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ABSTRACT

Re-Dreaming China:

Reflexivity, Revisionism, and Orientalism ithe WuxiaCinema of Chor Yuen

Zachariah Campbell

Although significant scholarshipas been devoted to Hong Kong martial amiema in recent

decades, with emphasis on King Hu and Change @sdley creative figures, relatively little

attention has been deted to Chor Yuen, who directeder forty-seven featre filmsfor the

Shaw Brothers studio between 1971 and 1985, most of themwutti@genre. In this paper |

argue that a criticalinget i gati on of Chor Yuen’s work throuc
director with a distinct vision and formal sensibility, and encourages a reconsideration of his role

in shaping the development of the geteramd. Thr o
his ludic deployment of Chinese cultural tropes invhiiiafilms, | will illustrate how these

produce a form of reflexive and selfientalizing cinema that both affirmed and subverted the

‘dream of China' proffered by Shaw Brothers to the Chidespora. By heightening the

factitious, orientalist dimension of this nostalgic production, Chor interrupted its capacity to

work in pure ideologically nationalistic term
influencing future directors andaxiations of the genre, Chor Yuen has contributed meaningfully
both to the development of Hong Kong’s cultur

mobil e permutations of *‘Chineseness.’
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Campbelll

INTRODUCTION

During its glory days, Hong Kong’'s movie i
largest film producers in the world, no mean feat when one pauses to consider its relative
posiion as a tiny, congested British colonial port nestled on the cusp betwdearttieg
geopolitical presence of the Chinese Mainland, and the polyglot sphere of Southeast Asia. For
nearly halfacemtr y, Hong Kong’' s h8daxentriBgapoditibnanrttee st udi o
culture of the entire region, reaching a heighfilm production and influence through the 1960s
and 1970s under the direction of the celebrated media mogul Sir Run Run Shaw. Although Shaw
Brothers was an intensely commercial enterprestichted to providing a broad array of populist
entertainment, througks sheer volume of cinematic product, the stwdis also an active,
pervasive voice in the formation and distribution of Chinese cultural identity. This applied not
only to Hong Kongand its local specificities, but also across transnational boundaries, speaking
to global diasporic Chinese communities, and making forays into th€himese world as well.

On the worldwide stage, the cinema of Hong Kong has been lauded for its exubera
physical performances, stylistic excesses, and cultural colour. During the 1990s, Hong Kong film
enjoyed a global surge in both popularity and scholarly interest. Stars, stylistic influences, and
creative talent were imported into the Hollywood filmustty, and a host of Englidanguage
books and articles were published on the subject of Hong Kong movies. These were devoted in
large part to the vibrant action spectacles and the cinematic martial arts traditions that had made
these films so remarkabéand sensational. In spite of this, only a handful of the directors from
the sprawling Shaw Brothers studio era have attracted a significant degree of critical or scholarly
attention in the international milieu. In this modest company we find seminaldigbigenre
cinema like King Hu, Chang Chkhand Lau Kaileung, but it has only been relatively recently

that Chor Yuehhas emerged as a particular subject of interest.

'Chang Cheh is also sometimes credited under the Manda
‘“Chang Cheh” remains t he mo safhicnamenmraodcwillype uses i thig thesiz.e d r o ma |
2Chor Yuen is also sometimes referred as-naméfirstms Chor ' f
well, he is frequently credited under tMuaedariMspellthgis i n tr a
used on the English packaging for most of the Celestial DVD releases of his Shaw Brothers films. | have elected to

retain the more common Cantonese variation ‘Chor Yuen’

statis as a Hong Kong artist and as a native Cantonese speaker.
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Already a prolific figure in Hong Kong's Cantonese cinema of the 1960s, Chor Yuen
canme to work for Shaw Brothers in 1971, and quickly became one of their mainstay directors.
Within the verticallyintegrated framework of the Shaw studio system, réipedproduction of
popular, highlyformalized genre fare was the dominant mode of expmessite figure of the
director could be easily overshadowed by the performers of the Shaw's glamorous star stable,
and by the Shaw studio brand itself. Neverthe
are both substantive and distinctive. During b years with the studibeemerged asne of
ShawBr ot her s’ most represent at isevenfedtureseandt or s, he
earning himself the epithet "the last heir to the studio system" from Hong Kong critic S&k Kei.

Considering his sable body of work as one of the last major directors of the Shaw era,
the lack of scholarly attention devoted to Chor Yuen in the literature of the field is conspicuous
and disheartening. Much of this discrepancy may be attributable to the fact thacfimema
Shaw Brothers film catalogue was relegated to storage when the studio dismantled its feature
film apparatus in 1985. Minimally maintained, undistributed, and officially unreleased on home
video formats, the access to the Shaw films remained extréimeélyd for nearly two decades.

The legacy of the 'kung fu craze' of the 1970s ensured that martial arts films by Chor's Shaw
contemporaries like Lau Kdaeung and Chang Cheh continued circulating in the form of aging
Englishdubbed prints and dubious p&rscan VHS tapes. However, very few of Chor Yuen's
films were to be found in this genre collector demimonde. The reason for this is largely due to
the fact that Chor Yuen's most characteristic martial arts works belonged to the Chinese
swordplay film gere, or thewuxia pian? The prevailing wisdom, both at Shaw Brothers and

among international distributors, was thatwheia pianwas o f t e n too Chinese
achieve mainstream success in Western markets, and so the genre was mostly limited to
sinophone distribution. Like the bulk of the Shaw canon, prints of Chor Yuen's films languished
unseen for the remainder of the twentieth century.

This changed in 2002 when the entire Shaw catalogue was acquired by the Malaysian
Hong Kong media company Csteal Pictures Ltd. The reeleases began later that same year,
and by 2007, Celestial had made restored versioogasffive hundred ShaWwilms available to

digital media, and provided several new prints to theatrical venues. This granted scholars, genre

3 Citedin Kwok Chingl i ng and Gr achirecrgChas YuprQe f ace t o

* "Wuxia'refers to the genre of martial chivalry and swordglaperally, and across all media. The térmmxia
pian' refers to the swordplay film genre specifically.
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enthusiasts, and new audiences a far more comprehensive view of the studio output that defined
a seminal era of Hong Kong cinema. Even amid the colourful array of Shaw spectacles, Chor
Yuen's body of work disti nguansafisticsbriol. Altlsoeghf t hr o
he directed films across a spectrum of popular genres during this time at Shaw Brothers, the
largest and most defining portion of his filmography with the studio undoubtedly belongs to the
wuxia pianmode.

