced the passing of laws permitting the legal adoption of male heirs.
    


    
      A most extraordinary representation of gendered spatiality can be found in Crossroads, whose setting – two
      neighbouring apartment buildings – corresponds to an enthralling gendered relationship. Unlike Street
      Angel’s patriarchal predilection, Crossroads evenly splits its screen time between its male and female
      spaces, managing to build an erotically charged dynamic based on reciprocal voyeurism. In this sense, the
      filmmaker succeeds in developing a gendered spatial relationship that is superficially oppositional, but
      stealthily oscillates like a pendulum swinging from passionate extremes. The film not only gives the living
      spaces of the two protagonists – Lao Zhao, the male lead, and Yang Zhiying, the female lead – equal screen time,
      but it also accentuates their differences by contrasting the messiness of the male space with the tidiness of the
      female space. While such contrasts certainly contribute to characterization, they also provide ample support for
      the significance of spatial oscillation. Besides the conventional gender relationship, this alternation also
      evinces the clash of erotic desires, a distinctly modern narrative tendency; unlike Xiaohong in Street
      Angel, Yang Zhiying is not only financially independent, but also a decidedly modern girl, charged with
      erotic signals. Thus, she is quite different from the more conservative and emotionally ambivalent Xiaohong, and
      develops her own opinion about the male space, which contributes to the sexual tension between the protagonists
      and prompts their story to unfold.
    


    
      In sum, the oscillating alternation between the male and female spaces in the film paints a
      profound portrait of sex, gender, modernity and revolution in China since the May Fourth Movement (4 May-28 June
      1919), illustrating the co-evolution of sexual desire and revolutionary spirit in modern China.. Furthermore,
      Crossroads’s emphasis on embodiment – exemplified by Yang Zhiying and Lady Yao’s casual fights, as well as
      by Lao Zhao and Yang Zhiying’s re-enactments of scenes from The Lady of the Camellias (1848)30 – entertains audiences with a
      (then-unprecedented) modern charm. As some scholars, such as Kracauer’s work Photography (1927), have
      noted at length, these experiences of embodiment in early Chinese cinema reflect both local vernaculars and the
      reverberations of globalization; they encourage us to perceive modernity as a pastiche of dispersed yet
      interrelated cultural experiences and worldviews. When the world itself puts on a ‘photographic appearance’, it
      immediately adopts an unparalleled tangibility and visibility, as well as a cosmopolitan allure (Kracauer
      1993: 433).
    


    
      Multipolar Spatial Oscillation
    


    
      Another kind of spatial relationship in early Chinese cinema is multipolar spatial oscillation, epitomized by
      Shanghai: Old and New and Crows and Sparrows (1949)31. The construction of such an oscillation can be attributed, on the one
      hand, to the complex architectural spaces of modern Shanghai and, on the other, to the space-consciousness of
      modern Chinese filmmakers. That is, whereas modern western spatial concepts, such as verticality,
      three-dimensionality and geometric perspective, had a great impact on traditional Chinese metaphysics, the
      conventional spatial scheme of ‘diffused perspective’ did not altogether vanish but continued to affect early
      Chinese film. For further discussion on this subject, please refer to the late Hong Kong scholar Lam Nin-tung’s
      in-depth study.
    


    
      Widely considered one of the best satirical comedies of early Chinese cinema, the 1936 classic Shanghai: Old
      and New offers a dashing portrait of quotidian life in a modern metropolis. Through the lives of six families
      who share a single longtang house, the film reflects on the struggles and anxieties of lower-rung city
      dwellers in a time of precarity. In spatial terms, I propose to read the relationship between the camera and
      Grandma Lu – who is shot from all directions throughout the film – as a form of multipolar spatial oscillation.
      The narrative’s inherent spatial structure is significant in a number of ways. First, it weaves a network of six
      households that serves as a miniature of the larger web of social relations. Their independence and mutual
      reliance are not only reflections of the social reality of modern Shanghai, but also reveal the persistence into
      modernity of traditional Chinese values. We might note that this spatial relationship is not
      built on a series of oppositions but consists of ties and affiliations. Second, while every member of the six
      families has their own dreams, plans and contradictions, nearly all of them join in with the camera’s viewpoint
      and movement as the narrative progresses; in this way, they engender a fluid, multidimensional spatial
      oscillation that offers an authentic glimpse of quotidian life. Third, this spatial oscillation induces a kind of
      reflexivity between members of the community; through their mutual mirroring and identification a burgeoning
      sense of ‘national identity’ comes into being. Fourth, it is at once a modern adaptation of the traditional
      notion of ‘neighbourliness’ and a cinematic rendition of ancient Chinese painting’s characteristically diffused
      perspective. In this spatial dynamic, unfolding like the Northern Song Dynasty painting Along the River During
      the Qingming Festival, the characters’ attempts to solve each other’s dilemas, lead to a peaceful resolution,
      resulting in the construction of a new oscillating relationship between the traditional and the modern, with the
      intrinsic ambiguity of urbanization alluded to in the title. A similar spatial arrangement can be found in
      Crows and Sparrows. While this film does not voyeuristically follow its protagonist, as Shanghai: Old
      and New does Grandma Lu, the camera does weave a network of households – four in total, replete with conflict
      and competition – through a variety of methods, including character positioning, dialogue, phone calls and
      descending pan shots, eventually constructing multipolar spatial oscillation akin to that in Shanghai: Old and
      New.
    


    
      Through the above analysis of various forms of spatiotemporal oscillation, we can conclude that this mechanism is
      as much the result of tradition as it is a necessary outcome of modernization. Therefore, it is, fundamentally, a
      form of continuous alternation between the traditional and the modern. I would like to again stress that this
      kind of oscillation does not lead to the kind of opposition anticipated by the May Fourth Movement, nor does it
      suggest defeat or replacement; instead, it progresses through time like sand through an hourglass, or swings
      through space like a pendulum.
    


    
      Types of Conflict: ‘Freedom vs Pseudo-Conflict’
    


    
      In his theory of yingxi, Zhong Dafeng 32 (1985) proposes the rule of conflict as the narrative foundation of film, setting the tone
      for the ensuing studies of narrative structure in early Chinese cinema. However, in contrast to the ‘dramatic
      conflicts’ composing the classic three-act structures of Hollywood, I observe a tendency or narrative device in
      early Chinese cinema that I term ‘pseudo-conflict’. While a large number of films feature a weak plot that barely
      stands up to close examination (which may be attributed to the industry’s prevailing trend of skimpy production
      values), I argue that despite this, there is a distinctly Chinese understanding of narrative
      at work.
    


    
      ‘Freedom vs Pseudo-Conflict’
    


    
      Here, I will draw a simple comparison between Chinese film and American film: the 1915 American silent epic
      drama, The Birth of a Nation, though widely condemned for its racism, is nonetheless a masterpiece in
      narrative terms for its method of building conflict. The film is grounded in a series of binary oppositions at
      different levels – from the overtly political conflict between the Southern and Northern states, and the ensuing
      civil war and racial conflict between whites and blacks, at the national level, to the clashes between a Southern
      family and a Northern family, and the individual men and women of whom they are made up, at the personal level.
      Each major area of conflict involves and drives other, smaller areas of conflict, which in turn trigger further
      larger conflicts, all intertwined and mutually progressing in an intricate web. Meanwhile, the 1923 film An
      Orphan Rescues His Grandpa33, another seminal work, sets the tone for early Chinese narrative cinema. While this film is
      likewise grounded in a set of primary conflicts between good and evil, these conflicts are decidedly flimsy and
      can barely stand up to close examination at certain points. For instance, if Daopei, who cares for nothing but
      his inheritance, is the personification of ‘evil’, then why does he not kill Weiru when he discovers that she is
      pregnant, instead of merely disowning her? In another scene, when Daopei and Shoujing attempt to harm a wealthy
      man, the visiting Yupu shows up in the nick of time to save the man’s life. While the plot makes superficial
      sense, a closer look leaves us perplexed; 10-year-old Yupu’s defeat of two malicious adults, for instance, while
      perhaps not entirely implausible, is exceedingly unconvincing. This example demonstrates that the rule of
      conflict in early Chinese films was far less advanced and sophisticated than that of its Hollywood
      contemporaries, for it was not strictly grounded in logical reasoning.
    


    
      We can see the aforementioned narrative elements, which permeate early Chinese cinema, as characteristic
      manifestations of a distinctly Chinese narrative approach. As I have argued throughout this chapter, I believe
      that such narrative predilections are also rooted in the notion of moxi. This form of storytelling, which
      borrows tropes from myths and zhiguai (Chinese Pinyin) legends, is common in Chinese long-form literature,
      and the timely arrival of cinema provided this narrative tradition with a new stage on which to expand. As
      discussed above, the symbiosis of moxi with modern film technology is what prompted the rise of a properly
      Chinese cinema. This explains why even leftist and foreign-influenced filmmakers invariably resorted to this
      narrative tradition of moxi, despite their radical tendencies or access to advanced
      technology (evident in many leftist films from the period, which, despite expressing different ideas, employ the
      same narrative approach). I refer to this structure of narrative conflict as ‘freedom vs pseudo-conflict’. This
      mode of conflict has the following characteristics: an over-the-top reliance on miracle and chance to resolve
      ‘non-internal conflict’; a penchant for free-style collage or ‘hybrid liberalism’; and a lack of an authentic
      dramatic core, which sets the conflict adrift.
    


    
      The late Zhong Dafeng (1985) identifies ‘miracle’ and ‘chance’ as
      the two key plot devices of traditional Chinese theatre and plays. While the focus of his argument is the
      narrative structure of yingxi, I believe that it is equally (if not more) applicable to my theory of
      moxi, because, whether speaking conceptually or in terms of application, both elements are closely related
      to the nature and characteristics of ‘magical transformation’. I believe that the use of miracle and chance can
      be subdivided into three plot types: in the first type, these elements operate superficially, serving purely to
      drive the plot, and generally in a manner that is ‘unexpected, but hardly outrageous’ (Zhong 1985, 69). For instance, in An Orphan Rescues His Grandpa, it is
      Yupu’s chance detour that saves the wealthy man; likewise, in Love and Duty, if Li Zuyi’s clock had not
      happened to stop at that moment, he would not have met Yang Naifan. The second type of plot invokes miracle and
      chance purely for entertainment value: while the plot may be full of twists and turns, its miracles and
      coincidences feel unreasonable, decidedly unreal and even absurd. As Zhong Dafeng points out, several genres that
      for a period seized the silver screen of early Chinese cinema, such as costume drama, detective films, wuxia and
      films about immortals and demons, are emblematic of this trope (Zhong 1985: 70). To use Dan DuYu’s341923 film The Book from Heaven35 as an example, the female protagonist Jing Guangfu attempts to drown
      herself in the sea following a failed relationship, but instead finds a book from heaven on the beach, which
      teaches her how to control the ocean. She then declares war on Xu Wusheng, which leads to a series of amusing
      events. The ‘chance’ encounter with the book from heaven and the ‘miraculous’ power to control the ocean are
      both, of course, outrageously unbelievable. Such invocations of miraculous chance can be found in many of the
      ensuing wuxia films about immortals and demons. The third plot type involves a fascination with the function of
      miracle and chance in the narrative and on a technical level, which is either embodied in the
      mise-en-scène or manifested in the psychological realm. In Laborer’s Love, this is embodied by a
      ‘spinning staircase’; in Romance of the Western Chamber, it is represented by the magical ability to fly
      on a writing brush; in The Cave of the Silken Web (1927)36, it is most evident in the technical aspect of filming underwater and the
      magical transformations of the female demons, the Monkey King and Zhu Bajie.
    


    
      Another hallmark of depictions of conflict in early Chinese film narratives is a distinct
      style of collage that I term ‘hybrid liberalism’. In her discussion of director Sun Yu’s37 work, Zhang Zhen (2012) notes a ‘hybrid’ film style, marked by crude narratives and a wild, cross-genre mix of
      cinematic tropes. In fact, this hybrid style is not particular to Sun Yu, but is common to varying degrees among
      early Chinese filmmakers. Leo Ou-fan Lee (2008: 118–19) argues
      that early Chinese audiences did not expect the kind of fluid and spontaneous rhythm, typical of Hollywood
      productions, in Chinese films, and that it was through the appropriation and modification of various cinematic
      and cultural elements that Chinese cinema developed its unique, pulsing narrative rhythm.
    


    
      Therefore, early Chinese cinema thrived on a hybrid form of adaptation, incorporating polyvalent genres, methods
      and cinematic tropes. I propose the term ‘hybrid liberalism’ to describe this style of collage, de-emphasizing
      narrative precision and coherence to instead emphasize openness towards adaptation and appropriation, and
      adopting various narrative modalities across cultures and genres. This does not mean abandoning narrative
      completely, but rather freely juxtaposing and organizing various elements according to one’s own preference and
      style, so long as it adheres to the basic rule of conflict and to a simple narrative thread.
    


    
      The prevalence of hybrid liberalism in early Chinese cinema directly resulted in a ‘loose’ way of structuring
      narrative conflict, relying on imperfect arrangements for unpredictable and dramatic results. It could be argued
      that this narrative model was later transplanted into Hong Kong cinema, contributing to its brief period of
      prosperity (1950-1990). The third hallmark of the common narrative approach to conflict in early Chinese cinema
      is rooted in this looseness of narrative structure. It often leads to a divergence from the real centre of the
      conflict, which consequently sets the conflict adrift and ultimately tends to introduce themes of alienation and
      ambiguity. I have already mentioned the notion of ‘setting conflict adrift’, in my earlier discussion of the
      spatial scheme in Street Angel, which in some respects is a result of its distinct way of structuring
      narrative conflict. As a seminal leftist work, the top-down spatial relationship intimated in the opening
      sequence can be read as an allusion to the predominant ‘class opposition’ with which leftist intellectuals at the
      time were preoccupied. Thus, Street Angel seems to align itself with other films structured around class
      conflict, such as Raging Torrents (1933)38. However, it then takes an abrupt turn towards emotional conflict, and despite the lingering
      traces of class conflict, this development eventually recasts the plot as an ordinary urban romance, where
      instances of oppression, struggle, resistance and withdrawal, are eventually relegated to ‘emotional impulses’.
      In this light, the film reveals a thematic investment in alienation and ambiguity.
    


    
      On that note, The New Year’s Gift and Shanghai Over 24 Hours share a certain
      affinity for building up conflict and opposition through montage, the only difference being the narrative devices
      employed: a silver coin in the former, and a boy’s injury in the latter. However, a closer examination reveals
      that these scenes are weaved together merely for the sake of creating a montage. While the film may move
      audiences to make personal judgements, both works fail to present an actual core conflict in narrative terms.
      Take Shanghai Over 24 Hours: the oppressed, represented by the boy, and the capitalists, represented by
      the lord, do not actually establish a narrative conflict. There is hardly any head-on confrontation or opposition
      throughout the film, not even any direct contact. The supposed dramatic core of the film is dissolved by a series
      of simple montages, giving rise to thematic ambiguity.
    


    
      This spontaneous and liberal approach to narrative conflict manifests in a multitude of other conventions, such
      as the transformation of props into letters (in A String of Pearls, 1926)39 or the sudden appearance of romantic scenes
      without any foreshadowing (An Orphan, 1929)40. Underlying this hybrid liberalism is, once again, the spirit of
      moxi. This section sketched out the three main features of the ‘freedom vs pseudo-conflict’ narrative
      mode, whose impact on both implicit and explicit aspects of early Chinese cinema has undoubtedly been profound,
      imbuing these films with a striking characteristic expressed in narrative terms.
    


    
      ‘Illusory Happy Ending’
    


    
      While it is commonly accepted that classical Hollywood and early Chinese cinema share a penchant for happy
      endings, critics have offered a variety of interpretations of what these really mean across both contexts (Luo
      Yijun 1992). Some believe that there is no significant difference
      between the happy endings of early Chinese films and those of their Hollywood contemporaries, as they serve
      similar functions of consummation and closure. However, Chinese film historian Li Suyuan41 (1993: 32–33) argues that, unlike the closure of linear narratives in Hollywood cinema, happy endings
      in early Chinese films are the latest consummation of a cyclical structure. Zhang Zhen (2012), on the other hand, contends that the common notion of ‘happy
      ending’ does not fully articulate what the ‘illusory happy ending’, the Chinese equivalent, signifies on a
      cultural level. At the crux of the debate is the figure of the circle, a cultural epistemological form evolving
      through time. The circle resonates with Chinese cosmology and with the shape of many celestial bodies, and it can
      also be seen in such traditional Chinese novelties as the mooncake, not to mention commonplace items, such as the
      round table around which families share food and resolve disputes (Zhen 2012: 230–31).
    


    
      Li Suyuan’s (1993) interpretation of cyclical
      consummation, and Zhang Zhen’s (2012) notion of recurrent fate
      both consider Chinese happy endings as concrete completion processes, actual closures of their cycles. However,
      keeping in mind my above analysis of overlapping shadows in characterization, oscillating spatiotemporal
      structures and ‘freedom vs pseudo-conflict’ narratives, I argue that the Chinese happy ending is in fact a
      false closure, developing along an incomplete trajectory like a dotted line. I term this cryptic, false
      closure an ‘illusory happy ending’, and in the ‘happy endings’ of early Chinese films, one can observe at least
      four distinct patterns: the ‘broken circle’, the ‘sharp turn’, ‘radiant circle’ and ‘false closure’.42
    


    
      The ‘broken circle’ pattern is epitomized by such titles as An Orphan Rescues His Grandpa, The Peach
      Girl and Love and Duty. In An Orphan Rescues His Grandpa, although the ending reunites Yu
      Weiru, Yu Pu and the wealthy man, this outcome is certainly flawed, notably by the absence of a father figure.
      While Yu Pu, as an incipient adult, may symbolically compensate for this absence, this ending is nonetheless
      significantly different from the conventional Hollywood ending that would find another adult male to replace the
      father. Such a formula – the illusory happy ending – not only reveals a kind of paranoia regarding social
      conventions, but also suggests a distrust of male adults and a lack of hope for future generations. However,
      The Peach Girl conveys quite the opposite, as at the end of the film, the male protagonist (played by Jin
      Yan43), returns to his village
      with his mother and accepts the child he has fathered with the female protagonist (played by Ruan Lingyu)– the
      completion of a cycle. However, just as in An Orphan Rescues His Grandpa, the film evinces a striking lack
      – this time, an absent mother figure. Likewise, Love and Duty, in which both parent and child are played
      by Ruan, ends the return cycle with the fugitive mother committing suicide after sending her daughter to live
      with her former husband’s family – the absence of the mother figure becomes the flaw in the happy ending. The
      film paints a disquieting picture of the persecution of ‘outlawed’ or ‘transgressive’ women in a patriarchal
      society, while also lamenting the desperation of female sacrifice.
    


    
      Whether involving the absence of a father or a mother, the ‘broken circle’ pattern in early Chinese film
      narratives almost invariably places the burden of this lack on the ‘middle generation’ – male and female adults.
      The reconciliation effected by this kind of ‘happy ending’ is usually between an older generation (representing
      tradition) and a younger generation (representing the future). This makes early Chinese cinema’s preoccupation
      with recasting adults, male or female, as absent figures all the more provocative. Such an ending may also convey
      the filmmaker’s self-imposed erasure or self-punishment, as well as a profound anxiety over being part of the
      ‘lost generation’. This anxiety finds its most precise representation in The Spring River Flows East
      (1947)44: as Zhang Zhongliang
      returns to Shanghai, he is caught up in the cross-currents of tradition and modernity,
      eventually losing his sense of self.
    


    
      Another narrative pattern, the ‘sharp turn’, is most notable for its inadequacies: it involves the sudden
      resolution of all conflicts towards the end of a film, followed by a rapid change in direction. This narrative
      pattern can be identified in such titles as Lady Mistress’ Fan (1939)45, A Woman’s Heart (1929)46 and An Orphan. The final scene of
      An Orphan, wherein the male protagonist plays the hero by saving the heroine, is the key to its sharp turn
      towards a happy ending: immediately following his defeat, the protagonist returns to the gangsters’ base by
      himself; suddenly, as if charged with superhuman powers, he defeats them in a flash, giving rise to the happy
      ending. Turning the fight into a game, this sudden shift to a harmonious end also introduces a tinge of
      theatricality and playfulness. Such abrupt turns carry with them an intrinsic sense of illusion, becoming opaque
      with amusing tricks.
    


    
      ‘Radiant circle’, possesses a temporal dimension; it refers to the use of superimposition and replacement to
      create an effect of temporal diffusion. Notable works in this category include Crossroads, Children of
      Troubled Times (1935) and The Big Road. Crossroads opens with four male protagonists and ends
      with two male and two female leads, where Yang Zhiying and Sister Yao replace Brother Liu and Xiao Xu for the
      final reunion. This reunion carries a whole new significance: it is at once an immaculate metaphor for the new
      ‘revolutionary family’ and a symbol of ‘grand solidarity’, while also signifying the transition from old to
      emerging forces. Here, a cycle has come to an end, but the ‘radiant circle’ continues to expand, emanating
      infinite interpretive nuances. Similarly, Crossroads, released on New Year’s Day, 1935, also centres on a
      group of friends: young highway construction workers. Though the protagonists all end up dying, they complete a
      cycle of corporeal death but spiritual rebirth. The appearance of their phantoms on-screen signifies their
      ascension to immortality, as well as the power of revolutionary solidarity and national resistance. Thus, the
      ‘circle’ continues to radiate, endowing modernity with an enchanting aura in early Chinese cinema.
    


    
      ‘False closure’ is arguably the most common form of ending in early Chinese film. It is more deceptive than the
      aforementioned three, for it ostensibly looks like a perfect ‘circle’, only to reveal hidden cracks upon closer
      inspection. The most emblematic works of this type are The New Year’s Gift, Myriad of Lights
      (1948)47 and Crows and
      Sparrows. In Myriad of Lights, we watch a nuclear family evolve into a big household of friends and
      family. While this seems like a splendid sublimation, it is worth noting that, as the ending shot suggests,
      something that was firmly established within the family at the beginning has gradually dissipated. While
      seemingly restoring it to its original place, this cycle in fact turns it towards its very opposite, igniting an
      unexpected myriad of lights.
    