Wuxiastories occupy place of special significance in the discourse of Chinese cultural
idertity. The genre emerged froliterary roots set deeply into Chinese history and folklarel
has evolved into a historicizeahd often highly fanciful heroic fictioOver the coursef the
twentiethcentury, the fabric of theruxiagenre has beahoroughly interwoven with threads of
tradition, nation, and modernity. In the present momenixiafiction —in print, television,
cinema, and video gamesemains popular with Chinese diences around the worliMuxia
talescounted among the earliest subjects of the magelrinese cinema in Shanghai during the
1920sl n t he postwar decades, wieWwrexusiad@hmesK ong’ s a
language film production, historical spactesconjured mythic memories of thermeland for
diasporic communities. Whemuxiapopular literature experienced a modern resurgence during
the 1950s and 1960s, adaptations of these novels accounted for an impressive sixty percent of all
films producedy Hong Kong's bustling film industry (Yu 103). Martial arts in cinema exploded
in popularity and with the advent of the kung fu (unarmed fighting) movie genre in the early
seventies, this sensation spilled over into the world at lagger, in the ecldec mix of Hong
K o n dilin sndustry of the 1980s and 1990s, as the colony anticipated its repatriation to China,
thewuxiafilm served as both form of sensational commercial entertainment and, frequastly,
a form ofpolitical allegory. Today, the icagraphy of thevuxia pianhas become fully
disseminated into the global milieu as a commeditind identifiably Chinese brantinational
exhibition, bespeaking through cineticform the political, economic, and technological
poteng of China.

Historicdly, the development of theuxiafilm is indelibly maiked by its associations
with Hong Kong'sShaw Brothers studi Over three decades, the Shavesild reconfigure and

redeploy the genre as a form of cultural capital, both'deam of Cina® addresse tothe

® The 'dream of China' is my borrowing of the term coined by Sekiikgiji s 2004 article “Shaw M
China Dream and Hong Kong Sentiments" (Kei 200438y Kei's term describes the romanticiaostalgic
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nostalgic sensibilities of Chinese expatriate audiences, and for international markets as an

assertion of Chinedadustrial achievement arailturalist pride. While these productions

advertised t he s tecdnoniccempetitivess,tseggestithatehaw a n

swordplay film may also be read as a cultural sign adapted to the purposes of brokering Hong

Kong as an authoritative voice in building a larger sense of Chinese identity, one disentangled

and distanced from the problematic read history and locality of the Mainland, and redirected

towards the pr oj ec tdefioition d3 a glapal ¢cemddighe mang wn s e | f

filmmakers who worked at Shaw Brothers in thexiagenre, Chor Yuen was among the most

prolific and the most dming, shifting the style and values of the genre at a critical point during

the 1970s. In many ways, these works presage the assertive expressions of localized cultural

identity that would characterize Hong Kong's

preceding the colony’s 1997 handover to the Pe
Even working within theightly-controlled, patentligommercial confines of the Shaw

studi o system, @iacgnemademanstsatestardiatingdisheahal vibrancy

and acoherent, individualized sensibility. In the following study, | proposetth Chor Yuen' s

extensive corpus afuxiafilms is reflective of an important histwal moment in Hong Kong

cinema. Theynitiated a stylistic shift in the swordplay genre of th&d$ constituting a

meaningful link tdaterformationsof the genrefrom the politicized parables of Hong Kong

New Wave director Tsui Hark, to the sumptuous and exotic transnational showpieces of

contemporary Mainland directors like Zhang Yimd@yproacling Chor Yuen as an auteur

figure, I will discuss the key elements of genre and style in his films, and draw contrasts and

comparisons witlnis important Shaw contemporaries, most significa@tigng Cheh, whose

ownwuxiafilms have long been consideredaminant paradigm for the genre. Furtitarpugh

the analysi®f Chor's formal style, and of his ludic deploymenCsiinese artistic and cultural

tropes in his swordplay movieshope to elucidate how these aesthetiwlencies produce a

form of self-reflexive andself-orientalizingcinema, one¢hat both affirms and subverts the Shaw

Brothers 'dream of China'. By transmuting and communicating this dream forward, influencing

future directors and variations of the ger@apr Yuen has contrilbed meaningfily both to the

cinematic construct of a historicized, yet wholly mythical China that was promoted by Shaw Brothers films,
especially through the 1960s and 1970s. | have taken the Shaw 'China Dream' and extended its scope in order to
describe a persistent nifthat emerged in Hong Kong and diasporic Chinese cinema, and that may be further
traced in the transnational film output from the Mainland People's Republic of China of the last two decades.
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devel opment of Hong, dadtag premotion dhew) essemtialibegt, b r i di t y
mobile permutations dfChineseness

The structure of this thesis will be divided along two main, intersecting topics. The first
portion will take ahistorical and theoretical approach, providing an overview of the Hong Kong
film industry and of thevuxiafilm genre, and engaging with postcolonial theoretical concepts
such as E dweatalidmin®edér th better understand how the Hong Kongraplay
film may be seen as a flexible and potentially subversive signification of Chinese identity.
Chapter 1 will discuss the emergence of a 'qunasonal’ seHidentification in the colony, with
particular focus on the role played by the Shaw Brotsieidios and their ‘'dream of China'’ in this
process. Chapter 2 will introduce twexiaswordplay genre, from its roots in the culture of the
Chinese Mainland, to its cinematic transformations in Hong Kong's film industry. Building on
this discussion, theultural and political valence of theuxiafilm will be considered in the
context of orientalism and Hong Kong's relationship to China.

The second half of this thesis will concern itself with Chor Yuen as an auteur, and as an
influential figure within tle wuxiagenre. Chapter 3 will provide an overview of Chor's career;
his prolific days in the Cantonese film industry up to the 1960s; his move to Mandarin
filmmaking at Shaw Brothers, and his inventive Gu Ltwagedvuxiafilms of the seventies and
eighties, which initiated a fresh cycle of the swordplay genre in Hong Kong. Chapter 4 will
discuss Chor Yuen's position and influence as a genre innovatoniixieecinema. This will
focus on the themes emerging in Chor's works and their intersections egogs of
nationalism, gender, and cultural identity. Comparison will be drawn between Chor and other
important directors of the Shaw 'New Stylelxia,especially Chang Cheh, whose own influence
on thewuxiagenre was defining. Chapter 5 will investig&tieor's directorial approach and
formal style, in order to identify how the elements of reflexivity and antirealist aestheticism
contributed to a kind of setirientalizing gaze towards China. Chapter 6 provides analyses of
four of Chor Yuen's key films ithewuxiamode, selected from different stages in his career in

order to illustrate the points brought forward in the earlier chapters of the thesis.
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CHAPTER 1

Cinema and Hong Kong ldentity

I n order to set the st agrkatShanBrothersliiiscussi on
useful toprovidefirstan overview of Hong Kong’' s devel opme]
economic space betweeni@4 and the rest of the worliihe demographicamposition of Hong
Kong has typicallypeen characterized in terms ddrisition and hybridity. Long before it was
ceded to the United Kingdom by the 1842 Treaty of Nanking, the area was already a cultural
space defined by migrations from other areas of China and lacking a strong sense of continuity
with an indigenous preseacOver the coursef time, generations of Chinefleeing war,
faming or political strife on the Mainlan¢thiefly Cantonese s@akers from Guangdong
province),found themselves drawn to the sparsely populated reaches of Hong Kong Island,
Kowloon, and theNew Territories. Under British rule, the port city of Hong Kong served as the
filter through which movements of people, capital, and culture would pass and accumulate in the
framework of the colonial infrastructure. Throughouttiventiethcentury, the plitics,
economics, and social organizations of Hong Kong were formed and reformed in a state of
perpetual suspension between the influences of the Chinese mainland, its diaspora, foreign
colonial powers, and the soea@onomic sphere of the rest of SoaisteAsia. In this dynamic
mix, the quintessential image of the Hong Kong character would emerge; informal, urban, fast
moving, and industrious; local in scope, yet global in affinity; culturally Chinese in affectation
and tradition, yet aggressively modénrdirection.

Due to Hong Kong's sense of specialized regional identity, discussions surrounding the
development of the local film indugtare often framed in terms ofational cinema. Hre the
guestion of a nation&inema comes under scrutiny, asrtg Kongwas itselfa colonial holding
of the United Kingdom, and China as a geopolitical entity had not only closed its doors, but was
repudiating its ties to its own traditional past. As such, Yingchi Chu described Hong Kong as a
guastnationformed in ashifting triangular relationship between the British colonizer and the

Mai nl and, which depended on an isioneagdithe e d ¢ o mm

inclusion of Chind  ( @imgahi, xii). Following from Chu's characterization of Hong Kong as
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a guastnational’ space, we may approach the topic of Hong Kong's identity formation in terms
of an emerging 'national’ culture.

Benedict Anderson proposed an alternative to the conventional rhetoric of national
identity formation which relies on sel€orscious political or revolutionary action, and instead
suggested that discrete groups and individual actors may &sionalizing impetus in the
course of their own selhterested capitalist pursuits. Anderson supphesexample of the
explosion ofavernacular "priricapitalism” insixteenthcentury Europe, and its contributions to
the development of languagemmunities and the roots of in@pt nationalisms (Anderson 37
46). After Anderson, | offer that the cinemaldbng Kong, like othemass cutural production,
is a formof selfrepresentation that acts as a mediation of history, speakingobatial fromthe
people that constitute its imagined community. Pushed forwabdiyndividual agendas and
capitalist drives, this impulse emerges fribra extant senses of identity that linger from the past,
and argeshaped by the immediacy of the present. Thraligltirculation ofanguage and
ethnesymbolic icongraphies film industries both reflect and impose coherency by cultivating a
sense of muwal identity and belongingness. In the case of Hong Kong, thcegps must also
accommodate theuptures of time, geography, language, and polisgsaat of its renegotiation
of 'Chinegnessbutside of China proper.

Her e Stuart H aofnatiorml identitd is hrelpftilalhoffarsrthgit national
identities ae not fixed as states of 'beingut rather exist in amgoing process of '‘becoming’
subject to the variabl e f o mmetsutsiod, regresentmd r vy ,
(Hall 222) Following from this, we may see Hong Kong cinema as an evocative example of this
variegated process of identity formatthin representationsubject to shifting and conflicting
influences from professionals, artists, and institution®) are themselves not outside this

process.

The Hong Kong Film Industry Before 1965

Hong Kong became a significant Chinese film center in the 1930s, after increasing

strictres under the Kuomintang (KMT ahonalist government saw more film markets imgv

south. Filmmakers of the previously active Guangzhou film scene, frustrated by sanctions against

Cantonesalialect language films biyhe Mandarirpreferring mtionalist government, pulled up
stakes and moved to the Britisbntrolled colonyn orderto take advantage of the larger
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Cantonese market the SoutheasAsian region. Even at this early stage, iteng Kong film
industry wadlivided between two separate and competing streams, Cantonese and Mandarin.
Although not an ethnic distinction, theseotdialects still carried strong northern armithern
cultural associations, and the ptasidtpull between these poles would continue to reflect the
contested nature of the emerging Hong Kong idefitglecades to come. Mandarin film
production at thairme was a smaller affair, but it waspported by the large numbers of
northern Chinese flowing into Hong Komgho werefleeing political persecution and Imperial
Japanese aggression. When the war with Japan spread through the Pacific region, business was
interrupted by foreign occupation in both therth and theSouth reduced to a carefully
monitored "captive cinema”. In the immediate poar period following the Japanese surrender,
Hong Kong experienced a brief economic boom, with Mandarin studioShi&es Brothers
being quick to reconsolidate their positions. Meanwhile, the Chinese mainland had become
freshly embroiled in the struggle between nat
industry had already been tightly regulated under the Kd now the vagaries of political
strife saw still more film professionals and performers relocating to Hong Kong, bringing with
them their own expertise, politics, and aesthetics.

With the end of the Chinese Ci publicofWar and
China in 1949, the Mainland film industry was nationalized, and the flow of cultural product
both to and from China was narrowed to a heastlgutinized tickle. For Hong Kong
filmmakersthis meant that Mainland audiences and markets were gerlas accessible to them,
but it also placed them in a fortuitous situation. With limited competition from productions made
inside China, an abrupt vacuum was created, leaving Hong Kong as the primary source for
Chinese films distributed worldwide. The €Rad not only become more insular, but over the
next decade it would groprogressively moraostilein its attitude towardmany traditional
aspects of Chinese cultutteat were viewed as backwardl@armful to the project of industrial
modernization fdbwing the communist model. The growing exile populace in Hong Kong and
elsewhere naturigi sought to retain angenuous links to a sense of home, not simply one they
had left behind, but one which might no longer exist in familiar terms due to theailfitic
changed landscape. The Mandarin influx bolstered the local industry considerably, but as a result,
the cinema of Hong Kong becanmereasingly permated by a mood of homesickness. Chu

Yingchi identified the cinema of the 1950s and 1960s as beingodiasp nature, exhibiting "a
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loss of homeland, a nostalgia for the motherland, and the experience tiwxde "stressed

ethnic cultural identification with the mainland and expressed a belief in the essence of racial or
ethnic culturé (ChuYingchi, xix). Some Mandarin films communicated this uneagh

attemptdo recreate the image of &mghai life on Hong Kong locations, whiléhers expressed a
fondness for idyllic, culturalhChinese reveries, depicting a time untainted by those political and
ecanomic factors thahad drivermany to relocate. Althougtultural touchstones like the
Cantonese opera had long been the mainstay of the local market, Mandarin studios like Shaw
Brothers now especially embraced Cha®tric nostalgia in the form dfieir'China Forever'

films, grandhistorical epics anthusicals set against the splendor of a nortireperial China.
These elaborate filmalowed the Shawm particularto fully deploy their studio facilities and
budgetaryadvantages towards creating a ratd immersive fantasy, a 'dream of China'