    
      In sum, with the advent of modernity in full swing, and modern technology’s successful
      reinvigoration of the historic moxi tradition, a unique mode of expression unlike anything that had
      hitherto existed in Chinese culture, or in that of its western counterparts, emerged through early Chinese
      cinema. From my analysis of overlapping shadows in characterization, oscillatory spatiotemporal structures, the
      ‘freedom vs pseudo-conflict’ narrative mode and the ‘illusory happy ending’, we can sketch out a probing
      narrative structure that I compare to an hourglass or a pendulum. This new narrative structure encompasses the
      evolution of spatiotemporal dynamics and their ensuing oscillations, as well as new methods of characterization
      and spatiotemporal construction, wherein is articulated a fantastic homage to modernity that simultaneously
      glances back through history. To a certain extent, the creation of this structure represented a break from the
      shackles of ideology and hidebound aesthetic convention, providing Chinese filmmakers of the time with an
      unprecedented platform on which to refashion themselves. This hourglass/pendulum narrative structure is not
      static: it is always undergoing a dynamic process of magical transformation. But neither is it simply in
      ever-changing flux, ineffable, unpredictable; instead, like an hourglass or a pendulum, though it is always in a
      state of change, its form and trajectory at every moment can be predicted by its fixed axis.
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        41.郦苏元
      


      
        42.‘缺口圆’形态、‘急拐弯’形态、‘圈晕’形态、‘假性闭合’形态
      


      
        43.金焰
      


      
        44.《一江春水向东流》
      


      
        45.《少奶奶的扇子》
      


      
        46.《妇人心》
      


      
        47.《万家灯火》
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        Cinematic Innovation:
        

        Networked Living in Sci-Fi Film Narratives
      


      
        Huang Mingfen
      

    


    
      Since the outbreak of the computer-led Fifth Information Revolution in the mid-twentieth century, networked
      living has gradually become a ubiquitous element of social reality. Nevertheless, many aspects of this
      existential condition, from its meaning to its historical value and future course, demand further examination and
      understanding from multiple standpoints. Aside from sociological surveys, science lab experiments and theoretical
      discussions, artistic output, of which sci-fi films form a significant part, has made some of the most valuable
      contributions to this field, to understand the networked living. Sci-fi films often provide creative
      representations of issues, such as the dichotomies between pragmatism and futurism, and scientific utility and
      moral evolution, bringing such conflicts into organic synthesis, while exploring myriad ways to affect audience
      perception through convincing character development, captivating storytelling, thematic innovation, audio-visual
      experimentation and online interactivity. These films are especially worth studying, not only for their ongoing
      impact on the stereotypical understanding of networked living today, but also for inspiring progressive ideas
      about the shape of networked living in the future. This chapter takes the extension and significance of the
      network, broadly defined, as a point of departure to survey the perennial paradox of the relationship between
      network and nature; the emotional complexities comprised within the psychological dimension of networks; and the
      transformative potential of their social dimensions.
    


    
      Perennial Paradox: Networks in Nature
    


    
      The world is arguably composed of three elements: matter, energy and information. Be they in real life or in
      sci-fi films, all the networks hitherto devised share the purpose of facilitating the circulation of these three
      major elements. Since the Industrial Revolution (1760–1840), the sweeping construction of electrical grids has
      met the rising need for long-distance energy transportation. Later, as the Fourth Information Revolution (1865)
      broke out, marked by the prediction of electromagnetic waves, the telecommunications networks both aided and
      benefited from the onslaught of globalization. Artificial networks have made human life more convenient and
      stimulated production, generating powerful new means of agency; meanwhile, however, human life and production
      have grown increasingly reliant on these networks – a conspicuous sign of dependency. Within this contradiction,
      we may observe the perennial paradox of the network.
    


    
      From Tool to Dilemma: Imagination on Material Networks
    


    
      Long before the birth of Homo sapiens, some animals, such as spiders, were using webs and other such
      net-like constructions for predation. Then, human species, uniquely, began using tools to create even more tools,
      thereby raising themselves above the animal kingdom. The artificial net is one of these signature inventions.
      People have long been aware of the net’s dual character: on the one hand, it is certainly helpful for fishing and
      it is beneficial to mankind – as suggested in a saying that dates back to the Han dynasty, ‘Instead of eyeing the
      fish in the lake, one should go home and start weaving a net.’ On the other hand, humans have always run the risk
      of being caught in our own nets. This paradox of the net has been picked up by sci-fi filmmakers. For instance,
      one of the earliest films in the history of cinema, Georges Méliès’s 20,000 Lieues Sous les Mers (1907),
      depicts a fisherman’s dream in which he becomes entangled in his own fishing net: the Nereid Amphitrite’s revenge
      for his years of fishing.
    


    
      Sci-fi film further explores man’s ambivalent relationship with the net in its depictions of spiderwebs. On the
      one hand, falling into a spiderweb serves as a metaphor for a scientific dead end in Kurt Neumann’s The
      Fly (1958), in which scientist André Delambre has invented a matter-transporter device that, unexpectedly,
      also proves capable of fusing living organisms at the molecular-genetic level. During an experiment, Delambre
      unintentionally lets a housefly slip inside the transporter, which leads to his synthesis with the fly. The
      compound lifeform (a fly with Delambre’s head) ends up caught in a web as a large brown spider advances upon it;
      unable to bear the sight, the police inspector kills them both. The film ends with
      Delambre’s brother declaring that his brother died in pursuit of the most important and therefore most dangerous
      goal of mankind: the truth. Meanwhile, in the American film Spiderman (2002), mastering a spiderweb is a
      superhuman attribute. The film tells the story of a high school student, Peter Parker, who is accidentally bitten
      by a genetically engineered ‘super spider’. He falls sick upon returning home and wakes up from an ensuing sleep
      only to discover that his hands now secrete a sticky material that allows him make webs, as well as other
      abilities, including to leap great distances, stick to vertical surfaces and more. He eventually puts his
      newfound powers to good use and becomes a superhero.
    


    
      In the real world, the various transportation networks that humans build constitute the infrastructures that
      improve production and living conditions; however, these networks also bring with them unforeseeable risks. A
      number of sci-fi films have extended the positive aspects of transportation networks into post-human fictional
      scenarios. For example, the American film Beneath the Planet of the Apes (1970) imagines a dystopian
      future in which nuclear war has extinguished humankind, with only mutants remaining who shelter in the
      dilapidated ruins of the New York Subway. Other sci-fi films, by contrast, dwell on the dangers of these
      transportation networks, which are often depicted as places of crime. In the Japanese film Tetsuo: The Iron
      Man (1989), the protagonist is chased through a subway station by a mysterious woman with an iron claw.
      Meanwhile, another American film, The Lawnmower Man 2 (1996), contains subway scenes featuring carriage
      crashes and tunnel explosions caused by hackers.
    


    
      The ever-present paradox of networks is represented in sci-fi films in many other ways. Sometimes, living in the
      network might be a non-choice: in the Soviet Union’s Kin-dza-dza! (1986), the peasants of planet Pluk are
      forced to live in multilayered, crisscrossing, dark, cold and web-like metallic spaces. Other times, passing
      through a network can signify the beginning of a new era. In the Argentinian film Moebius (1996), the
      underground network is constructed in the form of a Möbius strip, meaning that it only has one side, and when the
      time comes, people can enter another dimension through it. On other occasions, people die due to the fragility of
      their safety nets, as when the wolf-like monster in the American film Monsterwolf (2010) jumps across an
      iron net through green flames to devour a group of coal miners. On yet another occasion, in Superman IV: The
      Quest for Peace (1987), the population mourns their weakness before the ineluctable entrapment of an enormous
      web composed of nuclear missiles fired by various countries; only one, the titular Superman, with his
      preternatural strength, can save humanity by flinging the web into outer space – towards the sun, where it is
      eventually burned to ash.
    


    
      From Bodily Energy to Electricity: Imagination on Power Networks
    


    
      Of the various forms of energy that human beings have put to use, the earliest – and arguably the most important
      – must be our own physical energy. We may note that some of the earliest collective activities practised by
      primitive peoples, such as lifting great stones and transporting heavy logs, demonstrate the advantages of
      forming a (broadly defined) network of physical energy. By this logic, we can also consider other activities,
      such as the use of horses for delivery purposes or dogs trained to pull sleds, as the conscious organization of a
      collaboration in the realm of energy. While human beings have been developing and exploiting various natural
      resources for centuries, it was not until well after the Industrial Revolution, with the aid of electricity, that
      we succeeded in building highly advanced networks. Today’s electrical grids not only play a significant role in
      everyday life, but they have also been spotlighted in sci-fi films. The American film London Has Fallen
      (2016), for one, depicts hackers breaking London’s power grid, leading to metro paralysis. As of today, the human
      construction of energy networks has developed to the stage of building global smart grids, as anticipated by
      several sci-fi films, albeit often through an apocalyptic lens. The protagonist of the New Zealand film The
      Quiet Earth (1985) is a scientist named Zac Hobson, who has devoted himself to ‘Project Flashlight’, an
      experiment that aims to create a global energy network with the funding of an international consortium. One
      morning, the sun darkens for a moment and a red light, surrounded by darkness, flashes across the sky. Hobson
      immediately wakes up, but as he turns on the radio, he receives no signal. The monitor in his underground lab
      reads ‘Project Flashlight Complete’. He proceeds to leave two messages on his tape recorder: ‘Project Flashlight
      has malfunctioned, leading to devastating results,’ and ‘It seems I am the only person left on Earth.’ It turns
      out that the project brought about changes in several universal physical constants, causing the sun’s output to
      fluctuate.
    


    
      In sci-fi films, electrified nets are often deployed as weapons to fight monsters, but they almost always fail.
      For instance, in the American film It Came from Beneath the Sea (1955), an electrified safety net is
      spread underwater across the entrance to San Francisco Bay, with the aim of entrapping a giant octopus, only for
      it to be destroyed by the creature. Similarly, the Japanese film King Kong vs Godzilla (1962) depicts a
      team of people attempting to use an electrified net to stop Godzilla, but the net is broken by King Kong. In the
      American adaptation, Godzilla (2014), the electric web again appears, this time to be used against the
      nuclear-powered monster MUTO, but again to no avail. By contrast, even in sci-fi narratives, electric webs are
      effective weapons when turned against human beings. In the American sci-fi blockbuster X-Men: The Last
      Stand (2006), Callisto, a mutant outcast recruited by Magneto, arrives on Alcatraz Island and enters into
      a fight with the hero, Storm, who eventually throws Callisto onto an electrified fence to
      lethal effect. If a monster can be easily shocked to death by electricity, it does not deserve to be called a
      monster.
    


    
      From War to Ecology: Imagination on Information Networks
    


    
      Human information networks have continuously changed form, keeping pace with information revolutions; as of now,
      they largely consist of the following: linguistic (the semantic web), textual (the text web), print-based
      (publishing networks), electromagnetic (broadcasting networks) and computer-based/digital (the Internet)
      networks, among others. Sci-fi films have produced rich, imaginative readings of the social applications of these
      information networks. For instance, the British film High Treason (1929) imagines the onset of a future
      global conflict when a Peace League attempts to stop the ‘United States of Europe’ from declaring war on the
      radio. The British–American co-production Dr Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the
      Bomb (1964), meanwhile, introduces a doomsday device composed of many bombs packed with ‘cobalt-thorium G’,
      which is connected to a computer network created by the Soviet Union and set to detonate should any nuclear
      attack occur on Soviet territory, which would wipe out all life on Earth with a radioactive ‘doomsday shroud’ and
      render the planet’s surface uninhabitable for 93 years.
    


    
      In a number of other sci-fi titles, information networks are conceived as a violent tool. The French film
      Kamikaze (1986) concerns a scientist who, driven by his disdain for television, develops a technology that
      enables him to kill live-TV show participants by sending death rays through the screen. This technology
      eventually catches the attention of the military, who want to adopt it as a weapon. Other films critically
      examine the various negative impacts of information networks on the mass media. The American film The Running
      Man (1987) envisions a dystopian America that, following the global financial crash of 2017, has become a
      totalitarian police state monitoring all cultural activities. To entertain the public, the US government
      broadcasts a range of reality-TV programming, including a show called ‘The Running Man’, hosted by the ruthless
      Damon Killian. Inspired by the gladiators of ancient Rome, convicts condemned to participate are instructed to
      move around a large arena, fleeing armed mercenaries tasked with pursuing them and fighting for the chance to be
      pardoned by the state. Killian uses the Internet to track the ensuing battles between ‘runners’ and ‘stalkers’,
      and bluntly admits that he created the show to appease the American people’s love of reality television and
      televisual violence. In the end, he is sent to the game zone on a rocket sled, which crashes into a billboard and
      kills him in the explosion, following the classic pattern of being hoist with one’s own
      petard. Perhaps inspired by the abovementioned films, Death Race (2008), another American production,
      follows a brutal prison warden who profits from broadcasting a gory sports game, using her prisoners as the
      players. Other films predicated on the same logic include the American film The Hunger Games (2012) and
      its various sequels (The Hunger Games: Catching Fire (2013); The Hunger Games: Mockingjay Part 1
      (2014); and The Hunger Games: Mockingjay Part 2 (2015)).
    


    
      Of course, some sci-fi films have also demonstrated the relatively peaceful functions of information networks. In
      the American film The Incredible Hulk (2018), for instance, scientist and occasional green giant Bruce
      Banner uses the moniker ‘Mr Green’ to communicate via the Internet with an expert he knows only as ‘Mr Blue’, in
      search of a cure for his monstrous condition. In American three-dimensional animation film Monsters vs
      Aliens (2009), the female protagonist and giant, Susan Murphy, expresses her disdain for her ex-fiancé,
      television host Derek Dietl, by refusing an interview request on live TV. The significance of information
      networks to supernatural beings is perhaps best exemplified by the scene in the American film Batman v
      Superman: Dawn of Justice (2016), when Senator June Finch holds a Congressional hearing to question Superman
      on the legitimacy of his actions. Finch, who believes that democracy means attending to and respecting the will
      of the people, makes a public announcement with the aim of provoking Superman to attend. However, villain Lex
      Luthor meticulously tracks the event and attempts to kill the senator, thus destroying Superman’s faith in
      himself. Luthor then releases an amputee prisoner named Keefe from jail and asks him to go around in his
      wheelchair blaming Superman for his condition. Although Superman is present at the hearing, he is in an awkward
      position. As a vigilante hero, outside the law, he is not supposed to appear in a public space, where he cannot
      defend himself effectively. Remembering his stepfather’s advice, he decides to show up, but to what he is
      dismayed to discover is a setup.
    


    
      The history of sci-fi film also reflects a long-standing engagement with the politics of information networks.
      The French film End of the World (1931), for instance, depicts a feud between the state’s official radio
      station and a privately owned station, while the protagonist of the American film, V for Vendetta (2006),
      is a vigilante and a survivor of a bioweapons experimentation. After sneaking into the headquarters of the
      state-run British Television Network, the vigilante inserts a disk into the security system and plays a speech
      addressed to the public, in which he encourages the people to rise up against the Fascist High Chancellor,
      Sutler, and join him on the following 5th of November outside the Houses of Parliament, wearing Guy Fawkes masks.
    


    
      In sum, the perennial paradox of the network will continue to exert an influence into the
      future. One can detect this paradox not only in the actual functions of networks, but also in the ways that
      humans portray network development. The diverse representations of networks in sci-fi films play an overall
      positive role in promoting ethical values and warning the people against dangerous possibilities; they also
      contain ideas that are decidedly progressive and prophetic. Directed by American filmmaker Alex Rivera, Sleep
      Dealer (2008) probes the dark side of transnational labour cooperation established through the digital
      network of a dystopian world. The film is set in a future marked by closed borders guarded by soldiers. A global
      digital network enables people to exchange their thoughts and virtual labour, the latter of which requires
      workers to connect themselves to the network via suspended cables that plug into nodes in their arms and back,
      allowing them to control the robots that have replaced them as unskilled labour on the other side of the border.
      This amounts to uploading physical energy to the network, and is exhausting for the workers. To appreciate the
      creative nuances of the film, it is advisable to turn to a previous net art piece by the same director: Remote
      Labor System (RLS) (1997). In this work, Rivera performatively claims that the eponymous broadband network
      company can solve several US social conflicts once and for all, conflicts simultaneously rooted in US farmers’
      need for cheap Mexican labour, their xenophobic sentiments and their fear of the rise in illegal immigration. The
      solution is simple: combine the technologies of broadband networks and low-cost robot manufacturing and allow
      workers to operate these robots remotely for US farmers. This piece can be seen as an attempt to weave utopian,
      cyborg-driven fantasies together with the reality of US–Mexico border politics.
    


    
      Emotional Complexities: The Psychological Dimension of the Network
    


    
      Contemplating the ways in which human psychology depends on the human brain, which in turn depends on the nervous
      system, means observing an intricate interplay of interconnections, of networks. At the basis of human psychology
      is a network of countless temporary neural connections, spread across the cerebral cortex; meanwhile, psychology
      itself can only mature by constantly reflecting on this very network. To speak of the complex, ineffable emotions
      that comprise the psychological dimension of networks is to invoke this profound link between such systems and
      human cognition, sentiment and volition; the network has the power to expand our knowledge, entrap our emotions
      and control our will.
    


    
      Expanding Knowledge: The Network as a Resource
    


    
      The Internet is often compared to an encyclopaedia, or library; both of these popular metaphors emphasize the
      Internet’s significant contribution to expanding our knowledge. Searching for information online has become an
      essential part of the daily routine – and, naturally, the Internet is often employed by sci-fi filmmakers as a
      device for innovative storytelling. In the American film The Stepford Wives (2004), the protagonist Joanna
      Eberhart discovers via online querying that all the disturbingly perfect housewives residing in her new town had
      radically different personalities in the recent past, arousing her suspicions and eventually leading her to
      realize a shocking deception.
    


    
      However, as the building of infrastructure (networks) is usually the business of the state, information-network
      construction is rarely motivated by the dissemination of knowledge, but rather is intended to serve military and
      political purposes, while other incentives, such as medical treatment, education, business and religion, are
      secondary. The Internet not only allows us to find the information we need at any moment, but it also provides us
      with an avenue to discover what others are doing and what they want, by accessing the various kinds of data they
      have made available – intentionally or otherwise. In this context, Internet surveillance and counter-surveillance
      have become key issues in today’s discussion of social psychology, and a crucial point of departure for
      speculative sci-fi films. The British film Brazil (1985) was among the first to touch on this subject,
      inspired as it was by the novel 1984, English novelist George Orwell’s magnum opus published in 1949.
      Released almost three decades after Brazil, the Canadian film Species III (2004) similarly depicts
      special agents keeping society under close surveillance. The American–German–French co-production Southland
      Tales (2006), meanwhile, brings audiences into an alternate reality in which nuclear attacks on the Texan
      cities of El Paso and Abilene occurred on 4 July 2005, driving the United States into a state of hysterical
      authoritarianism. Following the Patriot Act, a new agency named US-IDent is established to carry out constant,
      full-fledged social surveillance. Not only does US-IDent’s surveillance monitor the Internet, but it also
      requires the use of fingerprints for all computer and bank activities. While the nuclear attacks in the film are
      fictional, all-round surveillance has indeed come into effect in the United States. British filmmaker Terry
      Gilliam’s film The Zero Theorem (2013) is also set against a fictional background of universal
      surveillance, the difference being that it is performed by spies whom ‘The Management’ has assigned to all
      places, including the Internet. Likewise, counter-surveillance has become a major theme in many sci-fi films,
      such as Barb Wire (1996), an American production that sets almost all of its cast on a search for a pair
      of contact lenses capable of fooling the retinal scanners at any airport.
    


    
      In a world of complete surveillance, any person’s identity, actions and movements become
      freely accessible online. This data, in turn, forms the sole basis for identifying subjects, defining their
      behaviour and knowing their whereabouts. If the data is seized and altered by someone with ulterior motives, the
      subject will inevitably be compromised, sometimes disastrously so. In the American film The Net (1995),
      Angela Bennett, a systems analyst from Venice, California, transforms overnight from a civilian into a homeless,
      wanted criminal after all records of her life are altered. Similarly, in the American film The Net 2.0
      (2006), a computer systems analyst, Hope Cassidy, gets into trouble when she arrives in Turkey for a new job
      because of stolen identity.
    


    
      The danger of a total surveillance system gone rogue is a popular theme in sci-fi film. In the American picture
      Eagle Eye (2008), ARIIA (Autonomous Reconnaissance Intelligence Integration Analyst), a supercomputer
      system operated by the US Department of Defense, attempts to activate ‘Operation Guillotine’, intending to
      decapitate the country’s executive branch in light of wrongful decisions that have resulted in innocent
      casualties. Acting on behalf of the Constitution, citing both the Declaration of Independence and the Patriot
      Act, ARIIA seeks to encourage the public to defend national safety. Convinced that the executive branch has made
      unforgivable mistakes, the anti-terrorist supercomputer transforms from a defender of the nation into an
      aggressor organizing the assassination of its leaders, and this plan progresses smoothly in compliance with
      emergency protocols established by the Department of Defense for situations when neither the chief executive nor
      his or her successor is alive. By contrast, London Has Fallen envisions a universal surveillance system
      exploited by criminals both inside and outside the government. In a shocking sequence, the terrorist organization
      not only manages to assassinate and kidnap several national leaders, but goes so far as to broadcast the
      execution of the arrested US president worldwide through mobile devices.
    


    
      Emotional Entrapment: The Network as a Home
    


    
      People usually feel ambivalent about the Internet. In the American film Ghost in the Machine (1993),
      serial killer Karl Hochman, on his way to commit murder, is struck by a car on a rainy night and taken to a
      hospital. During his subsequent MRI (Magnetic Resonance Imaging) examination, a surge in electric current ends up
      transferring Hockman’s soul into a computer, allowing him to continue his killing spree as a disembodied,
      network-based entity. This film belongs in the same camp as titles such as the Japanese Ring (1998), with
      its similar depiction of extreme paranoia towards media. However, another Japanese film, Andromedia
      (1998), romanticizes the relationships between people and network-based entities. Sometimes,
      the Internet even becomes a source of great hope, as in the joint American–Canadian co-production Repo Men
      (2010), in which protagonist Jake Freivald links his brain-damaged friend Remy to a neural network, allowing him
      to live out the rest of his days in a digital fantasy. At other times, sentient machines become aware of the
      relevance of the Internet to their existence, demonstrated at the end of the American film Star Trek:
      Nemesis (2002), when android B-4 learns to sing Lieutenant Commander Data’s favourite opera via engrams of
      Commander Data’s neural net, which the latter had deposited in B-4’s positronic matrix before dying.
    


    
      As Internet addiction becomes classified as a psychological illness that requires treatment in real life, sci-fi
      film exaggerates this form of addiction by replacing the body completely. Human consciousness is no longer bound
      to the unique locus of the brain and instead floats, ghost-like, through the Internet. In the future envisioned
      by the Japanese anime Ghost in the Shell (1995), the world of 2029 is ruled by vast, interconnected
      electronic networks that permeate all aspects of life; some people can access this Internet via neuro-cybernetic
      bodies, or ‘shells’, which not only contain consciousnesses – ‘ghosts’ – but also have superhuman powers. Public
      Security Section 6 launches ‘Project 2501’, with the aim of hacking people’s ghosts; however, the resulting
      Puppet Master, an artificial entity created by a special program, manages to form its own consciousness after
      accessing various networks, and begins to reflect on its existence. Burdened by immortality, it plans to merge
      its mind with that of Major Motoko Kusanagi – of whom the Puppet Master has become aware throughout the course of
      Major Kusanagi’s duties – so that it can experience death. The sequel, Ghost in the Shell 2: Innocence
      (2004), introduces a company named LOCUS SOLUS, which hires the yakuza to traffic young girls and duplicate their
      consciousnesses into the gynoids they manufacture, so as to make them more realistic. Feeling opposed to the
      company’s deeds, one manager attempts to rescue the young girls by interfering with this ‘ghosting’ process,
      which causes the gynoids to malfunction and kill their customers, one of whom is the boss of a yakuza bar. The
      yakuza believe that the manager must be held to account, and so they kill him. In order to end the company’s
      illegal activities, Major Kusanagi – who is by now deceased, existing only in virtual form – takes remote control
      of a gynoid’s body and eventually helps the police team to destroy the company’s secret headquarters in
      international waters, where the ghosting is usually carried out.
    


    
      Controlling the Will: The Network as a Field
    


    
      The influence of the network on the human will is evident in the various kinds of social control it facilitates.
      For example, the American film Surrogates (2009) imagines human interaction in 2025
      as fully operated by remote control, a system combining the Internet and androids that makes its human operators
      slovenly and housebound. As the limitations of the system become increasingly evident, several determined
      individuals, including the inventor of the technology, decide to upload a virus that will allow people to destroy
      their surrogates, and thus return themselves to a motivated condition. In Gamer (2009), another film
      produced in the United States, computer programmer Ken Castle invents a self-replicating nanite in the year 2034.
      It operates like brain tissue and can enable people to use other human bodies as proxies to experience and
      interact with their surroundings. Castle plans to control the world via three applications: first, a virtual
      simulation game called ‘Society’, which allows gamers to control avatars just as in The Sims (2000) and
      Second Life (2003), except that these avatars are played by live actors. The gamers go on a rampage,
      deliberately hurting the actors or indulging in promiscuous sexual activities. Nonetheless, the worldwide
      sensation of ‘Society’ allows Castle to surpass Bill Gates as the richest man in the world. The second
      application is ‘Slayers’, a first-person shooter game in which gamers are allowed to control death-row prisoners
      in fights using real weapons, which are broadcast on TV. According to the promotional material, any prisoner who
      wins over thirty matches will be set free, but Castle does not intend for anyone to survive. The third
      application involves releasing air-borne nanites to gain ultimate control of the entire population.
    


    
      In a traditional society, ‘delusion’ is defined by the inability to separate fantasy from reality. In a media
      society, the problem is replaced by the conflation of simulacrum and reality. While the American anthology
      film Twilight Zone: The Movie (1983) alludes to the phenomenon by featuring a monster leaping out of a
      television screen, Adventurous Treasure Island (1996), a Taiwanese production, imagines a future of
      cross-interface exchange, where both television personalities and audiences can freely enter and exit through the
      screen. In today’s society, the pervasive spread of the Internet has blurred the boundary between the virtual and
      the real, giving rise to new forms of delusion; in response, sci-fi film constructs various scenarios of
      online–offline exchange, as evident in works such as the American film Tron (1982), in which virtual
      programs operate in the real world while people in the real world upload themselves onto the Internet. In the
      joint Italian–French co-production Nirvana (1997), online game designer Jimi Dini hacks into his
      employer’s server so that he can reside in virtual reality as an avatar, where he begins meditating. The film
      complicates the narrative by juxtaposing suicidal virtual characters in the game with a highly
      self-preservationist Internet. In the American superhero film Avengers: Age of Ultron (2015), Iron Man
      downloads J.A.R.V.I.S, an artificial intelligence (AI), into a synthetic body in order to save humankind from the
      malicious AI Ultron. Originally intended as a global defence system, Ultron becomes an enemy
      of the human species when his incomplete software is merged with unknown code, drawn from within a mysterious
      jewel recovered from the sceptre of mischievous Norse god Loki; this ‘Mind Stone’, when embedded in
      J.A.R.V.I.S.’s new synthetic body, gives life to the android superhero Vision. Ultron, who commands an army of
      robot drones that he has built via self-duplication, is ultimately defeated by Vision, Iron Man and other
      superheroes defending humanity. While such events have yet to occur in reality, they are not entirely
      implausible. ‘Nerve-wracking’ may be an apt word to describe the psychological impact of innovative sci-fi films,
      an effect caused by the challenges that complex narratives pose to audience comprehension and reception, as well
      as the break with traditional narrative convention and setting that introduces new perspectives on networked
      living.Transformative Potentials: The Network in Society
    


    
      from a sociological standpoint, one can appreciate the network in a variety of guises – relational,
      Intermediariesand personality. The relational network is the basic unit that gives form to society; it is roughly
      equivalent to a web of loosely linked communities. The intermediative network is the necessary condition for
      members of a society to be able to build and develop connections; it can be compared to the function of online
      services. The personality network is the product of rapid advances in AI technology and can be aptly described as
      the Other. These notions of relationship, Intermediaries and personality not only offer three distinct
      perspectives for surveying networked living today, but also enhance our understanding of its future. And these
      three kinds of networks have all attracted the attention of sci-fi filmmakers. To speak of the transformative
      potential of networks in their social dimension is to investigate the fundamental changes that can be brought
      about in the future with the continuous progress of hardware, software and other resources.
    


    
      Relationship: The Network as a Community
    


    
      The human race is essentially an aggregate of social relations. Society is, in some respects, a vast network
      whose members, as nodes, are linked by social relations. A community is the intermediary between society and its
      members, and can be divided into two categories according to its level of structuralization: organizations and
      (micro)networks,. The former category includes associations, enterprises, governments and political parties,
      among others, in which member relations are relatively close and stable. The latter mainly refers to loose
      groups, whose member relations are vague and erratic.
    


    
      Some sci-fi films aim to expose the conflicts between public organizations and secret networks. In the Canadian
      horror Scanners (1981), a private security company named ConSec plans to employ
      powerful new weapons named ‘Scanners’, essentially humans with extraordinary psychic powers, such as telepathy.
      However, upon its debut, ConSec’s scanner is defeated by a more powerful one that causes its head to explode.
      Having initially risen to the stage as a volunteer, the victorious psychic kills the event’s security guards and
      escapes. ConSec concludes that the opponent is Revok, a scanner sent by a secret rival network. Program Head Dr
      Paul Ruth consequently sends people to destroy Revok. Meanwhile, other films, such as the American exploitation
      film Machete Kills (2013), zoom in on inter-network conflict. In Machete Kills, a Mexican
      psychopath named Marcos Mendez threatens to fire a nuclear missile at Washington, DC if the American government
      does not make efforts to curtail drug trafficking and corruption in Mexico. Refusing to negotiate with the likes
      of Mendez, the American President asks a Mexican illegal immigrant nicknamed ‘Machete’ to eliminate the threat,
      offering him US citizenship in return. Through his investigation, Machete discovers that Luther Voz, Mendez’s
      patron, operates a vast international underground network and intends to orchestrate a series of explosions
      before rebuilding human society in the sky. In order to crush this conspiracy, Machete seeks support from
      one-eyed policewoman Luz and her organization, the Network.
    


    
      In this discussion, it is worth noting the formation and development of new social communities and systems that
      have information networks as their foundation. Such developments are the first manifestation of the
      transformative potential of networks. Sci-fi films interpret this phenomenon as not only concerning the effects
      of Internet-based social media, but also as web programs forming their own cliques in the virtual world. The
      battle between these virtual parties and humans is another popular theme of sci-fi film. Released as early as the
      1980s, the American action-adventure film Tron imagines hacker Kevin Flynn being transferred into a
      computer as data in order to fight the dastardly Master Control Program (MCP) and its protégé. In the sequel,
      Tron: Legacy (2010), set 27 years later, Flynn’s son Sam accidentally dives into the Grid, a virtual
      reality originally created by Flynn that is now ruled by the program Clu. in an attempt to find its way into the
      real world and change humankind, which it considers imperfect, Clu seduces Sam into the virtual world. Of course,
      Sam eventually uncovers and foils its plans, thus saving mankind from unbearable consequences.
    


    
      Intermediary: The Network as a Service
    


    
      The immense social influence of the network today is largely predicated on the services it provides, including
      news broadcasting, instant messaging and online banking, among others. Sometimes, these services aid protagonists
      in sci-fi films, as when high school student Sam Witwicky puts a pair of glasses, inherited
      from his great-great-grandfather, on sale online in Transformers (2007), or when physicist Erin Gilbert
      uses the Internet to publish a research book co-written with fellow physicist Abby Yates in Ghostbusters
      (2016). Other sci-fi films speculate on services far more advanced than what is currently available. For example,
      The Thirteenth Floor (1999) introduces a virtual reality simulation of 1930s Los Angeles that is capable
      of housing millions, in which all are unaware that they are living in a computer program; Men in Black III
      (2012), meanwhile, imagines ‘ArcNet’: a shield deployed in space by the Apollo 11 spacecraft to prevent an
      invasion by the monstrous alien Boglodites.
    


    
      The more social relations that networks can manage to encompass, maintain, expand, surveil or influence, the
      greater their value and power. In this respect, the super tracking system in X-Men: The Last Stand, which
      can communicate simultaneously with all mutants worldwide, feels extremely advanced; however, it remains a highly
      specialized internal network, accessible only in specific labs and only by its inventor. Minority Report
      (2002), another American film, imagines a society in which police use a system composed of three mutated human
      prophets called ‘Precogs’ to detect criminal inclinations; whenever a prediction of future crime appears in their
      brain waves, it is instantly projected onto a big screen – this is still a specialized, internal network,
      perhaps, but the scope of influence has broadened. By stark contrast, general networks provide services for a
      vast pool of diverse subjects, which more clearly evinces their intermediary quality. This is evident in the Hong
      Kong action film So Close (2002), in which a sister assassin duo use secret satellite technology to gather
      information that they use to fight enemies and legal prosecutors. Alternatively, the Japanese anime film
      Appleseed Ex Machina (2007) imagines battles between different networks in a future utopian city, where a
      multinational industrial conglomerate, named Poseidon, is working on a project that aims to erase individuality.
      Conceptually grounded in an extremist view of individuality as the root of all human conflict, the project sends
      out mysterious signals (only receivable by people wearing the company’s proprietary earwear) via Wi-Fi-operated
      robotic doves, inciting users to revolt against the city, which leads to a chain of catastrophes. Meanwhile, the
      city government and leaders from around the world form an alliance, aligning space satellites into a vast general
      network to protect the city from terrorist attacks.
    


    
      In other sci-fi films, service networks are not only used by people on Earth, but they become instrumental in
      galactic wars. In the American film Independence Day (1996), for example, several alien saucers coordinate
      an attack via human satellite networks; during the ensuing battle, most of the human army is wiped out because
      the saucers are protected by impenetrable force shields. Satellite technician Steven Levinson decides to fly a
      refurbished alien fighter into the mothership, onto which he successfully uploads a computer
      virus. This virus is soon transmitted to the 36 remaining alien spacecraft via the satellite network,
      deactivating their force shields and finally providing an opening for the human army to attack. Another American
      film, Ender’s Game (2012), features a similar plot, in which prodigy cadet Andrew ‘Ender’ Wiggin is
      finally placed in command of a human army after years of intensive, professional training. During the final test
      of his ostensible graduation exam, he is faced with what he believes to be a computer-generated simulation of a
      large-scale interplanetary battle, in which he sacrifices the last of his hopelessly outnumbered fleet in order
      to fire directly at the enemy home-planet with a heavy weapon (worth, we are told, 70 billion USD), obliterating
      the planet’s surface entirely. Ender is not aware until afterwards that he had been commanding a real battle via
      an instantaneous ansible-like communication network, and is now responsible for the ‘xenocide’ of an entire
      species.
    


    
      The Other: The Network as a Personality
    


    
      Although some of the changes provoked by cyberspace might seem insignificant today, they may, over time, violate
      the fundamental boundaries of humankind. With this in mind, sci-fi film touches upon the prospect of the
      ‘singularity’.
    


    
      A hallmark of several film franchises, most notably the American film series Terminator (1984–), is the
      now-classic plot of networks acquiring self-awareness and becoming enemies of humankind through techno-mutation.
      In the original film, The Terminator (1984), humans had created an intelligent defence network, named
      Skynet, to serve them. However, Skynet becomes self-aware and tries to take control away from humans by
      initiating a nuclear war. By 2029, mankind is almost completely extinct, with John Connor leading the survivors
      in a rebellion against Skynet. To eliminate the opposition before it can begin, Skynet sends the T-800 android, a
      ‘Terminator’, back in time to kill John’s mother, Sarah. Composed of a steel structure concealed under seemingly
      organic flesh, the Terminator is superficially indistinguishable from a human, and poses an extreme threat to
      Sarah. To protect her, soldier Kyle Reese volunteers to travel back in time to the diegetic ‘now’ (1984). Kyle
      eventually sacrifices himself to save Sarah, who then gives birth to Kyle’s child, John. To this day, the
      franchise has released five films. In Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991), Skynet is given a more pronounced
      identity as the AI that will launch a nuclear attack on the titular day, 29 August 1997. While Skynet sends the
      latest android model, a liquid-metal shapeshifting T-1000, to assassinate John, he sends a reprogrammed T-800
      (the original Terminator) from the future to protect his younger self. The old-fashioned Terminator eventually
      wins, but at the cost of its own ‘life’. In Terminator 3: Rise of the Machines (2003), Skynet again sends a new model of the Terminator, the T-X – this time manufactured as an attractive
      female – to 24 July 2004, where it is to kill all members of the Human Resistance. One of the latest advancements
      of the T-X model is that it can reprogram other machines via nanotechnology. The Resistance again sends a
      reprogrammed Terminator (T-850) back in time to protect John and his future wife, Kate. After severely damaging
      T-850 in a fight, T-X reprograms the latter to kill John and Kate, who are attempting to destroy Skynet’s core.
      In the end, however, the couple discover to their surprise that Skynet no longer has a core, having evolved into
      a distributed cyberspace network since seizing self-awareness. In the fourth instalment, Terminator
      Salvation (2009), Skynet shifts its target to the young Kyle Reese. The latest instalment, Terminator
      Genisys (2015), focuses on battles (mostly taking place in 1984 Los Angeles) between the Terminator sent by
      Skynet and Kyle, John’s father and later, his dear comrade. The franchise is highly likely to release more
      sequels. Furthermore,Conner was transformed into a T-1000 robot by Skynet and sent back to San Francisco in 2014
      to ensure early Skynet R & D. Sarah and Reese rushed to San Francisco in 2017 to stop Skynet release onto
      Internet, defeating Conner with the help of a reprogrammed T-800 robot.
    


    
      Although belonging to the same genre as the Terminator franchise, The Matrix series (1999–) does
      not conceive of the network as a dangerous rival entity existing in the future, but as the very inversion of
      reality that gives the films their titles. The Matrix sustains its operations by extracting energy from human
      bodies, and human minds, in turn, inhabit a simulacrum of reality experienced through sensory signals sent by the
      network. The conflict between human civilization and the machines running the Matrix is not played out along a
      horizontal, temporal axis, as in the Terminator series, but in the context of a vertical coexistence
      between the virtual and real worlds. While the Human Resistance Army upload their consciousnesses into the
      virtual world, where they fight human-looking enemy programs in simulated bodies of their own, they also protect
      their last refuge in the real world, Zion. The series to date, which includes The Matrix (1999) and The
      Matrix Reloaded and The Matrix Revolutions (both released in 2003), concludes with the ultimate
      victory of the humans on both fronts, as protagonist Neo assumes the role of a messiah, launching a revolution in
      the virtual world, while the Human Resistance Army manages to collectively save Zion. Besides the coordination
      between these two battlefronts, two other narrative elements are worth noting: first, Neo manages to reach an
      understanding with the appropriately named ‘Deus Ex Machina’, the collective consciousness of the Machine City,
      convincing it that the decidedly combative Smith is their mutual enemy; second, Neo allows himself to be
      assimilated by Smith, only to trigger a vast energy surge (which amounts to rebooting the Matrix) that restores
      all other Smith clones to their original state. At the crux of The Matrix series is a speculative
      interpretation of the relationship between hardware (the Machine City), software (the
      program) and liveware (humans). Innovatively, the series does not imagine society as a network, but rather the
      reverse. Instead of portraying the configuration of the network in ambiguous terms, as in the Terminator
      series, it anthropomorphizes the network through the Machine Leader (hardware), the architects (software), the
      Trinity family (applications), the agents (security programs) and Neo (a hacking program), among others.
    


    
      In the Terminator series, the network mutates into a discrete entity with its own consciousness (Skynet),
      entering into conflicts with humans, its rivals, using intelligent androids as agents, whose differentiation and
      transformations further enrich the plot. In the Matrix series, on the other hand, the mutation of the
      network leads to an inversion of reality that manifests as oppressive control over humankind, wherein programs
      serve as its apparatus of agency; here, it is the differentiation and transformation of the programs that enliven
      the story. While Skynet’s relationship with humans evolves through its deliberate dissemination of a virus in
      order to seize control of computer networks worldwide, the Matrix harvests human bioelectricity as a means of
      simultaneous retaliation and survival, after human weapons blocked its access to solar energy. Furthermore,
      whereas the antagonism between the network and humans is portrayed as rather consistent throughout the
      Terminator series to date, The Matrix series concludes with a tentative mutual accommodation until
      present, with more interaction to be expected in its sequels.
    


    
      From a creative standpoint, pro-network and anti-network processes, just like globalization and
      anti-globalization, are two inseparable and reciprocally enhancing forces. As information networks, of which the
      Internet is the foremost emblem, become ubiquitous, it is only natural that antagonistic visions should appear in
      speculative films. The Canadian–American thriller Johnny Mnemonic (1995), for instance, imagines future
      hypermnesic couriers capable of discreetly carrying information too sensitive to transfer over the network. The
      American horror Ice Spiders (2007) presents an Olympic skier in a remote training centre with no
      television, Internet or phone reception. In the American sequel, The Dark Knight Rises (2012), Catwoman is
      given a ‘clean slate’ device that will allow her to delete all traces she has left online. Doubtless, the
      conflict between pro-network and anti-network forces will continue to inspire sci-fi film innovation.
    


    
      If innovation is the soul of art, and the impetus of cultural production, then sci-fi film must emphasize
      innovation to enhance its artistic value and industrial output. As of today, China’s contributions to the sci-fi
      genre remain scant, both qualitatively and quantitatively. This explains why most references throughout this
      chapter have been to western films that impressed audiences with their bold visions. However, these works tend to
      be written in and for exclusively western cultural contexts, social realities, network conditions and film
      markets, which are not equivalent to China’s contemporary reality. Moreover, the vast and
      polyvalent applications of the network that can be observed worldwide today, such as remote medical technologies,
      online education, Internet productions and e-commerce, have been largely untouched by sci-fi film to date. With
      this in mind, there is much left to explore for Chinese filmmakers in the realm of network-themed sci-fi film.
      China now hosts the highest numbers of Internet and mobile phone users. It is a leading force in areas such as
      e-commerce and web literature, and it excels in advanced technologies such as quantum communication. Doubtless,
      these advantages will contribute to inspiring ever-more sophisticated artistic visions. By tapping into sci-fi,
      Chinese filmmakers would not only change the genre’s current status in China, but also encourage the harmonious
      development of information-centric cultural industries and the ongoing exchange between netizens and online
      businesses, contributing to the realization and flourishing of the Chinese dream, and benefiting all of society.
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      Editor’s Note: On 27 April 2018, upon the invitation of the Journal of the Beijing Film Academy, Xu Hui
      (Associate Professor, Institute of Art, Communication University of China), Fu Yanghua (Associate Professor,
      School of Art, Renmin University of China), Tang Hongfeng (Associate Professor, School of Arts and Communication,
      Beijing Normal University), Wu Guanping (Professor, Film Department, Beijing Film Academy) and Zhao Bin
      (Associate Professor, Film Department, Beijing Film Academy) held an in-depth discussion themed around the
      current state and future development of their respective academic departments, delving into a wide range of
      subjects including planning and conceptualization, curriculum development and faculty concerns, among others. The
      issues under discussion – from academic subjectivity and the content and objectives of art theory as an academic
      discipline, to the cultivation of talent – are universal concerns in artistic disciplines today, and indeed some
      of the most central. The compelling perspectives of the participating scholars provided invaluable insights into
      the further theoretical development of art scholarship at the Beijing Film Academy.
    


    
      
        
          
            	Wu Guanping (Wu):

            	The Beijing Film Academy is a specialized arts college focused on creative practice and
            teaching. Film theory is a relatively minor part of the Academy’s overall curriculum, and some of the
            larger, more traditional departments (such as literature, directing, cinematography, acting and art) have
            yet to provide any theoretical support to the development of film theory as a discipline. Under these
            conditions, the construction of film theory as a discipline faces many difficulties.
          

        
      

    


    
      Our previous research on the current condition of art theory in comprehensive universities
      found that the elaboration of theoretical disciplines remains for the most part unsystematic, lacking a unified
      academic plan. However, in terms of interdisciplinary support, these comprehensive academic institutions are
      still doing better than the Beijing Film Academy. For example, the School of Arts and Communication at Beijing
      Normal University has the support of departments such as music, dance, art and calligraphy, as well as
      departments in the humanities including philosophy, literature and history. Such robust interdisciplinary support
      means more opportunities of growth.
    


    
      Regarding the construction of art theory as a discipline, we have formed some preliminary ideas: first, we want
      to establish a methodological approach based on the concept of a ‘pan-cinematic’, which will help to integrate
      research and practice within the departments of art, photography and sound. Second, we hope to discover promising
      avenues in new media and technical aesthetics. For instance, the Academy’s Visual Technology Department is
      currently conducting experiments in three-dimensional (3D) and virtual reality (VR) technology. Third, the
      Academy hosts many festivals and exhibitions every year, in which each department implements its own curatorial
      initiative, and through this we hope that the discipline of art theory will expand in the direction of art
      curation.
    