The arguably escapist tendencies of the Hong Koagesthrough this period were not
solely a reflection of a sentimental paralysis or cultural anxiety, but also a product of more
pragmatic factors within Somast Asia. As the film business flourished in the 1950s, the
cultural and political iminei ty of the col ony(thd@Gnhmeissn t he ‘tw
manland and the Chinese nationalist governmergxile in Taiwan) was maintained under the
stewardship bthe United Kingdom, which professed its neutrality in Chinese affairs. This
neutrality was echoed somewhat by the film industry, and reinforced by the colonial
government’' s censorship practices which, begi
from pursuing subjects with overt political messagest 96) Many Hong Kong film studios
still benefited from maintaining Right or Left affiliations, receiving financial backing and
preferential distribution arrangements in Taiwan, the Mainland, and agkeciated regiorfs
For some tne, there had been a strain @ffttleaning "social issue" films in the Cantonese
industry, while the powerful moguriven Mandarin studios like Shaw aktP&GI tended to
cleave towards theight, with a sizeable stake iraiivanese m&ets. However, rather than
creating a divisive, ideologically embattled landscape, the actual oéshis situatiorwas a

pragmatic ceexistence thatltimately provecconducive to the development of a more unitary

® Thebig four studios of Hong Kong durirthe 1960s were Sha Cathay (MP&GI), Feng Huang (Phoenix)

Studio, and Great Wall. The first three were powerful commercial enterprises, accounting for over 300 films a year,
while Great Wall was supported by the mainknasedBank of China, and enjoyed favoured statusigtrithuting

films to Mainland markets. All of these studios marketed freely to diasporic Chinese communities, guided only by
the political leanings of a given community, and the language symkere film(Leyda 275)
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Hong Kong idatity. Prospety in the colony, after allielied upon the mercantile exploitation of
their advantageous position betwesichideological dominions.

By andlarge, Hong&n g’ s cul t ur e counsdaf grdcticgd infpartlaldy t o t h e
between political extremesependant as they were upon outside markets for their product.
According to Lo Kwaicheung filmmakers accepted this mod#ile to economic angersonal
motivations, adding that istrains credulity to consider Hong Kong cinema as carrying any
principledpd i t i cal c &0)\o'scemarlg albkit cynicad, does speak to the apolitical,
businessconscious reputation of the colohe objective merits of economic growth under the
relatively light touch of the colonial administration were after allgnagfle to the strife
associated with political struggle. For this reason the Hong Kong film subject rarely engaged
with ideological specifics that might complicate its mobility across commercial borders.
Entertainment spoke first and spoke loudest, whideguarded political dreams and
apprehensions of the colony echoed more softly through subtext and allegory.

The political ambivalence of the film industsiiould nosuggesthat Hong Kong was
altogetherpolitically inert; by the miell960s, attitudes wehangingn boththe diaspora and
on the Mainland. The period of decolonization in Southeast Asia that followed the Second World
Warwas encouraging proliferation of nationalisms. In Hong Kong, the sting of homesickness
was becoming tempered byabuggong sense of a | ocal communi t )
population had surged tover three million people by 1961oFalarge (andgrowing) portion of
younger Chineseong Kong was their touchstone, not th
Generatioal drift, economic modernization, and the influence of Western education and culture
were increasingly reflected in the cinema. This was seen especially in the Cantonese cinema,
where studios | i ke Kong Ngee bartmodeand t he at't
youthful, and upwardhlmobile society in fashionably middidass romantic dramas and urban
crime thrillers.

Thegulf between the real and the imagined homeland widened still further in 1965, with
the Communi st mai nl an diondl pasteningessifym@neasorgs d@ihgi na’ s
Mao's Cultural Revoluti on. Kdnbassvel wheremanti ons r ev
British sentiment was high, increasing the Hong Kong people's sense of alienation on both fronts.
In 1967, labour disputesampant corruptiorpro-communist agitation, and frustration with the

colonial administratiomll erupted intovidespread strikesevere riotingmilitant violence, and
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even political assassinatiorEheafteishock of these events seemed to solidifyritte between
the colony and the volatile politics of the Mainland, while at the same time asserting a more
strident spirit of Chinese salientity that was tailored to the colonial experience. For Hong
Kong, caught between the advantages sfrging moern capitalist economgnd the radical
selfexorcismsof thePRC, the subject of Chimaquired an ever more romanticized and
historicized distance to quell the aporia of political distrEsowing the model of Anderson's
print-capitalism this demonstates how the political aversion bfong Kong cinema was still

able to articulate an expression of a nationalizing impasside the centralized, historicized
authority of the mother countryhis speaks to the emergenceofultural vernacular' thatew

to represent thessence of the Hong Kongis apolitical, nontraditional, and opportunistic
More generously, this can k&atedas thedesireof the Hong Kong people ftexibly assert their
own interests and local concerns over the politicalrgianentf their ethnic homeland,
without abnegating their sense of Chinese identity. It was in this context that Hong Kong studios,
including those Mandarin institutions that had previously made their success catering to the
nostalgia of northern emigsebegan to adjust their focus toward the commercial needs of the
changing milieuChinese martial artdims entered into an explosive new phase, driven by an
increasing need taeshapehe'dream of China' towards younger, more rebelligerserations of
diasporic Chinese whose attachments to tradition were more abstract.

At the forefront of this shit watheS haw Br ot hers studio, along
wuxiafilms which played a significant role in reconfiguring the Chinese cultural imaginary for a
new generation. While still the product of a Mandarin studio, the Shaw 'dream of China' recast
the homeland in steadily more localized terms. As one of the largest producers and distributors of
Chinese cinema in the world, the Shaw vision spoke to Chaemsmunities around the globe,
and jolted Hong Kong cinema onto a speedy new track that would define the next three decades.