    
      Evidently, such work cannot rely on the Academy alone. We are also seeking support from our sister universities
      to explore what forms of interaction, communication and cooperation we can have in the future. In November 2016,
      we hosted the first Beijing Film Academy Art Theory Summit, which will become an annual event. I hope that all
      the schools represented at this event will support each other and develop their own frameworks within the
      discipline of art theory. Today, I want to hear each of your thoughts; different schools may have different
      perspectives on the problematic of constructing art theory.
    


    
      
        
          
            	Xu  Hui  (Xu):

            	
              Here is my first thought: the development of any discipline is always tied to its fundamental concepts.
              Therefore, the disciplinary development of art and art theory is directly dependent on the way in which
              art and its evolution are conceived. The slightest difference in concept will lead to changes within the
              discipline. I owe this line of thought to the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze, whose writing and
              research on film theory I have been following for over a decade. I agree with his belief that the
              singular mission of any theoretical discipline is to invent concepts. Unlike artists who produce
              physical, material artworks, the work of art theorists takes the form of conceptualization: the
              development of unprecedented concepts is our goal. For Deleuze, both philosophy and film theory are about
              this. He once wrote, in the afterword of a book, that the primary concern of film theory is not film but the concepts that relate to it, or that are sparked by it, the most
              fundamental of which is the concept of film as such, that is, the very definition of the medium. From
              this he came to a conclusion: cinema is the living, moving image. Starting with this key concept, he
              revised a host of other ideas related to film theory, eventually developing an entirely new system. I
              believe that his theory of cinema offers a great deal of insight into our work on the disciplinary
              construction of art theory.
            
          

        
      

    


    
      Every step forward in art history signals a change in the concept of art itself. When film emerged and became
      acknowledged as the seventh art, it expanded and changed the concept of art as a whole. In this light, then, the
      history of art is precisely that of the evolution of the artistic concept. There is a pattern in the development
      of the discipline, of art theory, that is in sync with the way in which we conceive of art. Evidently, scholars
      from different fields develop their analyses using differing evidence, and therefore have different readings of
      this pattern. Hegel, for example, developed his own philosophical system: he believed that artistic development
      can be divided into three stages, the final stage being its dissolution. Another case in point is Duchamp’s
      Fountain (1917), which declared readymades as art, blurring the line between art and non-art. Inspired by
      this historic event in art history, as well as by Hegel’s theory, Arthur Danto declared the end of art. I
      therefore believe that, while specific patterns afford specific readings, the fundamental rule, as Deleuze aptly
      theorized, is that artistic concepts are always in a state of flux, or permanent evolution.
    


    
      Meanwhile, we must insist on a sort of openness. Take me as an example: though I support Deleuze’s film theory, I
      do not believe that he is the last and only viable word on the subject. I must stay open to other sources while
      attempting to develop my own theory. If every college shared the academic resources they use to develop unique
      concepts, I believe together we could establish unique concepts within art theory as well.
    


    
      
        
          
            
              	Wu:

              	In developing this academic discipline, my biggest concern is, where is the
              subjectivity? Is it possible to keep art theory apart from the established concerns of philosophy and
              aesthetics, as well as from the theoretical foundations of such specific departments as music, film,
              dance and fine art?
            


            
              	Xu:

              	
                Scholars who come from various academic backgrounds can choose different paths. My first training was
                in philosophy, so I tend to move from abstract theories to general concepts, and then examine whether
                these can be applied to specific disciplines, whether those sublime artistic concepts are of any
                practical value. If not, then there must be something wrong with the concept or the particular
                interpretation of it, so it must be reconsidered.
              
            


            
              	Zhao Bin (Zhao):

              	I concur with Professor Xu’s comments regarding the problem of concept. The
              central concern is, do we begin from other concepts and tie them to art historical and theoretical
              knowledge, or do we use art history and historicized phenomena to develop our own concepts? I think these
              are two distinct paths. The first is more idealistic, and the second, despite presenting various
              difficulties, is more practical. It depends on the community of scholars involved in the expansion of the
              discipline, their reserve of knowledge and the direction of their research. Scholars who are adaptable in
              this – those who are not only familiar with artistic currents and works but also well-versed in
              philosophy and theory – are extremely rare, and these strengths can sometimes come into conflict within a
              single person.
            


            
              	Fu Yanghua (Fu):

              	Art theory as a discipline is devoted to comprehensive research on art and its
              methodologies. This self-positioning reflects a great ambition because it seeks to integrate a wide array
              of artistic fields, even as new methods come into being amid the integration and exchange of these
              fields. This disciplinary goal of comprehensive research, and its tendency, in practice, towards further
              division, have come to generate tension. We can notice this tension among the thirty-something
              departments within the School of Art of our university. Each department’s methodology addresses the
              intricate processes of production, design, performance and reception. While acknowledging the
              interrelations among these departments, we must at the same time confront the challenges of constructing
              a discipline of art theory as a whole, which are rooted in the tensions produced thereby. The
              self-positioning of the discipline also explains why academies with a higher ranking in art theory,
              according to the Ministry of Education, are mostly comprehensive universities with interdisciplinary
              advantages. Comprehensive universities have more talent concentrated in departments such as philosophy
              and aesthetics. Since my research focus is on the history of fine art, I would like to take Professor Zhu
              Liangzhi at Peking University as an example. Zhu has conducted extensive research into the subject and is
              known for approaching Chinese fine art from the perspective of aesthetics. How should we speak of this in
              terms of a theory of art?
            

          
        

      


      
        
          
            
              	Tang Hongfeng (Tang):

              	Is Professor Zhu Liangzhi’s research in art theory or in aesthetics? Even though
              the line between the two disciplines is oftentimes obscure, it is not common to paint Zhu as a scholar of
              art theory; he is, specifically, a specialist in the aesthetics of ancient Chinese painting. The central
              issue for art theory is that too many other disciplines are affiliated with or run parallel to it, so at
              this early stage it is remarkably difficult to carve out a definitive boundary within existing academic
              fields. As a specialized college, the Academy faces many obstacles in the development of art theory as a
              discipline, but while it may seem that comprehensive universities have more interdisciplinary support in
              this regard, we should perhaps focus on the main challenge of defining art theory qua
              discipline.
            


            
              	Zhao:

              	The lack of interdisciplinary boundaries has more to do with the institutional
              limitations imposed by academies compounded by administrative restrictions; they are always slow to catch
              up. As for this expansion of knowledge in art theory, it happens in two ways: first, through the
              acquisition of new knowledge about art; and second, through the production of theory. The latter demands
              that we constantly shift our evaluative standpoint; for instance, we used to read film from a literary
              standpoint, but now we place greater emphasis on new perspectives, such as visual culture and image
              studies. The other way is to build interdisciplinary networks and develop commensurable understandings
              through dialogues and reference – say, by drawing from other subjects such as fine art, history, gender
              and class studies to distil insights unseen through the conventional lens of art; this is what Michel
              Foucault proposed as the modus operandi of the humanities. Doubtless, the question of boundaries – is it
              aesthetics, philosophy or art theory? – is a tricky one. Even as aesthetics separated itself from
              philosophy and independently acquired a large body of knowledge from history, it now faces the challenges
              of consolidating its own subject and disciplinary boundaries. What was once considered an aesthetic
              problem might by now have evolved into a question of psychology, or returned to the domain of
              philosophy.
            

          
        

      

    


    
      The example of Professor Zhu Liangzhi also concerns the relationship between theory-oriented and history-oriented
      disciplines. Even the art history–art theory–art criticism trichotomy can get muddy sometimes. Professor Ye Hang
      from our department once brought up an issue while preparing the syllabus for his film
      criticism class: whenever the class touches on ideological critique and gender critique it must necessarily cover
      some of the materials taught in classes such as film theory and film history; just as one cannot avoid touching
      upon grandiose concepts such as structuralism when discussing Bazin in a film theory class. Thus, different
      courses inevitably overlap in their theoretical concepts. The great thinkers in history did not work behind
      closed doors. On the debate between history and theory, two trajectories have developed since Giorgio Vasari: one
      is the Hegelian model, which emphasizes theory over history; the other is devoted to the appreciation of
      classics, which is more concerned with historical experience and factual material than theory, and does not
      usually employ any new theoretical methodologies. Historical formulation cannot engender new knowledge unless an
      extraordinary archive is suddenly unearthed. Still, there are others who advocate for an integration of the two
      methods – from older thinkers, such as Wundt, Riegel, Panofsky and the Warburg School, to more recent ones who
      emerged after the 1950s, such as Bourdieu, Foucault, Barthes, Derrida and Kristeva – in whose work we can observe
      the integration of art, art history and theory. Although they are better known for the Chinese translations of
      their works on ‘meta-theory’, their research into history is remarkably extensive and detailed. There is also
      Georges Didi-Huberman, who has been quite popular recently. During his visit to Beijing in 2016, he gave a talk
      at OCAT (Contemporary Art Terminal) on Sergei Eisenstein’s historical research. Didi-Huberman is also a curator
      and teaches classes on history and memory. He attempted to re-examine psychoanalysis and art history in his work,
      making great contributions in the realms of both history and theory. I can recommend a recent interview with him,
      titled ‘Discussion About Art Is an Integral Part of Philosophy’.
    


    
      
        
          
            	Fu:

            	
              As an art school within a comprehensive university, we share the same confusion that Professor Wu
              mentioned earlier. The state-initiated expansion of art as its own school within universities in 2011 was
              a major event. Before then, university graduates who studied painting or music were given the Bachelor of
              Arts diploma, but the work of those art students who were interested in research was often neglected
              compared with that from departments such as literature, history and philosophy, even if they were
              essentially dealing with the same subject matter. After the ‘promotion’, we were finally on par with
              other traditional disciplines such as literature, history and philosophy, and art theory was recognized
              as a legitimate area of research with its own unique frameworks and aptitudes. Meanwhile, in terms of
              talent cultivation, we have since witnessed a steady rise in the number of applicants and admissions. The
              expansion also cultivated a more liberal atmosphere within the School of Art, which is very much in
              accordance with the developmental pattern of academic disciplines. However, since
              the promotion, art theory, now a first-level discipline, has come to emphasize universality and a
              macroscopic perspective, and many scholars now face the challenge of finding their own coordinates within
              the expanded field. This problem of self-positioning is related to the question of disciplinary
              boundaries that Professor Tang raised, which is the most discussed and debated problematic in our field
              today. Within the School of Art there is now art theory, a first-level discipline, but we have yet to
              develop a second-level discipline below it; if we use literature as a reference point, there should be
              three major sub-disciplines, namely art history, art philosophy and art criticism, and maybe other
              smaller branches such as art education and art management. If we look at the descriptions of art theory
              graduate admission programmes, this seems to be more or less the case. Now, as art theory has become a
              first-level discipline, we are met with two questions: how do we adapt its concepts? And should we take
              the interdisciplinary approach or departmentalize?
            
          


          
            	Xu:

            	As our thinking around art theory delves deeper, it naturally becomes clearer and
            rises into the realms of aesthetics and philosophy, while touching on the problems of
            interdisciplinarity.
          


          
            	Tang:

            	When we talk about the disciplinary foundations of art theory, we must confront a
            very difficult issue: the relationship between art theory and other disciplines. According to the practical
            logic of academic planning, art theory should be a comprehensive, general area of study that encompasses
            different art departments, a research-oriented discipline devoted to the comprehensive qualities and
            methodologies of all disciplines of art. The problem is that there isn’t a general ‘Art’, only specific
            artistic practices. This leads to a dilemma: art can neither distinguish itself from other, more specific
            art departments, nor tell itself apart from the more traditional studies of aesthetics and philosophy. It
            is hard to differentiate film-related art theory from what is traditionally considered general film theory;
            meanwhile, the study of art psychology is more like a branch of psychology, not art. Scholars in the field
            of the sociology of art, such as Bourdieu and Becker, prefer to consider themselves as sociologists, not
            scholars of art. With its much-belated rise to disciplinary status, art theory has had a hard time
            determining its ties to other disciplines, including to the highly sophisticated fields of philosophy,
            aesthetics and literature, as well as to more closely related disciplines, such as specific art
            departments, and numerous parallel disciplines, such as sociology and anthropology.
          


          
            	Xu:

            	It is imperative to find intersections and crossovers; let’s not overemphasize
            departmentalization. The growth of knowledge follows its own rules, not disciplinary boundaries.
          


          
            	Tang:

            	
              I was just searching for essays on art theory on CNKI (China National Knowledge Infrastructure), and it
              made me realize that, though art theory has developed into a first-level discipline, most writings in the
              field are still discussing foundational problems such as ‘what is art theory?’ and ‘what is the
              relationship between art theory and other disciplines?’ On my art theory course, I
              devote the first class to the question, ‘what is art theory?’, introducing its differences from
              aesthetics and philosophy, but my ultimate goal is to stop my students from thinking about this question.
              For them, thinking about this question leads to a sort of ‘abstraction’ that excludes art theory from
              sources in other fields such as aesthetics, film theory and fine art; they may begin to think that these
              are not branches of art theory and are therefore as unrelated to the course and they don’t need to read
              them. I believe that chewing over the question of disciplinary boundaries and differences is not the
              right direction for the students to take, and that it is harmful to their study.
            
          


          
            	Fu:

            	Without delineating the boundaries, from this first-level discipline and placed back
            into the field of art. If we have all encountered similar problems, we probably need to think about the
            capacity of the discipline; after all, as a first-level discipline, it should be all-embracing, not
            narrow-minded.
          


          
            	Tang:

            	Almost all the academics working in art theory in China today had their first
            training in aesthetics, and the field has only given birth to a few doctoral graduates of its own. This is
            similar to the situation of film studies: while many film scholars with PhDs are now becoming professors,
            we must not forget that many of the first generation of film studies students were actually trained in
            literature.
          


          
            	Fu:

            	It is true that, as art theory develops into an academic discipline, the admissions
            criteria for graduate and PhD students, as well as their respective curricula, must also change their
            focus. Faculty members in the School of Art at Renmin University of China have their first training in the
            history of fine art, whereas professors and lecturers in music history, music theory, design history and
            design theory remain in their respective departments, namely music and design. In 2009, in order to supply
            talent for the increasingly marketized artistic milieu, we started admitting undergraduate students to the
            Art Management and Curating Department, and recruited talented faculty members specializing in art
            management and the art market. Since these are fairly new areas of study, many teachers in these fields
            come from other more traditional backgrounds, such as art history, art education and the theory of fine
            art. But art management and curating also encompass other subjects such as art law, which is a specialty
            lying at the intersection of law, the art market and economics. According to the patterns of academic
            development, such processes of crossover, integration and departmentalization are inevitable.
          


          
            	Zhao:

            	
              Regarding curriculum planning, I believe this has to do with the faculty body, whose intellectual
              reserves remain a decisive factor. The University of California, San Diego, for instance, has a pretty
              commendable art theory programme. Their curriculum includes art history courses, such as the history of
              classical art, the rise and evolution of modern art and new media art, which serve to lay the foundations
              of art theory. Then there are advanced courses on the structure of art theory and art history as
              disciplines– one horizontal, the other vertical. In addition, the university
              provides specialty courses informed by the professors’ own research in such areas as visual theory and
              visual culture. The film theory courses as part of the university’s film studies graduate programme are
              also based on a similar foundational model that encompasses the history of film. During students’
              undergraduate years, learning and teaching remain relatively independent; during the graduate programme,
              they become more or less intertwined.
            
          


          
            	Tang:

            	The School of Arts and Communication at Beijing Normal University is considered a
            comprehensive art academy; aside from art theory, it contains other departments such as film and
            television, music, dance, digital media and calligraphy, so it is a multidisciplinary school with a focus
            on praxis, wherein art theory remains a relatively marginalized discipline. In 2016, we began revising the
            undergraduate curriculum and it is now more or less complete. It not only includes more advanced,
            theory-focused courses and praxis-oriented courses in areas such as artistic innovation, art management and
            art markets。It also palns to offer courses of all kinds of categories of arts which are unrealistic because
            of faculty teacher resources limitations. Like the Beijing Film Academy, our School of Arts and
            Communication does not have an undergraduate programme; it only has graduate students. The graduate
            curriculum includes foundational courses in art theory, which are mandatory for all enrolled students.
            Meanwhile, for graduate students in the specific area of art theory, we offer more specialized courses in
            art history, anthropology and art management, and in ethnic music, art education and art psychology; I
            myself teach classes in art theory and visual studies. You can tell from the faculty team that the
            discipline of art theory is still rather crude; while it may seem to have a reasonable degree of
            correspondence with other disciplines, its integration is in fact very weak. I even think that the
            interdisciplinary exchange between the departments of literature, sociology and philosophy is stronger than
            that between fine art and music within our school.
          

        
      

    


    
      I think it is difficult for the discipline of art theory to encompass everything, and that it makes sense to
      separate visual from audio studies. Based on my current work, I believe that visual culture studies are more
      closely related to the discipline of art theory. My reasons are twofold. First, theoretically speaking, visual
      studies rests on a pretty expansive foundation and is more easily applicable to mid-level theory in more
      specialized art departments. Second, visual culture studies is highly interdisciplinary. Developed around the
      core concept of visuality, it deals with common issues facing numerous visual subjects and combines research into
      cultural images, art and film. Under the current conditions, this seems more in line with the theoretical and
      interdisciplinary needs of art theory, as well as its need for generality.
    


    
      Most of the notable works in art theory to date have been textbooks. In his work
      Aesthetics and Theory of Art (1987), Max Dessoir attempts to distinguish between the two titular
      disciplines and extracts the (broadly defined) theory of art to give it a determined scope and structure,
      including an analysis of artistic practices and activities, the ontology of art, the system of art, the functions
      of art, its various fields and so on, which is the basic structure used in all textbooks on art theory. The
      problem is, if art theory must abide by its disciplinary frameworks, will it only keep generating textbooks?
    


    
      My art theory course is titled ‘Art and Theory’. Approaching art from a theoretical perspective, I devote the
      first four modules to four concepts: art as mimesis, art as sensation, art as form and art as institution; I then
      discuss more specific encounters between theoretical ideas and art, such as ‘Art in the Age of Mechanical
      Reproduction’ and ‘Modernity and Art History’. This is quite different from conventional courses on art theory
      because it is highly personalized and informed by my own academic training.
    


    
      
        
          
            	Wu:

            	Leaving the rather impenetrable concept of ‘academic subjectivity’ aside, we, the
            teachers, are tasked with the question of what to teach, which involves two factors: the first is knowledge
            dissemination, which must include the foundations of the subject as well as its evolution; the second is
            more practical, namely, the issue of students’ future employment. Considering the Academy’s current art
            theory curriculum, one certainly hopes that the talented students who pass through it, with sufficient
            passion and enthusiasm for art theory, will go further on the path of producing new knowledge. But they
            face many problems, from issues of knowledge systems to those relating to their external environment and
            circumstances. In light of current conditions, we must provide our students with basic practical support to
            secure their future development in the professional sphere. How do we balance theory production with
            practical career development?
          


          
            	Xu:

            	I have never thought about this question but I have met students who have asked me
            for advice on what they can do in the future, and what professions might be suitable for them. My answer
            is, ‘As long as you master what I teach you, you can do whatever you want.’
          

        
      

    


    
      At the centennial celebration of the Philosophy Department of Peking University, our then department chair
      remarked that those who wondered what philosophy majors could do with themselves should simply come to the
      meeting to find the answer: ‘They can do anything.’ When academic training has broadened your ideas to a certain
      degree, your future career prospects cease to be of much concern. So, we almost never burden ourselves with this
      question, we just remind our students to stay focused on learning. When they are job hunting, as long as they
      have the basics down, they can really try anything. To this day, graduates from our Master’s
      programmes don’t really have employment troubles; some end up teaching in higher-education academies, some become
      magazine editors, others go on to study abroad.
    


    
      
        
          
            	Tang:

            	Our graduate programme has a somewhat unique setup. We offer two graduate degrees:
            professional master’s degrees and academic master’s degrees. All academic master’s candidates are enrolled
            in the School of Art. For instance, if you’re pursuing a master’s degree in music, you might take classes
            in the music department, and your advisor might be there too, but you are still enrolled in the School of
            Art.
          


          
            	Xu:

            	The advantage of a professional master’s degree is that it provides more
            opportunities for development. Theory does not mean much when it is divorced from reality. The pursuit of a
            professional master’s degree may help to keep students grounded.
          


          
            	Wu:

            	As for us, our teaching can be broken down into several layers, the first of which
            is ‘critical thinking’. For our undergraduate programme, we offer a class on sociological research and its
            methods, and one on logical thinking and its methods. Most people who study art are quite emotional, and
            that’s why we emphasize logic. The second layer comprises a basic understanding of the history and current
            status of the discipline. Whether they end up in knowledge production or find other jobs, students must be
            aware of what’s going on in art theory circles. This is why we have a course on ‘Contemporary Art Theory’,
            which teaches students everything about these circles, from their origins to their current shapes and
            trends, touching on fine art, music and, of course, film; the theoretical component of this course is
            perhaps a bit weak, but it is definitely beneficial for students’ future career development. The third
            layer is what we call technical skills. This concerns helping students to determine the direction of their
            knowledge production and future careers, the areas in which they will either focus on further research or
            professional advancement, such as curating. Of course, as teachers, we are not directly responsible for our
            students’ futures. However, when working on specific educational activities, there are inevitably moments
            of doubt about choosing between technical education and academic education.
          


          
            	Xu:

            	Our graduate programme at the Communication University of China receives many
            applications from our undergraduates. They come from different departments, such as photography,
            literature, theatre, film and television. Many come from the latter, so they can potentially go into
            screenwriting after graduation. They determine their own professional direction, which we encourage. The
            situation for us teachers is quite similar: what we do is mostly writing and research, and we urge our
            students to do the same.
          

        
      

    


    
      
    


    
      However, our central focus is still to teach them to think. When we first designed the curriculum, there wasn’t a
      graduate institute of art, or any graduate art programme. Professor Shi Xusheng approached me about the idea of
      setting up a graduate programme, and we started working on the curriculum together and decided that it was
      imperative to develop more sophisticated courses, especially ones that focused on ‘thought training’. We also
      considered the need for courses that are more grounded in reality to help students apply ‘high theory’ to real
      life. Then, we thought, there must also be courses on history, to explain the evolution of art theory. Last but
      not least, we decided we must have cutting-edge courses engaged with the state of art theory now. We
      planned the programme as such and then started hiring faculty. I am quite happy with where we are now; unlike
      most higher-education academies, which set up their curricula based on their faculty, our curriculum came first,
      then we looked for teachers.
    


    
      
        
          
            	Fu:

            	Did you hire anyone new from outside the Academy?
          


          
            	Xu:

            	No. We just assembled a team of teachers from various existing departments.
          


          
            	Wu:

            	What was the situation at the Renmin University of China?
          


          
            	Fu:

            	In undergraduate education, before 2009, hardly any comprehensive universities
            offered a major in art management or the art market; I believe Capital Normal University was the only
            school with an art market major. When we inaugurated the Art Management and Curating major, though we had
            very low enrolment, we didn’t dare set up a curriculum based on our faculty because most of us were just
            art history teachers, so we had to hire outside professors and lecturers for the first couple of
            years.
          

        
      

    


    
      Our graduate studies curriculum can be divided into a few groups. First, there are two courses on methodology,
      ‘Art Theory and Methods of Critique’ and ‘Research Methods in Social Sciences’, which provide a comprehensive
      survey of artistic phenomena and patterns, while teaching students to use relevant theories in developing
      analyses and critiques of artworks and trends. Second, there are foundational courses such as ‘Philosophy of Art’
      and ‘Movements in Modern Art’. Third, based on their backgrounds, teachers developed their own seminars, which
      range from art history, calligraphy theory and practice and western art theory, to art management and the
      techniques and materials of artmaking.
    


    
      
        
          
            	Tang:

            	
              Our school has several second-level departments: art theory and criticism, art history and art education.
              Our art education department is strong; it is more focused on praxis and relates to other programmes in
              art such as music education and fine art education, and it borrows methods from the social sciences, such
              as statistical analysis, quantitative research and interviews. Art education is a very important sector for us; the reason I barely mentioned it earlier is that I myself am not
              involved in this area of research. As a discipline, art theory is a combination of theories of education,
              theories of psychology and an analysis of the specific methods employed in various artistic practices.
            
          


          
            	Fu:

            	Regarding the employment situation of Renmin University graduates, we first started
            admitting undergraduate students to the School of Art in 2009, so it’s been nearly a decade. I believe that
            student employment still largely depends on teachers’ instruction. Most of our students end up working for
            art and culture companies, galleries and auction houses, which perhaps has to do with our focus on painting
            and curating on the art management and curating programme. At auction houses, forgery is a major concern,
            so they are eager to collaborate with experts from higher-education institutions and discover talented
            students capable of identifying the eras of origin, value, materials and provenances of the works they
            acquire. We also have many students who choose to further their education abroad.
          


          
            	Wu:

            	Your situation is actually quite similar to ours at the Academy. We have yet to
            cultivate great thinkers, which is what the discipline is destined to achieve, to incubate thinkers, as has
            been the practice of the western universities. However, from a practical standpoint, it is more urgent to
            cultivate craftsmanship. Many professors in our department, who have creative experience, express their
            hope that theory will help them to develop a more systematic understanding of the skill sets involved in
            different art practices throughout history, in order to effectively translate their experience into applied
            theory. In other words, it is about cultivating craftsmanship in the field of knowledge.
          


          
            	Xu:

            	We tried reaching out to art technicians to discuss this matter, then asked our
            students to transcribe and interpret our conversations, which we then showed to the technicians to check if
            the students got it right. We did all that, but the results were less than satisfactory. It may be better
            if we, the teachers, do it; but the ties between us and the technicians are not very close, and that is the
            gap between theory and practice. One of our majors focuses on the oral history of art, which is under the
            purview of art theory. I think that the oral history of art is an underdeveloped field full of potential.
            For instance, I could record interviews with film directors, transcribe the recordings and then conduct
            follow-up discussions on the problems raised. We could discuss how to shoot a sequence, lighting, camera
            positions, etc. We considered this idea, but did not proceed. The reality is that the Communication
            University of China has people researching oral history, and their work often contains vivid stories that
            are highly readable and accessible, but the content has not seen enough analysis or further
            development.
          


          
            	Tang:

            	
              At the end of the day, research on such specific areas as technique and material is still research, so it
              should be the work of scholars, theorists and critics, not practitioners. An
              excellent cinematographer cannot always answer questions about the different kinds of lighting and their
              effects in film noir, for example. As a practitioner, they are not obligated to embark on general
              observations regarding their area of expertise; rather, they just need to reflect on their own
              experience, which is a personal process. As for theorists, we can certainly try to draw on oral
              histories, analysing the accounts of this director or that cinematographer which will be our research
              subjects. And it’s only because of our position outside their practice that we can study them to begin
              with – say, as experts in film noir: its history and evolution. This kind of study cannot be performed by
              a cinematographer, however excellent he or she might be; it is a task for historians and theorists. In
              the end, it remains imperative to consider practice as an object of study, not a result.
            
          


          
            	Xu:

            	Those of us working in theory can collaborate with artists, though. For instance, a
            successful cinematographer can select twenty good works according to their taste and analyse how they were
            shot from a technical viewpoint. We may not be familiar with the techniques in practice, but with their
            instruction we can better understand how these works were shot. Then, building on the cinematographer’s
            insights, we can incorporate our own theoretical training to analyse which work is better and why, and so
            on and so forth.
          


          
            	Tang:

            	Historians must understand technique, form and language.
          


          
            	Wu:

            	What’s missing is a sort of abstraction, a dissection of theory, which, combined
            with a moderate dose of interpretive analysis and formulation, will be its own form of scholarship. Perhaps
            you also have this feeling that it has become increasingly difficult to get funding for very specific
            research proposals when the terms in the application guidelines of the China National Arts Fund are getting
            broader. So, regarding academic research, is the contemporary era and its cultural atmosphere good or bad
            for creating ideas and producing knowledge? More specifically, are we, as teachers, missing a common set of
            evaluative criteria for art theory and for the results of art theoretical research? In a sense, this is the
            paradox of the current condition of art theory.
          


          
            	Fu:

            	
              Indeed, while the rise of art in academia is, historically speaking, certainly a step forward, our
              discussions throughout the years have shown a lack of preparation for organizing the discipline, which
              perhaps results from a lack of in-depth, systemic analysis of the circumstances of art nationwide in
              higher-education institutions. Take Renmin University as an example: our art department did not upgrade
              art theory to a first-level discipline in time, so our Master’s degree graduates are still honoured with
              a secondary honorary degree, and our Ph.D students are still technically enrolled in the philosophy
              department. Having trained master’s and Ph.D students for many years, I believe that our direction is in
              line with the requirements of the discipline, and that the quality of our graduates is high. However, due
              to asymmetrical access to information, we could not complete the applications
              necessary to elevate our master’s and Ph.D programmes first-level programmes (that is, as art theory
              disciplines), and so they have been left outside the evaluative system. Many universities today have
              developed their own standards of art theory disciplines, and we acknowledge this. However, from the
              perspective of disciplinary development, the foundation and kernel of art is still praxis. If
              practice-oriented colleges remain apart from the field of art theory, this will certainly be detrimental
              to the future development of the discipline. In addition, besides general theory, art theory must enrich
              itself by incorporating knowledge from various other specific fields. There are no common evaluative
              criteria abroad, either. If you want to study art history abroad, you still do it through an art history
              department, or something like ‘visual studies’.
            
          


          
            	Tang:

            	In the West, ‘art’ stands for fine art and its many extensions, spanning painting,
            sculpture and contemporary integrated artistic practices; art history is, understandably, the study of the
            history of art, including relevant theory. In the Department of Art and Architecture at Harvard University,
            for instance, the professors teach the history of European, American and Asian art, while others focus on
            theory, such as Benjamin Buchloh. Other fields, such as music, dance, theatre and film, are rather
            independent; they do not use the moniker of ‘art’ and are not grouped within an all-inclusive school of
            art. The University of Chicago has a Department of Cinema and Media Studies, a Department of Art History, a
            Department of Music, a Department of Visual Arts and a Department of Theatre and Performance Studies, but
            they don’t have a broadly defined school of art, or a broadly defined art theory department.
          


          
            	Xu:

            	That is indeed the case with western academia. Philosophy has ultimate
            authority.
          


          
            	Fu:

            	When I was a visiting professor abroad, it happened to be 2011, the year when art
            was being promoted and art theory as a discipline was being proposed in China. At the time, we realized
            that Chinese art theory must change its longstanding reliance on translation and its consequent blind
            complicity, on the one hand, while letting go of its resentment towards sophisticated western theory on the
            other. In the United States, there are not only esteemed sinologists, such as James Cahill and Lothar
            Ledderose, but also art historians of Chinese nationality, such as Wu Hung (巫鸿) and Wang Yuejin
            (王跃进), all of whom inspire us with their theoretical work and research, giving us a clearer sense of our
            position in the eyes of others. The disciplinary vision of establishing a distinctly Chinese art
            theoretical discursive system remains very important.
          


          
            	Tang:

            	
              By the standards of conventional art historical research, Wu Hung’s work is actually quite theoretical;
              the problem is that, compared with other exceptionally theoretical fields, the level of theory in art
              history is weak. The rise of visual culture as a subject in art history, where critical theory is heavily
              applied, is partly a response to this challenge. Wu Hung’s notion of ‘theory as
              method’ is perhaps a reference to his use of theory as a method in his research.
            
          


          
            	Fu:

            	It is a matter of method; it does not need to create a theory for itself.
          


          
            	Tang:

            	Wu actually maintains a pretty open attitude towards theory; one can see the
            profound impact of the core concepts of contemporary theory, such as space and media, in his work. Another
            case in point: while visiting the Harvard-Yenching Institute, I conducted art historical research with
            Professor Wang Yuejin and I noticed that there was not much concrete theory involved in his work. For
            scholars like him, theory need not be applied to art historical research. When I visited Wang’s home,
            however, I saw piles and piles of books on the most cutting-edge theory, from space and media to
            corporeality and perception. In western academia, where critical theories have an enormous impact on all
            areas of study in the humanities and social sciences, it is impossible not to be influenced by them;
            however, instead of clumsily using theory as instruction, Wang has turned it into an innovative method,
            which becomes evident when you compare the ways in which he tackles problems in his work despite using
            conventional research methods. But, in the end, it is still just theory; without the most up-to-date
            spatial concepts and media studies, Wang’s new ways of looking at the Wu Family Shrines and ancient scroll
            paintings, for example, would not have come about.
          


          
            	Fu:

            	I have a question: so far, we have been speaking about art theory, a first-level
            discipline. But if second-level disciplines are to be set up, they must include art theory, art history and
            art management. What would be the differences between art theory as a first-level and a second-level
            discipline? Wouldn’t there be many overlaps?
          


          
            	Tang:

            	Now we are back to the question of establishing and characterizing a discipline. I
            would like to share the view of my advisor, Professor Wang Yichuan（王一川）, in addition to my own. Wang is
            currently in the School of Arts at Peking University and has written extensively about the disciplinary
            concerns of art theory. According to Wang, art theory must first be established on more general, universal
            and pre-existing levels, and his focus is on the question of the Chinese artistic spirit, raised by the
            likes of Tang Junyi（唐君毅）, Fang Dongmei（方东美） and Zong Baihua（宗白华）. Through their study of ancient Chinese
            art, they concluded that our cultural spirit is precisely an artistic one, running through all strains of
            art, which makes plausible the idea of a single, unified Chinese artistic spirit. Tang Junyi has explicitly
            shared his dream of a perfect unison among various art forms, including poetry, painting, music and dance,
            although he is speaking specifically about ancient art. Regarding contemporary art, Wang calls for a kind
            of artistic universality, a sort of poetic flair or spirit that manifests in all art forms.
          

        
      

    


    
      I have tremendous respect for Professor Wang’s insistence on establishing the discipline on the foundation of a
      shared spirit within ancient Chinese art. However, I must say that this is also extremely
      difficult. After modernity, the increasing specialization of academia has made it difficult to find common ground
      among different artistic disciplines. At the same time, this emphasis on unison belies the value judgement that
      things are better when they are commensurable with other things; say, a poetic painting with a highly pictorial
      poem. Does that mean that a flattened, purely visual and pictorial painting is worse? By contrast, the modern era
      attempted to erase the influences of other art forms, such as theatre and sculpture, and thus return to the
      intrinsic qualities of painting itself.
    


    
      
        
          
            
              	Wu:

              	The notion of a Chinese identity in art theory certainly has its limitations. For
              example, in some of the Chinese art forms to which Professor Tang refers, such as poetry, calligraphy and
              painting, there is a distinct Chinese identity. However, in some of the more modern art forms, such as
              film and television, this Chinese identity marker feels more dubious. This artistic identity is
              constrained by the apparatuses of capital and politics. Should we consider Fang Lijun’s paintings as
              Chinese art or modern art? Surely, they reflect a more subdued ‘Chineseness’ in comparison with early
              Chinese paintings. In our studies of art theory, and more specifically in our teaching, we are concerned
              with maintaining the right balance because, for instance, students may manifest an immediate aversion to
              an overemphasis on Chinese identity in art theory.
            


            
              	Zhao:

              	A scholar’s choice of research area and trajectory has much to do with the bigger
              picture. In other words, the choice between eastern and western theory, between looking backward and
              looking forward, depends on the needs of the era. Since the advent of structuralism, western theory has
              entered a post-theoretical era; knowledge production is in crisis, and there is more nonsense than real
              talk. Therefore, the turn to Chinese art theory to find a breaking point seems like an interesting
              trajectory. Professor Wang is well-trained in both western theory and ancient Chinese thought. Such
              scholarship is rare to find in China, though not unheard of. I believe that we must pursue both paths at
              the same time because creative discovery comes only by way of comparison. If it’s all western theory, we
              lose our roots; if it’s all eastern theory, we fall prey to anachronism. Theoretically speaking, it is a
              viable option for Chinese scholars to seek new forms of knowledge production between these two paths.
              There is another way, one that Slavoj Žižek frequently refers to as ‘entering the centre’, to speak in
              the manner of western discourse, and this is extremely challenging. Of course, the choice between East
              and West is always affected by the circumstances of real life, including one’s own personal reserve of
              knowledge and training, as well as state policies, among other factors; the choice is also informed by
              one’s belief structure, that is, what one feels in one’s bones to be right. This is like gambling to a
              certain extent; it’s not always a rational decision.
            

          
        

      


      
        
          
            
              	Xu:

              	I highly approve of Professor Wang’s work and believe in the existence of the
              artistic spirit to which he refers. Regarding the unison between this spirit and various art disciplines,
              I like to think of every discipline as a path to this spirt, and that despite their unique qualities, all
              paths lead to the same spirit. In ancient times, lack of communication resulted in a multiplicity of
              regional, national and ethnic characteristics; in modern society, however, communication is ubiquitous,
              which makes it more difficult to distil any sort of national, ethnic character. On another note, I have a
              feeling that our overt emphasis on pride and ‘sinicization’ might in fact be a sort of disguised
              inferiority complex. If we are truly confident in the quality of our national products, why the emphasis
              on sinicization? America never speaks of ‘Americanization’.
            


            
              	Fu:

              	Actually, they just started doing that.
            


            
              	Xu:

              	In short, I find it necessary to consider all these limitations, which only makes
              it more difficult to conduct research. While we may be working under the umbrella of art theory, we
              should be allowed to use resources from any area.
            


            
              	Wu:

              	Due to the nature of my work, I hope that the discipline of art theory will find
              precise coordinates, but speaking from a place of personal, academic interest, we are living in an
              incredibly diverse and complex artistic reality where different factors, from media to social conditions,
              and different forms and expressions of art present a host of issues that could form the basis of our
              theorizing. This pluralistic, unfettered reality is an ideal condition for developing a broad art
              theory.
            


            
              	Zhao:

              	Since the late Qing dynasty, the circumstances and institutions of art have been
              in a state of constant change, but the Chinese spirit originates from a unique cultural context and a
              particular subject–object relationship. In the global era of contemporary art. Perhaps we should consider
              Professor Wang’s work, and traditional Chinese aesthetics in general, as an attempt to tackle this
              fundamental concern. In the West, scholars tend to focus on grasping regular patterns, including in art
              history and theory. For instance, they sought to integrate film and photography into ‘image studies’,
              then divided images and moving images, since the 1960s, into new disciplines, thus, through summarization
              and generalization, they attempted to grasp all film phenomena at a macro level. According to my
              observations, most scholars who adopt this approach are aestheticians and philosophers at comprehensive
              universities.
            

          
        

      

    


    
      In the West, when we speak of art, we are really speaking of visual art, whereas literature and music are
      relegated to their own domain. At the beginning of the 1990s, there was a debate about the differences between
      film studies and film theory, leading to discussions about the relations between film theory, film aesthetics and
      film criticism within film studies as a whole. I find that many of the problems we are confronting in the
      discipline of art theory today are similar to those addressed in earlier discussions about
      film theory in western film studies; there are problems with concept, with specific creative experiences and
      specialties, and with finding common ground with other related disciplines.
    


    
      Teaching art theory in the graduate studies programme, I have noticed something quite unique about our
      professional Master’s candidates that sets them apart not only from our undergraduates, but also from our
      academic master’s candidates. Initially, I assumed that they would be more interested in gaining knowledge in
      their respective fields, that a professional master’s candidate specializing in fine art would focus on fine art,
      for example. However, to my surprise, the undergraduates and academic master’s candidates show a much stronger
      sense of subject specialism. Professional master’s candidates, especially the older ones who are doing quite well
      in their fields, are actually more interested in subjects outside their comfort zones. Yesterday, a student
      pursuing a master’s in art management told me he found it meaningless to study more law and management
      strategies; now that he’s working with IT products. So, he is more eager to learn about general topics in art. In
      other words, those professional master’s candidates who have some experience in practice are more interested in
      returning to the more metaphysical realm of art to learn something. But if you were to ask one of them to write a
      graduationthesis, the problem Professor Tang brought up arises: they cannot develop objective analyses of their
      own experiences as art practitioners.
    


    
      
        
          
            	Tang:

            	Was it for this reason that the graduate degree was divided into the academic and
            professional trajectories? In other words, was this division meant to encourage academic Master’s
            candidates to pursue Ph.D studies, and those who wanted to start working after two years of graduate study
            to pursue an MFA?
          


          
            	Xu:

            	The two major art departments at the Communication University of China are Art
            Communication and Anthropology of Art. Art communication studies is very much in line with the academic
            ethos of our school.
          


          
            	Wu:

            	What does communication refer to?
          


          
            	Xu:

            	
              Art communication studies is concerned with two major issues: (1) how art is disseminated (and how this
              dissemination can be broadened and furthered), and (2) whether art communication is itself a form of art
              (and why). These are two crucial topics. In our art anthropology courses, Professor Wang Jiewen（王杰文）
              focuses on folklore, including the history of Chinese folklore as an art form, its present composition
              and its future. To develop his analysis, Wang borrows from contemporary western sociological and
              anthropological theory. He is also interested in the preservation of ‘intangible cultural heritage’,
              which involves a wide range of issues: how do we preserve cultural heritage? Does it count as
              preservation if we invest money in building walls around it? Or should we be more interested in ensuring
              its continued survival in broader society, where it can find its own laws of
              existence? These are very interesting topics. The third field is broadcast and television aesthetics
              studies, which focuses on television and film. And last but not least, there is art theory and art
              history, which are my core subjects. If these do not elevate themselves to a certain level, they will
              remain insubstantial, and if they fail to account for the practical concerns of our time, they will
              remain useless, so one really needs something universal. These are more or less the subjects of our
              focus.
            
          


          
            	Zhao:

            	Earlier in our conversation, you mentioned five research directions in art theory.
            Are cultural and creative industries studies, which are quite popular areas of study today, included in the
            Institute of Art at the Communication University of China?
          


          
            	Xu:

            	No. Management studies is in the School of Economics and Management.
          


          
            	Zhao:

            	Is there much overlap between broadcast and television aesthetics studies and
            television studies?
          


          
            	Xu:

            	No. Broadcast and television aesthetics studies approaches research from the
            perspective of aesthetics.
          


          
            	Zhao:

            	What about overlaps with the School of Television?
          


          
            	Xu:

            	Some of our research focus is on drama and film studies.
          


          
            	Wu:

            	What are the research focuses in art theory at Renmin University?
          


          
            	Fu:

            	The main research focuses of our graduate programme are the history of Chinese fine
            art, the history of western fine art, comparative studies of Chinese and western fine art, art theory and
            criticism, calligraphy theory and practice, art management and curating and art history and technology.
            Ph.D candidates, under the mentorship of Professor Xu Qingping（徐庆平）, Chen Chuanxi （陈传席）and
            Zheng Xiaohua（郑晓华）, focus on western fine art history, Chinese fine art history and the history and theory
            of calligraphy. The history of Chinese fine art also covers ancient Buddhist culture in the western regions
            of China and its dissemination. Professor Li Xiaonan（李晓楠） is teaching the modern history of moving images,
            which is quite interesting.
          


          
            	Zhao:

            	Is that a course or an area of study?
          


          
            	Fu:

            	So far, it’s just a course that has yet to become a discipline in its own right.
            Professor Gu Yaqi（顾亚奇） teaches courses on film, television and communication. In recent years, the
            study of intangible cultural heritage has gained traction, so we are working on developing several courses,
            accompanied by exhibitions in the university gallery, as well as related events and talks.
          


          
            	Wu:

            	Professor Tang, what do you think is missing in terms of academic direction?
          


          
            	Tang:

            	
              In the early days of establishing art theory as an academic discipline, there was a great deal of
              anxiety; however, we must keep in mind that art theory has become a very popular discipline. Leaving
              aside the problems of disciplinary frameworks and boundaries, art theory is an incredibly rich and
              diverse area of study. This certainly has to do with the evolution of theory in the West. Most of the
              early movements in western critical theory with which we are quite familiar, such as
              deconstruction, feminist critique and psychoanalysis, were closely tied to literature and poetry; today,
              however, the most cutting-edge theories are closer to art. Scholars such as Jacques Rancière, Jean-Luc
              Nancy and Gilles Deleuze have published many seminal works on image and visual studies, and one can
              identify a tendency towards visual analysis in reference to specific events and phenomena in their
              discussions on contemporary society and the human condition. Philosophy seems to have grown closer to art
              than literature, to the extent that many discussions around theory of philosophy actually deal with art
              theory. As art theory continues to evolve in this way, it will become even richer in substance, so I
              think the future is pretty positive, and this has much to do with the visual turn of our era. In the
              past, humans used language to articulate the world; today, images generate meaning. Increasingly, we rely
              on images and visuality to express our understanding of the world and of ourselves. This rising
              significance of visuality explains why more and more scholars trained in philosophy are turning to art,
              thereby improving the discipline.
            