The Rise of Shaw Brothers Studios

The ShawBrothers studio was for over half a centone of the most potent and

influential meda institutions of Hong Konfg Through cinema, the iconic Shaw brand became

" The periodization | offer hereppe n's wi th the Shaws’ expansion from their
and closes somewhat arbitrarily in 1985, when the studi
does not take into account the persistence of the Shaw leghdayflaence over local culture through the mighty

TVB television network. Headed by Run Run Shaw himself, and making heavy use of many of the identifiable
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emblematic of the particularities and excesses of the colony, at home and abroad. Much of this
might be attributed to the ambition and shrewd stewardship of Sir Run Run Shavimts p
architect and patriarchal figurehead at the helm of the greater Shaw enterprise from 1957 onward.
Fully embodying the archetypal figure of the film industry mogul, he was noted for his
commercial acumen, eye for talent, and pursuit of the latestsren both a local and
international scale. However, Run Run Shaw can also be seen as a prominemtkasievho
sought to use cinema as a tool for shaping and promulgating Chinese culture according to his
own personal vision. This vision was oftenarti | at ed t hrough Shaw Br ot he
films in a highly stagenanaged andssentialized fashion, constructed in contrast to (and
perhaps even deliberate disassociation fromirtbderngeopolitical entity of commnist
Mainland China. This casRBunRun Shaw into the role of cultural brokemo reformulated
Chinese identity in the c rraustahcéseredstfibutiitpsn g Kong
remediated brand @hinesenest the Chinese diaspmandto the world.
Like so manytherHongKong storiesthe Shaw Brothergnterprisalid not begin in the
colony, but on the Mainland. In 1926ur brotherswith the surname Sh&¢f whom Run Run
was the youngesfpunded the TianyiFilm Company in Shanghai, at that time the bustling
centerofhi nese film producti on. I n 1928, the Sha:t
competitive local markets by mang their business to Singapore, where they first adopted the
name "Shaw Brothers". In Singapore, they badtistribution hub for their own Tianyi
productions andbr those of other studiotn 1934, the port of Hong Kong was chosen as their

new base of operatiorfas the Nan Yang Film Company) due to Hong Kohglsow t ax e s,

Shaw Brothers studio Igttalent,and propsit could be argued that TVB was in many ways an ex¢ensf the

Shaw era. Albeit relegated to the smaller screen, the TVB television serials (including many costume dramas and
martiatarts epics) were broadcast across the Southeast Asian region and exported on videocassette and disk media
to Chinatowns worldide, continuing to rdashion and unify experiences of Chineseness throughout the diaspora.
Regardless of its uneven permeation into-@tinese markets, the influence of Hong Kong television (TVB and
otherwise) upon the shaping of Chinese cultural ideatihome and abroad is itself an expansive topic bearing

further study.

8 The four Shao brothers went by the names Runje, Runde, Ranth®&un Run. Run Run was tlastof six

brothers overall, | eading t o hirentnames dver higiifetime ahd cateer, Si x "
but it is under the name Run Run Shaw (emblazoned across the screen credits in hundreds of Shaw Brothers films)
that he became famous as the guiding force behind Shaw Brothers Studios.

°The transl aktyi’o)n aonfd T™Mian( ‘(f'isr st ’ ) mmame oflthis studicappearimgr i at i ons
variously as “Number One FmpanyYomp@myrig o3) fsuded quel & il tmy
here.
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favorable labor conditions, political stability, (and) open access to Tawd other Chinese
communities across the world" (Fu Between their operations in Singapore and in Hong Kong,
the Shaws were able to establish strong trade ties across all of Southeast Asia.

When Japanese forces occupied Hong KiartP41and seized lcal business assethgt
Shaw brothers were scattered. ORiyn RunShaw remainedth Hong Kong, narrowly avoiding
prison for screening "anflapanesefilms (Chung 6) After the war, the Shaw enterprisgas
able toquickly reconstitute their operations dwea large sum of family money and jewels
hidden from the Japanese during the warréitg, buried in a backyard). During this tirRein
Run was sent overseas to Europe t@#tigate new film technologies while his older brother
Runde managed the busasé¢ibid. 6). Beginning in the 1950s, the Shaws directed themselves
exclusively to the production of Mandarin films in order to capitalize on the expatriate Shanghai
talent on hand, and the increasing Mandapraking markets in Southeast Adihe studio
made its mark with splendidigroduceccostume dramasased on folklore and literary ctass,
the most famous of which were the lavislmngmebpera musicalthatevoked a timeless,
traditional, northertflavoured Chinese spirit. Although performed imMiarin, thdhuangmei
opera films were themselves a fusion of both resrtnd soutbrncultural traditions. In this
way, they played to mixed audiences of diverse Chinese regional origins, and enjoyed great
popularity amidst Nationaligiarty exiles in he KMT-controlled Taiwan (Fu 14). Stylized and
decorative, thesproductions were touched with an dagbridity that made them into ersdtat
recognizable Chinese dreams of simpler tiffles.

Through the 1950s, the Shaws expanded beyond theatre chainsngmaduction,
diversifying into theme parks, dance hatlad overseas film studios. They bliiies of
distribution stretching into markets as far away as India, Europe, the United Kingdom, and the
United States. The Shaw Studio swiftly became the damicultural institution of the Southeast

Asian region. The fieldvas not uncontested, of coursempanies like the Motion Picture &

1% Thehuangmebpera was a traditional form that hiaglen fostered by the Communists as phanoindigenous

cultural policy, and performeiah the official Mandarinanguage. Howevem the hands of the commercial film

industryin Hong Kong huangmeperformance lost many of its Mainlaispecific qualitis through a liberal

blending with practices borrowed from other regional opera forms and folk performance traditions, North and South.
Even at this early stage, the historical China of Hong Kong screens was a pastiche. For moneamthei

productiond r om Shaw Br ot her s“Musiga @hind Glagsical Impressi@nk: & rrelisninary
Study of Shaws’' [HnrbherShaw&Screq®herpbo ppbl+78).m
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General Investment Co. Ltd. (MP&Ghand Great Wall Pictures Corporation all competed with
the Shaws for a share of thaarket. At the same time, the prolific Cantonese film industry still
chugged along, delivering lowdudget fare aimed at the traditional southern markets. In the
period between 1952 and 1957, as many as 80 Mandarin language films were produced by the
ShawsNan Yang Film Compandf but they were still following the same production models
that had become the norm in Hong Kong, and needed a decisive edge to stay ahead of their rivals.
In 1957, Run Run Shaw, recently returned to Hong Kong from running the 'SBiagapore
operations, convinced his older brother Runme to turn the reins of the studio over to him.

Run Run Shaw wasted little time in restructuring the studio with an increased emphasis
on production. He bought 46 acres of land on Clearwater Bayeaatbgut the ambitious project
of sgreamlining and modernizing production, whsigectaculdy expandingheir operatiorwith
new permanent studio facilities. Heestablished the company as Shaw Brothers (HK) Ltd, and
quickly became known for histegown per son all i nvol vement in al/l
the mid1960s, Shaw Brothers was at the height of its power. It boasted over 1300 employees,
and had constructed a sprawl in"g opmr otdhuec t G loena rfwvaa
site. Thisincluded fifteen stages, two permanent outdoor sets, color film facilities, and the most
current film equipment available from the U.S.A and Europe. Following a Fordist nfibdel
production at the studieecame a tighthzontrolled, verticallyintegrated asembly line, all in a
clear imitation of thédustrousd ays of the Holl ywood studio syst
guiding hand on all aspects of production, Shaw Brothers became "the modernizing force that led
the transformation of Hong Kong cinema fram age of traditional production into a new
cinema of modern sensibility and cuttieggetechnology (Fu 5) Movietown was a veritable
factory, capable of turning out large scale pictures with high production values at a dizzying pace.
Production would strt on a new film every nine days, with shooting aretireclock, and as
many as a dozen pictures on the go at a time. Most films would be wrapped afterditt! than
a month of shootin¢gKong 33). At this ate, the production of images represen@hiese
identity from Shaw had become a constant media flow, travelling from Hong Kong into the

shared consciousness of Chinasdiencesround the world.

' MP&GI was established in Hong Kong as a branch of the Singdqased Cathay Orgagition, which owned a
theatre circuit and produced films in Mandarin, Cantonese, and Malay. In 1965 MG&GI would be renamed the
Cathay Organiz#on (HK) (Teo 2009, 107). It was at Cathay t@dtor Yuen would direct his firstuxiafilm Cold
Blade/ Long Muxang (1970)

12 SourceThe Shaw Screen: A Preliminary Stygp.352-356)
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Run Run Shaw’ sprongedsOnonme sideahe entowraged active
involvement with the interieonal film scene as a means of keeping Shaw productions current in
terms of both technology and global movie trends. On the other side, he kept the majority of
Shaw Brothers output firmly oriented toward Chinese subjects and content. Fu Poshek has
arguedthat this was not uniquely a decision based upon commercial exploitation, but that Run
Run Shaw was motivated by a commonly held sense of Chinese cultural nationalism, one that
expressed itself in a desire to see Chinese film becommla-class concermmuch like the
cinemas of Holl ywood or werepoasolelyofienteddotheShaw’ s
diagporic markets that sustained Mandarin film productmrt alsotoward a transnational
degree of succeskat accorded Chinese cultuts fightful place in the world, leadinGhinese
cinema "out of the racial ghetto of Chinatowns into the global market . . . as a way to declare the
entry of China into the globaommunity of national cinemagFu 7).

Lookingto the profile of Japanese cinemrathe irternational scene, Shaattributed its
success to its production of an exotic "Oriental flavddngfang secdi (ibid. 9) that created an
atmospheref antiquity and mysticism for \stern audiences. To this end, Shathers
shopped their most magnificehistorical productions to prestigious foreign film festivals like
those in Cannes and San Francisco, hoping to draw critical acclaim on the world scene.
According to Fu, the reasoning at Shaw Brothers was that "because the origin of Easte
civilizations was in China . .Chinese cinema should reach out to the audience as the purest and
most authentic representati of Oriental flavor” (ibid. 7). In these showy productions, Shaw
Brothers engaged in what might be seen @ntradictory play between astiens of cultural
authenticity, and aelfawareconstruction ofin effusive 'Oriental flavoufbr foreign
consumptionall in service to @ompetitive desire to assert the historical primacy of €en
cultureamong Asian nationg.he oldfashioned gragleur of thehuangmebperas and history
epics of the fifties and sixties served this need by exploiting an ornate iconography of China's
folklore, both appealing to the nostalgic pride of Chinese audiences, and crafting an enticing
cultural exoticism to dkto foreign markets. By shagontrast, the Mainland the ‘real’ China
represented anuch different dream from the one proposed by the Stavesshaped by its
insularity, its social and economic controls, its adoptiorVéésternstyle’'socialism, ad its
emphatic ruptures with its own cultural histoAcknowledging this discontinuity, Shaw's ‘dream

of China' was one complicated not onlyitsyintersectionsvith global capitalism, cultural

a
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nationalism, andelf-orientalism, but also by its attemptdpeak for an authentic China, while in
fact speaking from a colonized diaspora via an iconography of hazy cultural fantasy.

Chief among the studio's assets in building the Shaw ‘dream of China' at this time was
director Li Hanhsiang™® Through a seriesf ‘palace films' through the 1950s and '60s, Li
presented a dazzling vision of an imperial China. He covered the vast Shaw studio sets with a
dense layer of antiqgues and ornamentation, recreated fanciful landscapes out of classical
paintings, and dressédnd sometimes undressed) his actresses in costumes drenched in dynastic
splendour. As was customary, the films almost invariably centered on female leads, strong
willed if not always virtuous women portrayed by the screen goddesses of the era. Li extcelled
tales of history's most famous seductresses, with films sutheaslagnificent Concubine /
Yang Kwei Fe(1960) andThe Empress Wu T9aeen /Wu ze tian(1963). Li's films received
some recognition abroaBinchanting ShadowChing Nu Yu Hur§1960) wa nominated for a
Palme d'Or at Cannes, whiléagnificent Concubinon a technical award when it was shown
at Cannes in 1962. However, even as these films were great commercial successes in Asian film
markets, Run Run Shaw's desire to reach beyond tepateaand win prestige on the global
scene were never fully realized. Li Hagiang's resplendehtiangmebpera folktale The Love
Eterne/ Liang Shanbo Yu Zhu Yingtdi963)was one such showpiece, crafted to convey
precisely the Chinese flavour that 8haas banking on. Although smashing baffice records
at home, it failed to make the hopkt inroads into western markets, with very few screenings
in gateway American cities like New York or San Francisco (Fu 10). As such, the elements of
essentialistultural exoticism in the Shaw period films of this time present an ironic
entanglement; despite being conceived in part as enticements to a foreign film establishment, the
Shaw Brothers ‘dream of China' remained a largely sinophone phenomenon, consumed,
processed, and recirculated in diasporic Chinese circumstances.

Shaw Brothers had undeniably domied the Chinesanguage film industryhrough he
postwar years. Duringhe 1960stheyadjusted the focus of their output towards the youth
market with anew approach to the 'dream of China'. Action films, in the form of Mmiv Style
swordplay cinema (discussed in more detail in Chapter Three) paved the way for the Shaws
Mandarinconquesbf Chinese dialect cinen{as brief as this would turn out to)bé&till, by the

end of thedecadat was discerned that with the generational shift in Hong Kong, and the

13 Li Han-hsiang is also sometimes credited as Li Hanxiang, following the pinyin romanization style.
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increasing sense of a local identity, the Shaws needed to keep step with the changing times. At
the outset of th&970s, Shaw Brothers undertook@célization initiative in order to cultivate
their growing local markets. Spearheaded by Chang Cheh, this process invokesatutment
of a new stable of fresh young Hong Kong actors,thadiring ofmore Cantonese directors
(many fleeing the decling Cantonese film industry, a collapbat had beehastened in no
small way bythe Shawstompetitive tactics). In spite of these changes, one might argue that
Shaw Brothers was still too slow to respond to the conditions in Hong Kong. The new Golden
Harvest* studio had established itself as a potent rival for the Shaws, witlméngfecannier
grasp of whatocal audiences really wanted. Meanwhilesaggested bifu Poshek, in response
to the localization of Hong Kong culture, Shaw Brothers simpgngtted td'localize China
instead (Fu 18) by exhibiting a persistent fixation on a mystical China as the unitary point of
cultural identification.