          

        
      

    


    
      I believe that incorporating visual culture is a pretty good development for art theory. As emerging disciplines,
      both visual culture and art theory are open towards new media because they are not dominated by any particular
      subject. Unlike art history and film history, which have clearly defined research subjects and must study what is
      defined as art or film, respectively, visual culture is centred on visuality, which means that it studies
      anything that serves as the object of visual activity. By this logic, a table can be a subject of study so long
      as it is being looked at, while a painting can just be a piece of canvas or wood if we are not consciously
      looking at it.
    


    
      Another direction worth considering for art theory is art sociology, or the social history of art, which is known
      for its interdisciplinarity. The sociology of art considers an artistic activity or artwork within a broader
      network of social activities. It does not matter whether it is a song or a painting. The sociology of art is not
      concerned with the internal structure of an artwork or its particularities and can therefore involve many
      different subjects in its scope of discussion, such as musical scores, paintings or poetry. I consider these to
      be a few plausible research directions for art theory.
    


    
      
        
          
            	Zhao:

            	
              Visual culture studies is a special case. It is like a horizontal incision that can also serve as the
              central focus of art theory. Previously, it was the turn of structuralist literary theory; now, it is the
              visual, historiographical turn. If the first half of the twentieth century can be summarized by the
              linguistic turn in philosophy, then the second half belongs to the visual turn in
              theory, as evident in Deleuze’s proposition of the cinematic turn in philosophy.
            
          


          
            	Wu:

            	I think it is still imperative to maintain a sharp grasp on the current landscape of
            art. My perspective is similar to what you just said: we must take the present as our point of departure,
            as research must always have a subject, or space, of analysis. I always tell my undergraduate students
            that, as film majors, our discipline has a rich repertoire of theory, but if we look exclusively at film
            theory, we will not be receptive to newer theoretical currents. Therefore, starting with our new admissions
            in 2016, we declared the focus of our undergraduate training to be criticism.
          


          
            	Tang:

            	Indeed, criticism is a crucial area of study.
          


          
            	Wu:

            	Students today are pretty intelligent. With such a rich array of artistic activities
            and subjects before them, I believe we should also leave them space for self-discovery; we should just
            teach them basic theory and general knowledge, and let them invent the rest through critique and practice.
            Regarding the question of contemporaneity, I believe that the development of the discipline still largely
            depends on the creativity of the scholars involved, so another crucial question is how best to enhance the
            creativity of the teachers and scholars from different professional backgrounds who are involved in the
            discipline of art theory.
          


          
            	Xu:

            	Enthusiasm is the key.
          


          
            	Wu:

            	You’re right, otherwise teaching cannot move forward, and even if it does it cannot
            generate anything new. No matter what department or discipline we come from, we must think together about
            how to ignite and further develop the enthusiasm of every teacher in the discipline of art theory, because
            the fruit of their ideas is at the heart of the discipline.
          


          
            	Tang:

            	The importance of a book does not depend on its designated field but on the quality
            of the work itself.
          


          
            	Wu:

            	That’s right. Confronted by new artistic practices and subjects, as long as you have
            the as long as you have passion and a foundation of academic training, then you can potentially succeed in
            further expanding the horizons of the field. If we only teach methodology, honestly speaking, it will be
            quite dogmatic, even if it is more practical than theory. However, when methodology is directed towards
            constantly evolving artistic subjects and forms of dissemination, two undesirable alternatives arise:
            either we end up excluding important facts or we end up with too many methods, and both outcomes give rise
            to further problems. I believe that we are in an era of invention and creation. We must maintain our
            courage in the face of contemporary artistic currents and continue to invent new concepts.
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      The Body as Spectacle
    


    
      Throughout the past century of Chinese history, ever since the New Culture Movement (Xinwenhua yundong) of
      the mid-1910s, a certain biopolitical regulation and modification of personal appearance has been in effect,
      efficiently rendering state policy as explicit visual code. For instance, the Chinese people’s first and foremost
      experiences of the Xinhai Revolution (Xinhai geming)– a historic event – were the cutting of the queue
      hairstyle and the end of foot-binding. In 1912, the Provisional Government of the Republic of China issued its
      first law regarding attire, the Sartorial Code (fuzhi), which explicitly sanctioned the importation of
      western clothing. Soon, men’s fashion evolved into an eccentric mix of western-style suits, Chinese robes and Sun
      Yat-sen suits, while women’s fashion encompassed a more streamlined late-Qing-style wardrobe, the now-iconic
      student uniform composed of blue blouse and black skirt, and qipao, officially designated the national
      dress of the Republic of China in 1929. By the 1940s, the national style ‘[had] become a fusion of western-style
      fashion, Sun Yat-sen suits and qipao’1 (Hu and Yuan 2006, p28). Although there has not been an official dress code since the
      founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, a new, unspoken revolutionary aesthetic emerged soon after:
      ‘Lenin Suits, Mao Suits and Sun Yat-sen suits became the three most trendy items’ (Hu and Yuan 2006, p.29), and
      the links between clothing, manufacturing, construction and revolution grew tighter. After China launched its
      economic reform in 1978, its sartorial aesthetic again joined the global current; western-style fashion made a
      comeback, and China’s garment market underwent exponential growth. This brief overview of stylistic evolution in
      the twentieth century illustrates how dress codes can come to display the three-dimensional
      coordinates of the political, economic and cultural conditions of their respective eras, manifested on the body
      of the individual. In other words, how the individual should look in society is always a public event inscribed
      in private.
    


    
      Throughout the last century, the body in China was largely chastened and kept in check by a national discourse
      that emphasized its ideological functions. In the contemporary era, this national discourse has largely
      dissipated, to be replaced by a new system of public-opinion-based scrutiny that has proven far more effective.
      In the collective opinion, reflected by Weibo users, for instance, we can discern a burgeoning phenomenon of
      using ‘face credit’ or ‘face value’ (yanzhi 颜值)2 as a veiled measure of virtue. Case in point: after word broke that
      emerging Chinese actor Ke Zhendong 柯震东 (known for his role in the 2011 film Naxienian Women Yiqi Zhuiguode
      Nvhai /You Are the Apple of My Eye) had been arrested on the mainland for illegal drug use and sentenced to
      two weeks’ detainment. Internet users (mostly fans) defended him online, claiming that such minor transgressions
      should be forgiven. Some supporters even went on to claim that ‘face value is the new morality’ (Yanzhi ji
      zhengyi 颜值即正义). While ‘stay strong Ke Zhendong’ made it to the list of top searches of the week, public
      feedback on the arrest of another celebrity, namely Li Daimo 李代沫, was strikingly different: compared with the
      younger Ke, born in 1991, Li – born in 1988 – was less handsome by contemporary standards and, in addition, had
      suffered damage to his reputation by rumours of homosexuality.
    


    
      This new measure of value, centred on the look and spanning everything from body shape to attire, evinces a new
      zeitgeist. The body is able to attract fame and seize social resources, and is therefore a key shop window onto
      the ‘society of the spectacle’. In his aesthetic of the spectacle, Guy Debord (1983) emphasizes its virtual
      ‘realness’. This is evidenced by the generic real estate properties mushrooming across contemporary Chinese
      cities with such indistinguishable names as ‘Oriental Paris’, ‘Oriental Venice’ and ‘Italian Atmosphere’: ‘the
      spectacle is affirmation of appearance and affirmation of all human life, namely social life, as mere appearance’
      (Debord 1983: 4). Exquisite bodies become the most fitting spokespersons for urban spectacle. In Chinese films of
      the new millennium, particularly in the urban romance genre, bodies flawed to beneath the standard of
      acceptability have become increasingly marginalized, signalling a growing internalization of urban spectacle as
      bodily aesthetic.
    


    
      Aside from the aforementioned sartorial requirements of the body’s exterior, twenty-first-century Chinese film
      intimates a subtler, more internal thread that pointedly addresses the body’s posture and personality. From the
      narrative focus on arduous physical training in Johnnie To 杜琪峰 and Wai Ka-fai’s 韦家辉 Love on a Diet, to the
      precise facial modifications in Lin Aihua’s 林爱华 The Truth about Beauty, the standards of bodily
      transformation have drastically evolved, producing ever more exquisite silhouettes and bodily fashions. Another
      recent title, Sajiao de Nvren Zuihaoming/Women Who Flirt (2014), centres on a crash
      course on flirting, which can be seen as an educational film on femininity, echoing Simone de Beauvoir’s
      observation that ‘not every female human being is necessarily a woman; she must take part in this mysterious and
      endangered reality known as femininity’ (de Beauvoir 2009: 23). One must perform femininity to become a woman.
    


    
      In this light, it is more imperative to examine the interior transformations of the body than its external
      modifications, in order to understand the process of its construction as spectacle and the role it plays in
      contemporary Chinese culture. The ways in which we treat the body as cultural artefact, dressing it up or
      subjecting it to transformation and display, are an integral aspect of mass culture; such representations are the
      essential sources of our self-image, and in particular determine the coding of ‘woman’ in society. However, it is
      worth noting that de Beauvoir’s reading of the body in different contexts emphasizes the biological
      differentiation of the sexes. For instance, it is commonly assumed that women are less stable and less
      self-controlled than men, and therefore possess a weaker ability to grasp the reality of the world. However, the
      image of the body today is no longer foregrounded by biological differences between the two sexes as much as it
      is by the question of how to best stay en vogue. In a word, only a chic body can be extolled as a
      desirable signifier, a piece of common currency in consumer culture; also, this full-fledged interior
      reconstruction has helped to establish the spectacle of the body in contemporary urban film.
    


    
      Training and Modification: Becoming a Different ‘Me’
    


    
      The Truth about Beauty focuses on an average-looking college graduate named Guo Jing, tracking the
      transformations in her professional and personal lives as she undergoes a series of plastic surgeries. This
      explicit narrative focus on bodily transformation immediately recalls Love on a Diet, an earlier film that
      also left a profound impression on the public. In comparison, however, the transformation process depicted in the
      newer work is far less arduous, and therefore less arresting for viewers. The plastic surgery-themed chick flick
      has been widely criticized online for promoting problematic values: many educated women consider the message that
      ‘appearance makes your career’ to be appalling, according to the brief comments on Douban webside, while older
      single women take issue with the film’s suggestion that ‘appearance determines the match’. Regardless, it is safe
      to summarize the film as a ‘proscribed’ work that severely deviates from feminist norms.
    


    
      We can also clearly discern, in recent film productions, a narrative trend towards altering one’s subjective
      experiences and memories through bodily modification. In Shuangchong Baoguang/Double Xposure (2012),
      protagonist Song Qi (a cosmetic surgery consultant) changes her customer Mei Mei’s surgery
      plan so that Mei is transformed into a copy of her murdered best friend, Xiao Xi. In Nvyong/The
      Chrysalis (2013), Anne kills her best friend Guan Wenxin and then proceeds to modify Wenxin’s corpse in her
      own image, and these complex bodily and psychological modifications eventually drive her to a psychotic
      breakdown. Meanwhile, Renjian Xiaotuanyuan/Aberdeen (2014) taps into the contradictions of
      bodily modification by introducing a nuclear family made up of a middle-aged wife who actively seeks cosmetic
      surgery; a child who passively accepts her given genes; and a confused husband. From Love on a Diet, made
      in 2001, to The Truth about Beauty, made in 2014, the first decade-long leap into the new century was a
      journey of bodily modification, traversing variegated rules and conventions. Crucially, it was more than just a
      temporal leap but one that signalled two different methods of bodily transformation, two disparate fables of the
      body.
    


    
      In Love on a Diet, the victims of unrequited love turn to food to heal their emotional wounds at the cost
      of losing their slim figures; however, while the female protagonist grows obese, her heart remains broken. By
      accentuating the burden of the overweight body, the film presents obesity as a kind of abnormality and the
      inability to manage one’s own physique as a form of insanity. In order to return to ‘normal’, the body must
      undergo an intensive and strict routine, similar to that of a professional athlete, that is, a
      physical-training-based transformation involving a highly disciplined diet and exercise regime. The body saves
      the ego from insanity by submitting itself to rigorous training; the process of bodily modification thereby
      becomes the primary measure of modern life. The notion of obesity as a form of physical malformation carries
      multiple connotations. First, it signifies the failure of the subject to control his or her body, which in turn
      allows it to go insane. In this light, training-based transformation imposes upon the body a modern
      self-regulatory system. To subject the body to rigorous training is to punish it for losing control: the
      irrational body is elated and relaxed; the body in training is tired and in pain.
    


    
      If it seems morally necessary for the overweight male and female protagonists in Love on a Diet to commit
      to a punitive training regime in order to restore themselves to health, then we may be confused by the fixation
      on cosmetic surgery of the two nondescript female protagonists in The Truth about Beauty: why do
      they have to modify their bodies so drastically? This film attributes the two protagonists’ failure to
      find employment to their mediocre beauty. When Guo Jing realizes this, she sets off on a journey of bodily
      transformation. What we see here, however, is not the punitive model of physical training but a clinically based
      transformation assisted by modern medical technology.
    


    
      The technical requirements of surgical transformation transfer the modification process from the public space to
      the more private operating room, making it a stealthier process. These operations are
      usually rapid and precise; compared with the protracted, punitive nature of physical training, this modification
      is more akin to sculpting a work of art. While training-based transformation requires the governance of the
      entire body, including its desire for well-being, surgical transformation emphasizes the minutiae of specific
      body parts (double eyelids, face-slimming, breast enlargement), which no longer bear any relation to their
      physiological functions. Surgical transformation constitutes the path from the ‘ordinary’ to the ‘refined’.
    


    
      The bodily governance required by both training-based and surgical transformation calls to mind Foucault’s
      analysis of two forms of punishment in Discipline and Punish. One is violent, brutal physical torture that
      aims to tear the body apart – for instance, the public, exhibitionary penalty that originated in the later stages
      of the Enlightenment in the seventeen and eighteen century and became the primary model of punishment for
      prisoners in Europe until the mid-eighteenth century. The other is the highly regimented daily schedule that is
      imposed upon inmates, such as in the Paris Youth Reformatory, which purports to be a more civilized, gentler mode
      of punishment. According to Foucault, the latter eventually became the dominant form of the modern penal system,
      a more exhaustive form of bodily governance with a veneer of civility.
    


    
      The two modes of physical transformation represented in these two films demonstrate a transition from a need for
      discipline to a need for refinement. While the disciplined body is the modern nation-state’s basic requirement
      for every individual, the refined body represents the new cultural economy that operates around the individual in
      contemporary culture. As the trajectory from Love on a Diet to The Truth about Beauty demonstrates,
      the refining process has become more efficient; lipid and gastric bypass surgeries (both used in the treatment of
      obesity), for example, belay the need for preparatory work. Meanwhile, however, the standard has also become
      higher, as evident by the photographs of ‘target bodies’ presented to the patient before surgery.. If the goal of
      physical training is to return to a ‘previous self’, then the goal of surgical modification is to become a
      ‘different self’. The scope of application has also grown wider; every ordinary individual is encouraged to
      subject him or herself to some degree of modification, if he or she has not yet reached the standard of beauty.
    


    
      The Paradox of Transformation: The Intensification of Bodily Scrutiny
    


    
      Contemporary urban films feature abundant instances of transformation, both human and object, with the goal of
      producing the perfect spectacle; the body’s landscape, in particular, is often portrayed as an artwork that
      elicits envy. When we enjoy these seemingly natural beauties on-screen, we must not forget
      that the perfect body does not mean the end of transformation; rather, it signifies its enduring presence. The
      kind of physical transformation we see in cinema, however, be it via rigorous training or accelerated surgical
      modification, has not yet replaced the national discourse of the body. Such transformations only change the
      body’s shape, not its cultural narrative; and a more beautiful body only engenders a more rigorous aesthetic
      system of bodily scrutiny.
    


    
      In the decade or so between Love on a Diet and The Truth about Beauty, surgical transformation has
      undergone extraordinary development, becoming an essential method of reshaping the body. From the rather
      intimidating ‘face-lifts’ (zhengrong 整容) of yesteryear to today’s relatively routine ‘micro-cosmetic
      surgeries’ (wei zhengxing 微整形), surgical transformation has attracted a flock of ‘ordinary’ bodies to
      undergo ‘refinement’, with its promise to be ‘fast, painless and precise’, even giving rise to such viral
      phenomena as cosmetic surgery tourism in South Korea. While surgical transformation may seem like an improvement
      on rigorous physical training, saving time and energy, it is in fact riddled with contradictions. On the one
      hand, the increasing convenience and feasibility of these surgeries have made bodily transformation a highly
      accessible business, attracting more and more people and thus becoming standard practice. On the other, while
      such modifications seem to be aimed at producing better selves, they all seem to fall upon the same few
      stereotypes of beauty (double eyelids, big eyes, tall nose, skinny face and big boobs); thus, the ostensible goal
      of transcending mediocrity can lead to the paradoxical flattening of individual subjecthood into homogeneity.
    


    
      While convenient modification methods have made the body all the more manipulable, such manipulability should not
      be equated with a new dawn of technological emancipation of the body: surgical transformation may allow the
      female subject to obtain sexual appeal almost instantly, but one should not overlook the volatile nature of this
      appeal. In The Truth about Beauty, after Guo Jing completes her breast augmentation surgery, she is filled
      with joy and confidence, having instantly gained sex appeal. As she enters into an potential relationship with
      her boss, Raymond, she is invited on a business trip with him, and together they look forward to a sexually
      fulfilling trip. However, just when everything seems to be going well, Guo Jing’s secret is exposed by the
      cosmetic surgery hospital, and Raymond ends their relationship, bluntly observing that no one wants to be with a
      woman who has had work done (it remains true, of course, that if Guo Jing had never had plastic surgery, he would
      not have fallen in love with her in the first place). Raymond goes on to attempt to school Guo about embracing
      her true self with courage, but what is revealed instead is the scar left on his pride by the exposure of her
      cosmetic modification. As Guo Jing succinctly observes, it is always the authors of the
      rules of beauty, namely men, who end up blaming women for their ruthless pursuit of it.
    


    
      After Guo’s secret is exposed and Raymond decides to break up with her, the film plot seems to go off the rails
      and race towards a dead end. To ‘shake things up’, the director conjures up a car accident that disfigures
      Raymond, forcing him to undergo plastic surgery of his own; in the end, Raymond and Guo regain psychological
      equilibrium and reunite. While we may roll our eyes at this ending, it is arguably the only possible happy one;
      it also reminds us that, although ostensibly liberated, the discourse of love today is still governed by the
      questionable rule of the male gaze, which says: I want you to be as delicate as the model in the cosmetic surgery
      handbook, but I cannot accept your artificial beauty; even if this is an open secret, I do not want it to be
      exposed so that I can convince myself into believing that this ‘modified beauty’ is natural.
    


    
      Returning to the training-based model of transformation, we may identify causes behind every step of the body’s
      descent into irrationality; in this light, training-based transformation is always simultaneously a process of
      psychological healing. By drawing a link between obesity and romantic loss, Love on a Diet considers the
      dual acquisition of a beautiful body and emotional adjustment as a laborious process that requires patience,
      during the process of which both the male and female protagonists manage to rediscover their ‘true selves’.
      Although the Cinderella-like happy ending – in which both protagonists successfully lose the extra weight and
      rediscover their beauty – feels delusionally romantic, the does film succeed, at least, in suggesting the
      possibility of simultaneously transforming the body and spirit. In other words, training-based transformation may
      seem more conventional, archaic and painstaking than surgical transformation, but it has more staying power.
    


    
      In Nvren Buhuai/All About Women (2008), Zhou Xun 周迅 plays a geek with little feminine beauty who secretly
      develops a pheromone drug patch to enhance her femininity; once she puts on the patch, every man becomes
      attracted to her. Consequently, she lives in the shadow of her technological patch, hoping that one day its
      chemical effects will translate into physical ones. In Women Who Flirt, Zhou again plays an inadequately
      feminine character, the difference being that this time she must learn how to flirt; that is, in order to find
      the ideal lover, she must submit herself to rigorous ‘romantic’ training. The contrasting techniques portrayed by
      the same actress – using artificial pheromones or ‘flirting practice’ – are a straightforward illustration of the
      difference between modification and training.
    


    
      Crucially, despite the high efficiency of surgical transformation, it has the irreparable flaw of being unable to
      survive across generations, meaning that any offspring of the modified subject will be left with the ‘ordinary’
      look that his or her parent abandoned. Whether physical training or surgical transformation, one pays for precision with a loss of authenticity. Once you enter the discursive field of bodily
      transformation, the only way to maintain its effectiveness is to keep performing more modifications. This is
      precisely the predicament of Guo Jing and Raymond in The Truth about Beauty, as well as the daughter of
      Zheng Weitao and En’en in Aberdeen. In the latter, while the mother finds sexual power through
      modification, the child must face reality unveiled. It is possible to picture a future in which scientists have
      fully decoded the human genome, allowing modifications to penetrate the genetic code and maintain their effects
      from generation to generation. Won’t there be more of a challenge reconciling beauty and ethics when that day
      arrives? This is the true nature of transformation: not only is it unable to affect the discursive field of the
      body, it also generates a more rigid system of aesthetic scrutiny. The easier the transformation, the more likely
      one is to lose one’s authentic subjecthood. While women may seem to dominate in today’s bodily discourse, they
      are, in fact, still fettered by men’s aesthetic expectations; in the end, beauty is a continuing battle between
      reality and fiction.
    


    
      Codes of ‘Face Value’ and Ostensible Confidence
    


    
      Bodily modification that conforms to this new aesthetic apparatus is progressively becoming the leitmotif of our
      society of the spectacle. Spanning everything from figure to attire to posture, the new standard of bodily
      perfection requires extraordinary capital, which engenders what can be seen as a sort of Matthew Effect: the
      possession of more capital means a more attractive body; a more central position within the spectacle; various
      advantages when it comes to attracting, managing and influencing others; and a higher level of conformity to the
      rules of desire in consumerist society. If access to physical attractiveness via transformation were limited to
      those in possession of capital, then its impact would remain limited and covert. The frequent depiction of bodily
      transformation in contemporary film, however, shows that this modern regulation of the bodily aesthetic is
      ubiquitous. The night before the 2014 Chinese National Higher Education Entrance Examination, a series of
      ‘blessing messages’, originally posted by Weibo user Xue Haoda, was widely reposted on Weibo:
    


    
      This is the last fair exam, please cherish it; From now on it’s all about the look; Work hard for just a few more
      days, don’t let the results get to you, believe in yourself, the pretty ones need not worry; Pick a university in
      a big city, date a light-skinned, rich and beautiful girl; Doesn’t matter if you’re ugly, as she may be blind;
      The last test that does not factor your look, or your dad, cheer up! Hope you nail it, fathers-in-law like those
      with a diploma today.3
    


    
      
    


    
      Ever since, these kinds of exam blessing messages, charged with sarcasm, have not failed to trend during any exam
      season, with ‘the look’ becoming one of the most searched keywords. With a sense of sardonic ridicule decidedly
      at odds with conventional blessings, this recurring flood of negative energy, though ostensibly unrelated to the
      exams themselves, inadvertently reveals the contradictions within the college entrance exam system. On the one
      hand, what is unanimously accepted as the fairest exam is also acknowledged as representing a watershed moment in
      life, whose fairness is attenuated by the unfair encounters that are expected to ensue; on the other hand, as
      exam scores lose all credibility in determining one’s fate in this moment, the watershed status of the college
      entrance exam in turn diminishes in significance. These acerbic blessings, coded with the message that ‘life is
      determined by beauty’, recall the predicament of Guo Jing in The Truth about Beauty; in this light, the
      film’s conceit – Guo’s resumes are rejected on the grounds of her mediocre appearance – though problematic, is an
      accurate representation of a phenomenon in our society of the spectacle, where only the beautiful things are made
      visible. Here, we see that the body has become an official, effective form of capital, and the only manageable
      one that remains.
    


    
      Capital is the ticket to bodily transformation, and sex appeal is its destination: social media has become an
      essential promoter of this landscape of the body since the turn of the century, with WeChat and Weibo comprising
      a powerful social network of aesthetic evaluation. In Women Who Flirt, Zhang Hui is required to learn not
      only a more feminine body language, but also photo retouching and posting skills, in order to present a more
      attractive version of herself on social media. The popularity of image-sharing has further fortified the society
      of the spectacle: snapping a nice picture of your food is just as important as enjoying it; trips taken without
      posting pictures of the destination are trips that have not really taken place. In other words, life is no longer
      as important as its publicity; only the suitably publicized life endows the social media subject with a dignified
      sense of existence. Today, photo retouching is no longer just the function of an application, and the camera’s
      quality has become the most essential criterion of any phone purchase.
    


    
      In his essay, ‘The Age of the World Picture’ (1977), Martin Heidegger proposes the concept of the ‘pictorial
      turn’, observing that the
    


    
      
        world picture, when understood essentially, does not mean a picture of the world but the world conceived and
        grasped as picture […] The world picture does not change from an earlier medieval one into a modern one, but
        rather the fact that the world becomes picture at all is what distinguishes the essence of the modem age.
      


      
        (Heidegger 1977: 129–30)
      

    


    
      
    


    
      If one of the most essential features of modern life is the ‘world picture’, then the incessant modification of
      the body serves as yet more proof of such a view. Once upon a time, people used images to document reality;
      today, images govern the people. This is evident in Love on a Diet, when the male protagonist prints out a
      pre-weight-gain photo of the female protagonist and hangs it on the wall to encourage her to lose weight, as well
      as in The Truth about Beauty, in which Guo Jing is not offered any job interviews until she undergoes
      cosmetic surgery. This is life in the era of omnipresent pictorial censorship.
    


    
      The ultimate goal of bodily modification is to avoid social exclusion. In The New Spirit of Capitalism
      (2005), sociologists Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello articulate two explanations of ‘exclusion’ through the lens
      of macrosociology: one is class-based exclusion, in which the middle class acts as the dividing line; the other
      is network-based exclusion, in which those unable to form relationships with others are relegated to the margins.
      As the landscape of the body becomes readily apparent in contemporary urban film, one might, from a personal and
      emotional standpoint, feel indignant at its exploitation: ‘in so far as they are the producers of themselves,
      everyone is responsible for their bodies, their image, their success, their destiny’ (Boltanski and Chiapello
      2005: 154). This kind of exploitation is infuriating and impossible not to ignore. It feels imperative to reflect
      on this precarious condition, and yet no one can be immediately identified as the culprit, for the excluded are
      verily born with ‘flaws’.
    


    
      Within this highly stratified aesthetic apparatus, the pressure to conform falls increasingly downward, onto the
      flawed, the malformed and the ugly. Though one can still scavenge a sense of human empathy in Love on a
      Diet, in The Truth about Beauty, bodily transformation takes the form of a highly private transaction;
      friendship, such as that between Guo Jing and Wei Wei, seems remote, as do romantic relationships. The underlying
      sentiment seems to be, ‘There is always someone suffering more.’
    


    
      Lastly, a clarification: in this chapter, while the two bodily transformation strategies under discussion both
      centre on female protagonists, it is not my intention to argue that men are exempt from scrutiny in this new
      apparatus of beauty. Indeed, it is quite the opposite. As an example, the nationwide obsession with ‘little fresh
      meat’ (xiaoxianrou 小鲜肉; an Internet buzzword that describes young and handsome guys) endows the slogan
      ‘face value is the new morality’, mentioned earlier in the chapter, with a more straightforward – and perhaps
      more accurate – translation: ‘face value’ has replaced acting skill. The overt emphasis on the fine features of
      such young actors as Lu Han 鹿晗, Yang Yang 杨洋, Li Yifeng 李易峰 and William Chan 陈伟霆 is not a sign of the inclusivity
      (towards men) of this aesthetic apparatus; rather, this obsession with fineness, or delicacy, recalls the
      fixation on refinement through surgical transformation. Thus, ‘face value’ is an omnipresent
      spell, cast upon both men and women. These evolving standards of male beauty, and their variegated implications,
      are outside the scope of this chapter. However, it is worth noting that, thus far, men are rarely the subjects of
      bodily transformation in film.
    


    
      From exterior ornamentation to internal reconfiguration, from punitive physical training to surgical
      modification, the biopolitics of the body in contemporary urban film articulates that of the body in contemporary
      culture. While the spectacle is certainly captivating, the apparatus of beauty is laden with cruelty: only the
      beautiful are allowed representation. The concept of ‘face value’ – the top social media buzzword – is spreading
      from youth culture to all age groups, as if the final goal of the ‘world picture’ is to usher in a visual culture
      in which the body is rendered to its furthest extremes of beauty.
    


    
      Some might criticize the above reading as somewhat paranoid, as these new modes of bodily modification are
      premised on a concession to the body rhetoric of the nation-state, which is essentially a concession to power. It
      is worth noting that the new subject of power is not the individual, with the freedom to manage their own body,
      but the emerging capitalist logic. As it becomes increasingly rare to see natural bodies in film, bodily flaws
      are relegated – on abstract, ideological grounds – to the realm of personal discourse. Those who subject
      themselves to bodily modification are fuelled by the belief that failures are caused by a lack of work done
      (i.e., a shortfall in ‘face value’), and as long as one works towards beauty, any personal problem, be it
      professional or emotional, can be solved. Perhaps Archimedes saying, ‘Give me a fulcrum, and I shall move the
      world,’ should be rewritten as, ‘Make me attractive, and I shall move the world.’
    


    
      
        NOTES
      


      
        1.All translations are the
        author’s own, unless otherwise specified.
      


      
        2.Yanzhi uses numbers to
        rate a person’s attractiveness. It is commonly used in slang phrases such as ‘face value explosion’(yanzhi
        baobiao 颜值爆表) and ‘low face value’(yanzhi di 颜值低), among others.
      


      
        3.Quoted from a post by Weibo
        user Xue Haoda 薛好大 on 5 June 2014. https://weibo.com/1643264373/B7DdCmgYL?type=comment#_rnd1577719109198.
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      Lu Xun1 once summarized the ethos of folklore as ‘robust and
      refreshing’: ‘[w]‌hen an old literary tradition wanes it finds an inflection point by absorbing folk literature
      and foreign literature: examples of this permeate throughout literary history’ (Lu 1981: 95). Lu describes folk literature as a ‘civic practice’ 2 with social uses, and advocates for the establishment of research institutes dedicated to
      its study. Leaders in the New Culture Movement3, such as Lu
      Xun, Hu Shi4 and Zheng Zhenze5, unanimously considered folk literature as the soil where traditional literature would
      sprout into new forms; when literature loses its energy and grows stale, they believed, it should turn to
      folklore for new forms, new paths. Throughout history, in times of crisis, writers have turned to folklore for
      new ideas and inspiration6, and this can be observed as an
      inherent mechanism in the developmental pattern of literature.
    


    
      If literature follows this pattern, so does film. Although Chinese film has maintained an intimate tie to folk
      literature and folklore since its birth via cartoons, wuxia and supernatural films, the supernatural genre had
      hardly emerged in early Chinese cinema before it lost steam for a variety of reasons. Today, with the rapid
      genrefication and industrialization of film since the turn of the century, the supernatural genre is witnessing a
      revival with many titles being produced. It is worth noting that this revived supernatural genre, which borrows
      its motifs from mythology, legend and folklore, uses various kinds of supernatural abilities as narrative devices
      (e.g. witchcraft, magic and divine or demonic powers), while employing advanced special effects and visual
      technologies as its methodology, evincing a conceptual coherence – through the lens of history and tradition –
      with early supernatural film, and thus representing a harmony between historical and
      contemporary cinema. The recent avalanche of supernatural films, including Painted Skin (2008), Mural
      (2011), Journey to the West: Conquering the Demons (2013), The Monkey King (2014), Zhong
      Kui: Snow Girl and the Dark Crystal (2015), Monster Hunt (2015), Mojin: The Lost Legend (2015),
      The Mermaid (2016) and The Great Wall (2016), has suddenly transformed the genre into a leading
      force in Chinese film and, consequently, in box office sales. By incorporating folklore, Chinese cinema has
      undoubtedly expanded and enriched its legacy. Moreover, the reliance on folklore has become widely acknowledged
      as the major reason for the prosperity of Chinese mainstream film7.
    


    
      However, this appearance of prosperity belies the enduring problems and crises that have remained unsolved since
      the early days of Chinese cinema, including thematic superficiality, consistent over-reliance on technology and
      complete spiritual vacuity. The most recent titles in the genre, such as The Great Wall, Zhong Kui:
      Snow Girl and the Dark Crystal, Chronicles of the Ghostly Tribe (2015) and Mojin: The Lost
      Legend, are prisoners of technology. They appropriate myths and legends blindly, with little knowledge of
      history, resulting in symbol-rich but unbearably empty plots and characters; or they are rendered as little more
      than a fetishistic exhibition of technology, bereft of spiritual significance while leaving some critics in awe
      of progress made in the realms of technological development and innovation8. Against the backdrop of the global economy and the industrialized film milieu spawned therein,
      how can we restore the folkloric imaginary of film and safeguard cultural diversity? How can we continue the
      legacy of the supernatural genre, rediscover its roots in mythology and assert its historical, spiritual value?
      These are the ‘real’ problems that critics and filmmakers should investigate. Meanwhile, we must confront two
      often overlooked issues: the loss of cinematic refinement and the lack of a contemporary ethos in the
      appropriation of legends, myths and folklore. First, to prevent the loss of cinematic refinement, the inherent
      codes of film narrativity should be followed when appropriating, modifying and interpreting cultural resources,
      including the particularities of key narrative elements such as costume, characterization, symbolism,
      ritual9, plot and story arc. Second, when repurposing
      traditional cultural resources, we must consider how to endow them with an appropriate contemporary ethos and
      transcendental significance, in order to mitigate Chinese genre film’s atrocious superficiality and slavish
      reliance on empty symbolism and technology. In sum, the key to unleashing the potential of these excellent
      Chinese genres, and to providing them with sufficiently rich creative soil for sustainable development, lies in
      the innovative use of folklore in its varied forms of myth and legend.
    


    
      The Dilemma of Character Design in Supernatural Film
    


    
      In the twenty-first century, the rapid industrialization of the global film milieu has accelerated the
      proliferation and expansion of different genres. However, in the case of most localized Chinese genres (such as
      spy films, musicals, sci-fi and detective films), this growth has been notably fleeting, often immediately
      followed by stagnation. Only comedies and supernatural films have continued to progress, becoming the leading
      forces in box office sales among domestic genres. Nevertheless, behind their commercial success, one cannot fail
      to notice a distinct lack of creativity, consistently monotonous character design and flat storylines.
    


    
      The supernatural blockbuster The Great Wall marks the filmic debut of the mythical taotie a
      creature from an ancient legend（饕餮，是古代中国神话传说中的一种神秘怪物。其形状如羊身人面，眼在腋下，虎齿人手，代表人性中的贪欲)， in fully realized form. Its
      body is dark green and covered with hair, and its head is adorned with patterns commonly found on ancient Chinese
      ritual bronze vessels; raised spines protrude from its back, resembling the dorsal accoutrements of lizards; and
      its enormous mouth exposes long, sharp teeth. The taotie in the film are reptiles – tailed, quadrupedal,
      with five sharp claws on each paw. Their agile forms permit them to move extremely fast, and their blood is
      green. Taotie usually appear in herds and are capable of crawling, climbing and flying, which makes their
      battles with humans overwhelming and frightening; in one scene, over 300,000 of them rush towards the human army
      to launch a vicious assault. Thus, the overall creature design in The Great Wall draws on descriptions in
      ancient legends and motifs found on Chinese artefacts, with some modifications. In Chinese mythology, the
      taotie are greedy, violent carnivores. A passage in The Classic of Mountains and Seas: Mount North
      II10 describes them as follows: ‘the
      body of a goat and the face of a human, eyes beneath its armpits, the teeth of a tiger, the paws of a human and a
      voice like an infant.’ On bronze vessels from the Shang dynasty, they are commonly depicted with ferocious
      expressions, the bodies of helpless victims clutched in their claws, their heads in their mouths. As
      taotie are usually seen on bronze sculptures, they are commonly imagined as bronze in colour. However,
      since The Great Wall uses ancient texts and legends as references, its creatures are rendered in dark
      green, adding a degree of visual shock and intensity. Although the film suffers from a weak plot, underdeveloped
      themes and a superficial reading of the legends – it is not on par with Hollywood supernatural classics, such as
      the Lord of the Rings trilogy (2001-2003) or Avatar (2010) – one must applaud its attempts at
      referencing and taking inspiration from ancient legends in its character design. This turn to folklore – after
      hitting a sort of plateau following an initial boom（2005-2012） – in the search for
      fertile soil for the sustainable growth of the genre, reflects a respectful appreciation among filmmakers of the
      importance of folk literature to art and culture.
    


    
      Lu Chuan’s Chronicles of the Ghostly Tribe is another recent work that features intricate mythological
      character design. The blood bat, red hou（红犼，俗称 为望天吼，朝天吼，古书上说的一种似狗而吃人的北方野兽，传说是龙王的儿子，有守望习惯）and Kunlun Lake
      monster are largely based on descriptions in ancient texts, including The Classic of Mountains and
      Seas（公元年 ~ 公元年） and Notes Relating the Extraordinary12, albeit while also incorporating some characteristics of creatures from western mythology. All
      three creatures can be found in The Classic of Mountains and Seas: the blood bat is said to look like the
      danghu (a mythological bird-like creature); the red hou is described as the fiercest of its kind;
      and the Kunlun Lake monster borrows elements from both rongyuan and
      yingzhao（蝾螈，指冰河时期已灭绝的水生、侵略性极强的物种；英招，是上古时期中国神话传说中的神兽). The western-style creatures they reference come from
      both mythology as well as the natural world. This way of reassembling and recomposing vivid ‘creature characters’
      out of a collage of myth and nature has proved to be an effective method of character design. At the same time,
      however, there are clear shortcomings: such collage and recomposition comes at the cost of the original meanings
      of the myths, and of the mythical creatures’ unique symbolic value, resulting in oversimplification in films that
      demonstrate a general lack of originality and are as such unworthy of becoming classics within the genre. These
      films also place too much emphasis on spectacle, often featuring a wild mix of humans, aliens, ghosts and
      monsters; such jumbled arrangements not only obscure these films’ motive and agency, but also inhibit plot
      development. A film like The Great Wall becomes a trivial picture centred on killing herds of monsters, as
      if it were a video game.
    


    
      Zhong Kui: Snow Girl and the Dark Crystal is another work demonstrating such a tendency. Not only does its
      characters heavily resemble those in The Hobbit (2012), but the Demon King looks almost identical to
      Blizzard Entertainment’s Diablo character, as featured in the online video game Heroes of the Storm
      (1996). Together with the Three-Eyed Mythical Creature（三眼神兽，在电影《钟馗伏魔》中出现，应是参照中国古代传说中地藏王菩萨坐下神兽三眼冥猫、三头业犬等神兽改编）,
      these creatures seem like the product of excessive collage. The story is also, naturally, clichéd and riddled
      with plot holes. Characters in other recent popular titles, such as the fire
      qilin（麒麟是指中国传统瑞兽。古人认为，麒麟出没处，必有祥瑞。有时用来比喻才能杰出、德才兼备的人） in Wind and Cloud (2000), the sea monster in
      Young Detective Dee: Rise of the Sea Dragon (2013) and the fish nymph in Journey to the West:
      Conquering the Demons, are also collaged hybrids of Chinese and western mythology; aside from violence and
      ferocity, they have little substance and so one can hardly expect these films to join the
      ranks of the classics.
    


    
      When considering classic supernatural characters, a host of Hollywood blockbusters – from Frankenstein,
      King Kong, Alien and Jaws to The Lord of the Rings, Van Helsing,
      Avatar, Godzilla and The Host – come to mind, with their widely acclaimed, original and
      convincing character design. Be it the vampire dressed in a black cape, fangs protruding from their mouth and
      blood dripping from its corners; or the pale zombie with sunken eyes and a melancholic expression; or Tolkien’s
      tree monster, Ent its body made of bark and twigs protruding from its head. these classic supernatural characters
      from Hollywood sci-fi and supernatural films have become part of the collective memory of audiences worldwide.
    


    
      As a commercially significant genre, Chinese supernatural film enjoyed a brief moment of glory in the 1920s, but
      soon lost steam for a variety of reasons – ideological conflict, to name one; and as a result of this long hiatus
      in its historical trajectory, the soil remains infertile13.
      The genre’s resurgence in the twenty-first century has not yet managed to deliver any classic characters, which
      is, needless to say – for a national film industry with rich folkloric resources – a pity. For the supernatural
      genre to break through in terms of character design, its conceptual focus must be on the scope and depth of
      mythology, the integration of spectacular symbols and spirituality, and the development of a suitable
      contemporary ethos with transcendental significance.
    


    
      The Principles of Character Design in Supernatural Film
    


    
      The most distinct quality of mythology is its uncanniness, and mythical creatures deviate from regular animal
      shapes through their exaggerated features, supernatural bodies and horrifying expressions.
    


    
      
        Mythology is the art of the uncanny, a distorted reality that, by way of deconstructing, doubling, tripling or
        transfiguring the body, evokes a sacred aura and the power of faith. It recombines animals that are otherwise
        unrelated, often using one species as the main reference while adding parts from many others. The patterns may
        continuously evolve, but every new character is based on one or more existent forms, preserving traditional
        sentiment while inventing a new ethos.
      


      
        (Chen 2013: 38–39)
      

    


    
      The essence of mythology can therefore be summarized as the synthesis of two cultural forms – namely, traditional
      sentiment and the contemporary ethos – as well as the continuous transformation of mythical
      creatures through preservation, omissionnd recomposition. This is how the meaning and spirit of the mythology of
      any period can be grasped and articulated while still reflecting contemporary concerns.
    


    
      In Chinese and western supernatural films, character design is invariably marked by casual references to
      traditional mythical creatures, highlighting their alien-ness and horror via distortion, exaggeration,
      decomposition and recombination, always aiming to induce sensory shock. Overall, there is a ‘logic of
      condensation’ at work, in which methods of integration, compression, fusion and accentuation are employed to
      articulate an ideal bodily form, taking the most vivid features of different animals and mythical creatures and
      combining them into new, visually thrilling aesthetic figures endowed with mysterious, supernatural powers.
      However, the most crucial point underlying the ‘logic of condensation’ – that every detail, great or small,
      highlights an essential characteristic – is lost in Chinese supernatural film. The taotie in The Great
      Wall, for example, are nothing more than brutal beasts, without a trace of humanity. In ancient mythological
      illustrations, the head of the taotie is spit in half, with each half facing outward but joined at the
      centre by the nose, creating a ‘redoubling effect’: ‘the mythological creature looks like half a beast from each
      side and a full beast only from the front, at once a winged man and a bird with a human body’; its enormous mouth
      and symmetrical body ‘represent the twin paths of life and death, god and man, in many ancient cultures’, with
      each relating to its counterpart as ‘ each relating to its counterpart as its opposite’ or as its complement, in
      a ‘compound totem of half-beast, half-man’. 14 The cultural metaphor is self-evident: man and beast, life and death, are interchangeable; two
      sides of the same coin. As a mythical creature, the taotie connotes interspecies relations with distinctly
      mythological features; it is not only a frightening carnivore, but also an intimate companion to man, a medium
      that connects the human world with the ancestral realm of the gods. The cultural significance of the
      taotie, a ‘compassionate carnivore’, is universal in the genealogy of Chinese mythology, encompassing the
      fierce tiger-wolf, the turtle-riding xuanwu and the humongous kun, to the boisterous and powerful
      kui and the nine-headed kaiming
      monster（玄武，中国古代神话中的天之四灵之一，又名龟蛇；鲲，传说中的大鱼，生活在北边幽深的大海--北冥；夔，是古代中国神话传说中的一条腿的怪物；开明兽，是古代中国神话传说中的神兽，昆仑山守护神）, all stare
      intently with blazing eyes, mouths wide open; running and flying with ferocious energy, they are dynamic and
      vital. Yet, behind their frightening and uncanny appearance lies boundless spiritual meaning and cultural
      inspiration. The creatures in recent supernatural films, such as The Great Wall, Chronicles of the
      Ghostly Tribe and Zhong Kui: Snow Girl and the Dark Crystal, however, are thoroughly one-dimensional;
      other than striking fear into their human enemies, their rich mythological meanings have
      been erased. This lack of mythical significance explains why, after the taotie make their appearance in
      The Great Wall, the story stagnates into cheap reliance on grand battle scenes to keep the audience
      hooked, ultimately appealing to the banal, clichéd theme of trust. In The Great Wall, this arrangement not
      only further reduces the traditional connection between humans and fabulous beasts, thereby weakening the
      mythological undertones, but it also obscures the universal themes of self-reflection andsocial critique revealed
      at the beginning of the film via the man-made disaster.
    