With period martiadarts films as the studio's mainstay at the time, the Shaws stayed the
course; the new op of 'localized' action filmsetainedthe escapist flavour and ancient settings
that had earned Shaw Brothers their reputation. However, as a form of "limited accommodation”
for local audiences (ibid. 19), the new stories often incorpothtethartialarts traditions,
folklore, and histdcal trappings of China's South, rather than the N@#spite the new focus
on local talents, Mandarin still remained the primary language of production at Shaw. Fu
observes that the localization was largely "a stsatégepackaging and reformulating its
products to reenhance the relevance of their gahinese vision and values” (ibid. 19).

It was through the 1970s that Shaw Brothers, while still a major producer of Chinese
cinema, began to gradually lose its ne@mmopoly over Hong Kong culture. By the mi@80s,
the 'dream of China' had effectively passed out of their hands, and into those of a new generation
of Cantonese filmmakers, who possessed a different outlook and understanding of their
relationship with théVlainland and its history. Nonetheless, it can be said that this process was,
at least in some measure, informed and encouraged by the works of standout Cantonese directors
at Shaw Brothers during this period, most notably the vibrant soeshgenkung @ films of Lau
Kar-leung and, of course, Chor Yuen's revisionist cycle of phantasmageuxi@swordplay

films. By introducing new stylistic modalities into these traditional genres, they managed to

4 Then enmity between Shaw Brothers and Golden Harvest was personalasswelpr of essi onal . Run
rightthand man Raymond Chow | eft the Shaws in 1970. Short/|
remaining production facilities and formed the Golden Harvest company.
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appealo thechanging sensibilities of markets in Hokgng and in Taiwan. Both transitional
and defining of their moment, these films sustained Shaw Brothers through the twilight of the
Mandarin industry, and helped to shape Hong Kong cinema as it moved into one of its most

iconic eras.

A New Cantonese f@ma

The particularities of the Mandarin and Cantonese cinemas have always lent themselves
to different sensibilities and associations. While other dialects and ethnicities within China offer
interruptiongto the binary reading of Chinese culture, the pneithant divide has historically
been articulated through axioms of North and South, with language as the primary signifier of
difference Mandarin, the 'imperial language' of the Mainland, carried with it all the authority of
China's gl orMiodudsl ep aksith gadso t’heof* anti qui ty. By
language of theouttern, the folkish, the peripheral, and worsa the case of Hong Kongthe
colonized

During the first half of the century the Cantonese cinentdong Kongwas dogged bg
reputation for shoddy production values and lowbrow content when compared to theobutpu
the Mandarin studio giants. The Mandarin cinema, mostly driven by Shanghai businessmen like
the Shaws, "embraced the capitalist system and its lifestyles okedionore sophisticated than
its Cantonese counterparts with more luxurious sets and more glamorouggédling in
fantasy, myths, istorical legends, and musical@eo 1997, 49). Cantonese cinema, on the other
hand, lingered between Confucian traaiglism, with its emphasis on family values, and a-Left
informed interest in social reforms and workicigss life. Southern traditions also persisted on
Cantonese screens in the form of Cantonese opera films and the early kung fu serials, which
featuredsouthern martial arts styles, lion dances, and Guangdong folk heroes like Wong Fei
Hong.

However, while the Cantonese cinema spoke to local sensibilities, it wasltine of
the Norththatprovided a thread linking Chinese peoples around the worldéase of ancient
identity and belonging; a collective unconscious memory of a China perhaps never experienced,
but hinted at in the richness of history. It evoked pleasant thoughts of an old, established empire
and a society rich iartistic and literaryradition—and tradition on that grand scale spoke
Mandarin.It is little wonder thenthat Mandarin was the language deployed towards the project
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of building a sense of Chinese cultural nationalisnshaw Brothers. The local Cantonese
population of Hondong at that time was not large enough to sustain therlargeios, but
around the worldhere were Chinatowns still looking for that taste of the homeland, and the
Mandarin enclave of Taiwan was a vital marKétrough the 1950s and 1960s, Gleineserss
promoted bythe Shaws belongecemphaticallyto old China, at its most essentald indivisible.
The Shaw productions expressed this spirit in the form of epic period pieces, and later through
their rebranded versions of the Mandarin swordplay genre.

Nonetheless, Cantonese v&iil the shared languagé the colonial experienc&hrough
its break with the historical and political continuity of the Mainland, and its long colonial
suffusion with Western culture, Hong Kooger timegestated a more automous sense of its
difference By making apractice of dapting Western genres to the Hong Kong setting, and
finding their own manner of sinicizingontent with a localizedutlook, Cantoneseinema began
to increasingly reflect and reinforce Hong Kongyswing hybridity This was driven by surges
in the economy and in the local population, especiallyngblue-collar and middleclass locals
with a colonial education, no firsthand memory of China, and no nostalgic attachments. For them
Hong Kong was nasimply a refugeor transitional stepping stone; it was home.

In many ways, the Hong Kong culture can be seen as a chronicle of thetencoun
between tradition, "&sterAaness'and industriatapitalistmodernity. As such, the Cantonese
film market was Iss likely to ground its appeal in the erudite, retrospective pillars of Chinese
classicism, bt instead address itself to arban,working-class entertainmenseekirg
sensibility, one invested in the project of its own contemporality and drive towatds déined
in Western, cosmopolitaierms.By the end of the 1970s, this process of localized identity
formation had become even more pronounced, manifest in an increased mood of self
examination and setfefinition. The emergence of a ‘New Wave' of ©aetse cinema seemed to
offer a postmodern consolidation of Hong Kong's history, binding the shared memory of the
Mandarin and Cantonese cinemas together with Western influences into a new complex, a Hong
Kong identity "as a separate cultural, social, aolitipal entity not to be confused with China
(Teo 1997, 112).