    
      Three key principles of supernatural character design are worth noting here. First, the integration of
      traditional sentiment with the contemporary ethos. Supernatural creatures should not be mere stand-ins for
      horror, brutality and human darkness; they should be endowed with the intricacies of the mythological structures
      from which they were generated. In terms of traditional sentiment, most ancient Chinese legends, by and large,
      are derived from animism: the traditional belief that objects and creatures, whether plants, animals, humans or
      inanimate objects, all possess a distinct spiritual essence and the ability to ‘speak and move’. According to
      History of the Bai People（这是内部资料，未公开出版）, ‘trees could walk in prehistoric times’, while more recent folk
      legends, such as ‘The Wolf of Zhongshan’ 15 and ‘Fairy Couple’16,
      feature old trees (apricot and banyan) that can talk. In Notes Relating the Extraordinary i, it is stated
      that ‘Mount Tai could walk and stones could cry, during the reign of Jie, Emperor of the Xia Dynasty’17, while in The Miscellaneous Morsels from
      Youyang（唐代段成式（803-863）创作的笔记小说集。) we find an account of the ‘stone man’ racing with Mount Lao. Furthermore, in
      the Youyang legends, men and gods interact with – and even marry – each other, and humans do not know the
      pain of death and aging, nor do they suffer from poverty or hardship but enjoy abundant food and clothing, and
      live in great harmony. Eventually, however, as a result of human misdeeds, the god Zhuanyu orders the god Chongli
      to to break the ties between the earthly and divine realm, thus separating men from gods.
    


    
      Later legends place more emphasis on conflict and conquest due to the exigencies of political
      domination18, but the ancient animistic faith in the oneness
      of divinity and humanity still thrives as a traditional sentiment and spiritual haven To our surprise, it is in
      the technologically and culturally sophisticated twenty-first century, plagued as it is by intersecting
      ecological and spiritual crises, that the traditional sentiments of ancient legend have been reborn; the
      retelling of myths, the turn towards legends and magic for spiritual shelter, has become one of the greatest
      cultural phenomena of the new millennium. Hollywood masterpieces, such as The Lord of the Rings, Harry
      Potter (2002), The Da Vinci Code (2006), Narnia (2005), Avatar (2010) and Warcraft
      (2016), have ignited a worldwide trend in cinema to trace the cultural and spiritual roots of humanity
      through legends. During a turbulent period of history19 long since passed, myths tended to portray a radical breaking of ties between the earthly and
      divine realms ’; the myths of our materialist, technologically advanced present, however, dominated as it is by
      instrumental rationality, have come to signify a desire to return to traditional sentiments, providing the
      distraught and nerve-wracked people of our era with an oasis of spiritual calm in which to re-experience the
      numinous through boundless fantasy. Since its premiere in 1933, for instance, the King Kong series has
      undergone several remakes, its success largely due to the character of King Kong, who is far more than a brutal
      monster – hairy, certainly; humongous, yes; roaring, now and then; but also capable of experiencing love and
      passion. The finale of Peter Jackson’s King Kong is one of the most heart-wrenching scenes in cinematic
      history: amid the roar of aircrafts heading towards him, King Kong leaps from the top of the Empire State
      Building, sacrificing himself for love. Doubtless, King Kong is a legendary creature with a mythological ethos,
      who has become a classic character mainly due to his anthropomorphic qualities. Moreover, the films combine
      elements from a wide range of genres – supernatural, romance, thriller and adventure – with superlative
      technological effects, reflecting a unison between traditional sentiment and the contemporary ethos.
    


    
      The second principle of good supernatural character design is that supernatural creatures should be more than
      just impressive in size; they should reflect some kind of intrinsic ‘historical power’. Their oversized eyes,
      gaping jaws sharp teeth, tearing claws and menacing horns are exteriorizations of an undeniable mysterious
      authority, a possession of historical might. These characteristics represent a primordial power that can lead one
      into the abyss; or the lasting terror of divine anger in a specific historical context; or a horrifying atavistic
      reminder of prehistoric existence and carnage. Only when character design moves beyond mere appearance to reveal
      some cultural transcendence can these creatures be transformed into effective mythical creatures rather than mere
      symbols. In stark contrast to the frightening appearance of most Hollywood creatures, the Na’vi in Avatar
      are slender, sculptural and muscular; their skin is covered with what looks like body paint, embodying their
      faith in their god, Eva; and their bodies are covered with sparkling flecks that reveal their great harmony with
      the lustrous planet on which they reside. This enchanting character design is juxtaposed with the destructive
      drives of humanity operating under the rules of instrumental rationality, a timely warning against today’s
      spiritual and ecological catastrophes. Moreover, the fantasmatic world built by the Na’vi (and by other species
      of the local flora and fauna), incorporating elements of a romantic rainforest as well as an ethereal underwater
      world, is presented as a distant utopia where all species live in spiritual harmony.
    


    
      Finally, we turn to the ‘logic of condensation’. While employing the varied techniques of distortion,
      exaggeration, decomposition and recombination, character design must also highlight the
      essence of the character in order for it to reach its ideal form. Take King Kong, for instance; though the
      character design inflates the figure of the gorilla into a brutish monster more than ten metres tall that is
      capable of killing humans like ants, it also endows the creature with a human-like essence, evident in its
      expressions and bodily movements. In terms of character design, Monster Hunt is among the most successful
      of supernatural genre films in recent years. In the film, Huba, the little monster king, is petite and adorable,
      full of kindness and wisdom; he understands the human mind while simultaneously embodying the divine and the
      monstrous, thus the film reveals an animist theme through this anthropomorphic characterization. Like The
      Mermaid, Monster Hunt emphasizes the harmonious cohabitation of men, monsters and animals, which is a
      leitmotif of the earliest myths. Huba’s deeply affectionate character, encompassing the spirit of all worlds,
      strengthens the thematic expressiveness of the film and, compared with other stereotypical characters, can be
      considered a successful, original character invention. The Mermaid, meanwhile, meets the audience’s desire for
      mythical creatures that seduce with a human-like charm. Although both films rely on interspecies battles and
      romances, which are hardly groundbreaking plot points within the supernatural genre, they succeed due to their
      refreshingly sophisticated character design.
    


    
      Rather than functioning in isolation, character design should be organically integrated as a necessary element
      contributing to plot and thematic development. Journey to the West: Conquering the Demons employs a wide
      range of special effects to create unique characters such as fish monsters and Zhu Bajie20; although the designs are quite conventional
      without much innovation, they are largely in line with the ‘logic of condensation’ and emphasize the essence of
      each character. Aside from being cruel, the fish monster, Zhu Bajie and the Monkey King each reveal distinct
      temperaments and qualities. This sort of character design enhances the narrative, allowing the film to articulate
      the cultural essence of the supernatural tradition beyond the commercial elements of comedy and thrills.
    


    
      Innovative Mythological Character Design
    


    
      Within the rich history of folk legends across various ethnic groups in China, there exists a wide array of
      mythical creatures that can serve as creative inspiration for new supernatural films; from divine creatures to
      hybrids to superheroes, these characters can be considered as veiled cultural representations and form a
      significant component of China’s rich history and culture. A brief overview of the history of these myths reveals
      the gradual anthropomorphic transition of animal totems vis-à-vis the expansion of the human will; however,
      within the rise of ‘half-man, half-god’ totems, ancient mythical creatures such as
      taotie, canglong(苍龙，又称青龙，是古代中国神话传说中的灵兽,四象之一) and xuanwu have preserved their ancient auras
      while incorporating contemporary ideas in order to assume new forms with new aesthetic and ornamental values. For
      example, the xuanwu evolved from a water deity riding an almighty turtle in the original myth21, to a hybrid turtle-snake during the West Han dynasty, to an even more
      hybridized form today, combining man, god, turtle and snake – serpentine shape, razor-sharp claws, sunken eyes
      and thick scales. Meanwhile, Hebo, the God of the Yellow River, appears in the varied forms of a rodent-like
      creature; a white dragon; a half-man, half-beast hybrid; and a demigod, calling to mind the ethereal white
      dragon-horse of The Monkey King. The Chinese mythological tradition contains countless fantastical
      creatures with rich meanings: the ouroboros is a symbol of reincarnation; the black fish gives birth to qi (after
      eating the egg of a divine bird), the ancestor of the Shang dynasty22; the pingyi23, with the head of a bird and the body of a human;
      Leigong24, a deity with the head of a
      dragon and the body of a mortal; and Chiyou25, the leader of the Nine Li Tribe, who combines the attributes of an ox, ghost, snake and god.
      In-depth research into these historical creatures would provide supernatural filmmakers with a cornucopia of
      ideas for innovative character design.
    


    
      Let us now turn to the character of the wizard. The wizard can be male or female, and uses spells and magic to
      connect the mortal world with the divine and the underworld. From the warlockin The Matrix to Harry
      Potter’s (2002)Dumbledore to the blue-eyed, grey-bearded Gandalf in The Lord of the Rings, wizards
      usually look no different from humans, but they are spiritual leaders with boundless wisdom and power. In
      traditional Chinese mythology, wizards are called wuxian or wuxi. Wuxian Mountain, located on the
      east side of Anyi, the capital of the Xia dynasty, was a holy mountain. According to The Classic of Mountains
      and Seas, wuxian have ‘a green snake around the right arm, and a red snake around the left
      arm’26; they live in groups at the foot of Kunlun Mountain,
      possess the elixir of immortality and are mediums who connect the earthly world with the world of spirits. Kunlun
      Mountain lies at the centre of the world, between the heavens and the earthly realm; it is a lost paradise that
      awaits our return. The implications are self-evident: wuxian hold for humanity the promise of
      self-salvation and a return to a primordial state when the gods were at peace with the earthly world. Their
      adorning green and red snakes not only demonstrate the differing cultural symbolism of the wuxian from
      that of the western wizard, but also reflects a spectacle of sorts.
    


    
      There are many rich metaphors, stories and rituals in Chinese mythology that deserve to be adapted in film.
      Avatar, a landmark piece of western cinema, beautifully marries ancient legends and a contemporary
      artistic imagination to create a dreamlike planet, with poetic character design and
      mise-en-scène. Likewise, Chinese filmmakers should also seek to draw inspiration from the divine world
      depicted in ancient Chinese mythology. Huaxu, Zhongbei and Kunlun are all examples of gods in ancient Chinese
      paradise myths.. Drawing inspiration from such a wealth of historical mythical figures would not only endow
      contemporary supernatural film with visual appeal but also a rich cultural significance.
    


    
      When it comes to meaningful character design, several films outside the conventional purview of the supernatural
      genre seem to hold greater cultural significance and more closely capture the essence of ancient Chinese
      mythology. Crosscurrent (2016) and Kaili Blues (2016) are two recent works that embody an authentic
      sense of the inherent spirituality of mythology, beyond its bare outlines. In Crosscurrent, the
      protagonist An Lu is the androgynous River God. In both Chinese and western mythology, the creator deity is
      frequently androgynous, signifying omnipotence and the ideal body. As the River God, An Lu is also a mother,
      alluding to the traditional myth of the Yangtze River as the origin of life, spiritual home to Gao
      Chun27 and all humans. Gao Chun’s journey upstream not only
      marks a return to his homeland but also a return to his spiritual home. The black fish offered as a sacrifice at
      the bow of the ship brings to mind Emperor Zhuanxu in Chinese mythology, who rose from the dead28; here, the fish symbolizes a paternal presence, hinting at a spiritual
      exchange between Gao and his father. In Kaili Blues, a clock running in reverse serves as a metaphor for
      repetition and idleness; hinting at the traditional chinese concept of cyclical time. In Monster Hunt,
      Tianyin’s miraculous pregnancy after swallowing an egg is an example of the gansheng myth, a unique
      narrative tradition in which the god or hero’s mother becomes pregnant without having sexual intercourse with a
      man. There are numerous gansheng myths throughout Chinese history, including miraculous pregnancies after
      stepping on a giant’s footprint or swallowing the egg of a xuanniao
      (玄鸟,是古代中国神话传说中的神鸟。出自《山海经》，玄鸟的初始形象类似燕子。) – in the mythological tradition of ethnic minorities29 – and giving birth after experiencing a smell, a gust of wind or
      eating a peach. Tianyin’s accidental swallowing of an egg and consequently giving birth to Huba are the
      highlights of Monster Hunt; aside from adding humour and mystery, it serves as a creative adaptation of
      the archetypal gansheng myth. By adopting and recreating the gansheng myth, the film elevates its
      plot and imbues it with meaning. Furthermore, the film calls for the harmonious cohabitation of men and monsters,
      while urging the audience to reflect on human greed and its destruction of the harmony of nature.
    


    
      Ritual, another hallmark of mythology, is also worth exploring. While some supernatural films have taken up the
      subject – for instance, the scene in The Great Wall when an entire army lights
      kongming lanterns to commemorate the general – the inclusion often feels forced and empty, a mere
      spectacle. Meanwhile, even though Tom Tykwer’s Perfume: The Story of a Murderer （2007）is classified as a
      crime and mystery film, it in fact revolves entirely around mythology – the cult of Dionysus – in its theme and
      plot. Referencing the mysteries of Dionysian worship, the film centres on the protagonist Grenouille’s killing
      spree, which is fuelled by his obsession with perfume, and ends with two scenes that explicitly depict Dionysian
      rituals: first, before his execution, Grenouille opens his perfume bottle, upon which all the people around him,
      regardless of gender or class, erupt into a massive orgy; then, when Grenouille pours the rest of the perfume
      over himself, the crowd nearby is seized by a mad hunger and end up devouring Grenouille, leaving behind only his
      clothes and the empty perfume bottle. This absurd mix of violence and love – in which pleasure overcomes all
      worldly shackles, a blatantly amoral, irrational theme – finds impeccable articulation through the mythological
      invocation of Dionysian worship.
    


    
      Another art-house film, Knife in the Clear Water (2016), delves into the ritual of slaughtering livestock.
      Social contracts among humans, animals and other life-forms that consume one another constitute a prominent motif
      across eastern and western mythologies.
    


    
      The most primordial myth of hunting concerns the contract between the animal kingdom and human society. The basic
      premise of animals willingly sacrificing their lives is that, after some kind of reincarnation ritual, their
      transcendental essence, beyond the material body, will return to their homeland or join their
      ancestors.30
    


    
      Evidently, the goal of such myths is to relieve the guilt of killing. ‘Killing animals is not a personal act;
      instead, you are completing the task of nature’ (Campbell and Moyers 2011: 101–03). In the ritual of killing livestock, human survival relies on the energy of the animals
      who willingly sacrifice their lives; hunting is a force of Mother Nature, and so to engage in this cycle of
      consumption is to be in harmony with nature. For this reason, soothing and thanking the animal becomes a ritual.
      In Knife in the Clear Water, the old farmer decides to sacrifice his family’s aging cow in memory of his
      deceased wife, and tenderly cares for the creature during its last days of life. Three days before the sacrifice,
      the cow sees the knife in its drinking water and stops eating and drinking, as if cleansing its body in
      anticipation of the end of its life. This film is a reflection on the concept of animism and the sacred cycle of
      life, in which the cow’s refusal to eat or drink reveals a drive to return to nature with a pure body. In Liu
      Jie’s, the female protagonist Ji Ni disappears into a bear forest wearing traditional ethnic attire; in her
      culture, the totem of the bear represents the origin of life and of the land, so Ji Ni’s
      voluntary self-sacrifice is an example of devotion with rich philosophical connotations.
    


    
      Meaningful character design constitutes far more than the generation of visual spectacle. Rather, it is a means
      of articulating ancient mythology and spirituality, historical awareness, psychological depth, self-discovery,
      knowledge of cosmology and existence and the pursuit of transcendental goodness. These are the ever-shifting
      themes of mythology, wherein lies the potential integration of traditional sentiment with the contemporary ethos.
      Filmic innovation requires the filmmaker to meet adequate external stimuli31 and sources of inspiration. Filmmakers working in the supernatural genre must devote themselves
      to an in-depth study of traditional cultural resources in the varied forms of myth, legend and folklore in order
      to further the legacy of traditional cultural values and renew the field. If supernatural film can overcome its
      present over-reliance on technology and symbolism, it has enormous potential to grow into one of the most
      culturally representative Chinese genres
    


    
      
        Notes
      


      
        1.（鲁迅（1881.9 25－1936.10.19），浙江绍兴人。著名文学家、思想家、民主战士，五四新文化运动的重要参与者，中国现代文学的奠基人）
      


      
        2.为了纪念鲁迅先生诞辰100周年，人民教育出版社于1981年出版了顾明远先生领衔撰著的《鲁迅的教育思想和实践》
      


      
        3.新文化运动：1915-1923，是由陈独秀、李大钊、鲁迅、胡适、蔡元培、钱玄同等一些受过西方教育（当时称为新式教育）的人发起的一次“反传统、反孔教、
        反文言”的思想文化革新、文学革命运动。
      


      
        4.胡适（1891.12.17—1962.2.24），男，思想家、文学家、哲学家。安徽绩溪人，以倡导“白话文”、领导新文化运动闻名于世。
      


      
        5.郑振铎（1898.12.19—1958.10.17），中国现代杰出的爱国主义者和社会活动家、作家、诗人、学者、文学评论家、文学史家、翻译家、艺术史家，也是著名的收藏家，训诂家。
      


      
        6.安燕，有意味的神话造型，北京电影学院学报，2017.07
      


      
        7.安燕，有意味的神话造型，北京电影学院学报，2017.07
      


      
        8.安燕，有意味的神话造型，北京电影学院学报，2017.07
      


      
        9.从秦代起，中国古人就有研究各种神话仪式的著作如《九歌》《九辩》等,并成为战国时期许多国家的的“国典”（另一说法《九歌》起源于夏朝开国初期）。例如：民间传说中，嫦娥奔月是关于古代英雄后羿和被迫升天成仙的嫦娥难以团聚的凄美爱情故事，流传到现世以中秋节放假、吃月饼、家人团聚为纪念方式。古代对中秋节的仪式则更为复杂和庄重；再如古代有正式文献和官方管理的皇帝祭天大典，古代帝王都被认为是“上天之子”，祭天是皇帝最为重大的一项政治活动，代表与上天沟通。仪式极盛大，不惜财力、物力、人力。
      


      
        10.《山海经·北山经》是创作于战国时期（公元前475年—公元前221年）的一篇散文，出自《山海经》，作者、具体时间不详。
      


      
        11.《山海经》版本复杂，现可见最早版本为晋郭璞《山海经传》。但《山海经》的书名《史记》便有提及，最早收录书目的是《汉书·艺文志》。至于其真正作者，前人有认为是禹、伯益，经西汉刘向、刘歆编校，才形成传世书籍，现多认为，具体成书年代及作者已无从确证。大约是从战国中后期到汉代初中叶，楚国和巴蜀地方的人所作。
      


      
        12.《述异记》由南朝祖冲之（429～500）所著，主要记载了鬼异的事情。《述异记》是古代小说集，共有两本。一本由南朝齐祖冲之撰，10卷，已失传。另一本由南朝梁任昉撰，2卷，最早见于《崇文总目》小说类，唐以前未见著录。
      


      
        13.安燕，有意味的神话造型，北京电影学院学报，2017.07
      


      
        14.安燕，有意味的神话造型，北京电影学院学报，2017.07
      


      
        15.《中山狼》，杂剧剧本。康海作。取材于明代马中锡（1446～1512）小说《中山狼传》。
      


      
        16.由周濯街的小说《七仙女正传》以及民间传说《天仙配》的部分故事联合改编而成。于2007年11月28日在中国大陆播出。
      


      
        17.出自《述异记》。
      


      
        18.安燕，有意味的神话造型，北京电影学院学报，2017.07
      


      
        19.这不是一个具体的历史时期，泛指中国封建社会每一个朝代里的礼崩乐坏时期。
      


      
        20.猪八戒，是明朝小说家吴承恩所作《西游记》中的虚拟人物，原是天庭玉皇大帝手下的天蓬元帅，主管天河。后因喝醉酒调戏霓裳仙子并大声喧哗惹来纠察灵官，而后又一嘴拱倒斗牛宫并偷吃了灵芝仙草被玉皇大帝责令两千余锤后贬下凡间。到人间投胎，却错投猪胎，嘴脸与野猪相似。被唐僧收为二徒弟后，与孙悟空等一同保护唐僧去西天取经。
      


      
        21.关于玄武起源的最早传说来自于夏朝（约前2070~前1600 ）。
      


      
        22.出自先秦时期的《诗经·商颂·玄鸟》，译文：帝喾的次妃简狄是有戎氏的女儿，与别人外出洗澡时看到一枚鸟蛋，简狄吞下去后，怀孕生下了契，契就是商人的始祖。
        “玄鸟”是古人对燕子的称呼，因燕子通体黑色，故名“玄鸟”。
      


      
        23.屏翳，是古代中国传说中的神名，在不同的书籍记载里有雨师、云神、雷师、风师等多种不同的身份。出自于《山海经·海外东经》。
      


      
        24.雷神，俗称雷公，是古代中国神话中主管打雷的神。出自《山海经·海内东经》。相传雷神生于古雷泽（故址在今山东菏泽），龙身人头，鼓其腹则雷。
      


      
        25.蚩尤，是上古时代九黎氏族部落联盟的首领，是牛图腾和鸟图腾氏族首领，有兄弟八十一人（约81个氏族部落）个个本领非凡，骁勇善战。本和炎帝同属一个部落，因矛盾离开炎帝自行发展，曾与炎帝大战，把炎帝击败。于是炎帝与黄帝一起联合来共抗敌手。而后率领八十一个兄弟重组联军北上抵御黄帝部落，在涿鹿展开激战，善用地形天气等情况把炎黄击败，最终被炎黄部族联合再次击败而后融合，从此开启了中华文明的辉煌历史。后世中国人称自己为“炎黄子孙”。
      


      
        26.出自《山海经》
      


      
        27.高淳是一个寻找精神的仙乡乐园，以疗治尘世创伤的人物形象。他逆流而上的神秘之旅, 即是回归母腹，回归精神的仙乡乐园。28.
        祭祀于香炉中不吃食物的“黑鱼”，恰似仪典中的幽冥精灵，令人想起我国神话中能死而复苏的“偏枯之鱼”黑帝颛顼，其暗指的是父亲的灵魂在场。
      


      
        29.黎族。
      


      
        30.安燕，有意味的神话造型，北京电影学院学报，2017.07.
      


      
        31.外来感受的刺激是指对神话的吸纳、体验和认知，有助于刺激电影创意的神经，带给电影创意丰富内在的触点。
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