The New Wave sensibility of the Hong Kong film industry that carried through the 1980s
and 1990s drew heavily upon its cinematic sense of past, revisiting genre and history in syncretic

terms.In this way, the transitional phase in the late 1970s during which Chor Yuen produced the
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majority of hisShaw Brothers filmsnay be seen as a crucial stage. As a Cantonese director
working in a predominantly Mandarin studio system, and in a tacitly Mandanre, Chor

Yuen's films provide a site for exploring Hong Kong's renegotiation of its Chineseness and its
local past, through the ethhsymbolic construct of thesuxiafilm. Here we may see how the

Hong Kongwuxiagenre produces a ChuaesOther, as art of a nostalgic reconstruction of an

ahistorical Self.
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CHAPTER 2

TheWuxiaGenre

As it is now understood, the tenruxiarefers generically to tales of martaitts
adventure and chivalric swordplay, set in a bygone age and often mixing in ederheragic
and superstiti owuidtAiscentedrdicateghe domaroof nilitaty pursuits,
w h i ) iededotes qualities of gallantry possessed by a type of beheoine, axiais not a
genderspecificterm) that may be seen as rbilyganalogous to a wandering knight or adventurer.
Hence, the exerramnst oner “kaawagrhmdpl| mage’butmay be s ec¢
acceptable corollariggeo 2009, 3)The termwuxia pianrefers to the cinematiorm of wuxia
fiction and its categazation as a mediurspecific genre. Although relyingpon older folkloric
traditions, and a deappository of historical textand classical literature, tmeodernwuxia
genre only became truly codifieshder that namim the earlytwentiethcentury®, predminantly
in the form of serialized adventure novels (which were themselves quickly adapted to the needs
of early Chinese filmmakers). Since then, the modemianovel has become one of the most
ubiquitous forms of Chinese popular fiction, sustainingouer movements and revivals, and
branching into other media like ciesrbooks and video games.

In studyingthe generic conventions and historical antecedentairi, it is useful to
recal |l St dipchssiomo fNeqpad rer ess as bemagi Zzptooasdseéedbaof
both repetition and difference (Neale 1980, ¥¢wing genres aprocesseallows them to be
constructed historically, ardkfined retrospectively (Chandler s suchwuxia literature and
film have beershaped into various gjae s a n d by hsstoritad develwpments and socio
cultural shifts, but the most significant cgdeizations are based on what aoav referred to as
the | Otdr &cho®l ” whi c h Skanghai and the selfd einrt Nesvd retdh € r |

Schoot that emerged in Hong Kong in the@@&h during the 19503 he cinematiavuxia pian

5 The termwuxiaactually finds its origi in Japan, stemming from a related Japanese literary beikyq which
combines associations thfe samurai traditiowith a'manly character'. In the laténeteentlcentury, this
expression was imported to China and translateduag. By the earlytwentiethcentury, Chinese authors were
usingwuxiaas a replacement for the earlier expressi@yi' (‘wandering chivalry'). Stephen Teo notes that the
shift fromxiayi fiction to wuxia'— with its added emphasis on militarismu) — can be seen asdicative of a
nationalist impulse to remold China as a modern, military world power like Japan. (Teo Z)09, 2
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follows a pathinformedby boththe old and new literary schools, by oscillating sdiriguistic
associations witiCantonse and Mandarin culture, and by its transnationtal-pollinations
with other film industries and genres. Martial arts action cinema as a broad form has become a
progressively globalized phenomenomrentalf al way
associationsThewuxiaimaginary, howevecarries with it aspecificcharge of cultural
Chineseness. The swordplay genre has proved itself mutable even while remaining inherently
historicist,speakingof China though an abstract and essentialized past, although not in all cases
speakingo China. As sah, thewuxiafilm can be seen as being closely intertwined with
historical transformations of Chinese identity.

The'Old Schoolwuxialiteraturecovers a period stretching from 1911 to 1949, roughly
corresponding to the Republican era in China, bat @snre it draws upon much older origins.
Hi st or i c a Ixli wniplytdéseribewanintbrmal, usually itinerant class of warrior, not
affiliated with any particular armatures of state. Stories okitheecurred in Chinese historical
records and filore throughout history, emerging especially during periods of political strife.
El ement giayiotfr adhiitsi dn ( or “datebacht ® antiquity thodgh val ry” )
literature, poetryand theatre, with origins possibly as old as the Spring adn period
(722481 BCE) (Teo 2009, 17). Historically speaking, xieewere often merawaries, outlaws,
assassins, ather types of troublemakers. Nonetheless in the eyes of some Chinese hjtorians
they retained a mystique predicated on their indepece, personal loyalty, and sense of
righteousness. Thea first appeared in novel form during the Ming and Qing dynasties, and
many of the traits that are now considered standaittiin the genreemerged out of #gnworks
of this period Through romanti fiction, these figures were idealized as individualist heroes who
adhered to a code of honour and fought for the oppressed. Models for what would become the
wuxiastyle may be found among the pillafsChinese classical literature. For example, the
stalart soldiers and shrewd generals frSan guo yanyi (The Romance of Three Kingdms
with their boundless fighting skills and noble bondg@fsonal honouryvould be further
canonized withirwuxiatales and films, while the motley crew of outlaws foum&huihu zhuan

(The Water Margiff), who rebelled against corrupt officials and chose to live on the fringes of

16 Notably, the estimable HaDynastyhistorian Sima Qian, who between 194 BCE, wrote sympathetically of
thexiain his Si ji (Records of Histy) (see Teo 2009, pp+19).

7 Attributed to Luo Guanzhong, written sometime during th® dehtury
YAttributed to Shi Nai'an, with possi Bdemuycontri buti ons
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society, also became bound into Wiagxiasubject, helping to foster the idiosyncratic and-anti
establishment underpinnings of the knigtanthero.

Another influence can be found in the popuiareteentitenturygongart® novels, which
usually centered oswordplay heroes who served as detective fig{eiser official or
unsanctionedgndwho were moved by their inherent sense of justiagmtavel mysteries,
uncover conspiracies, and punish the guilty parties. It was also mngteenticentury that the
xiayi’® style of fiction emerged, which emphasized a still more romantic view of martial

escapades, often featugi fighting heroines (knen asxiani,**)

or oddly desexed effetenale

heroe&”. Thesexia inhabited a world of magical possibilities, amdre gited with mystical

martial arts disciplines that were amplified to superhuman lesetswhich allowed theno

strike at things at gredistances, to leap tremendous heightgvanto fly. Also at this time,
shenguastories (tales of the supernatural, including ghosts, monsters, and deities) contributed to

the makeup of thewuxiaimaginary, lending it additional aspects of both thedatic and the

macabre. This tendency for theixiagenre to retrospectively accumulate older genres into itself
speaks to the “inhermuntalilsittoy’i co ff 56 leutsaisal (‘ N & & |
provides some insight into later permutasaf the swordplaform, and its readiness to borrow

or emulate characteristics of other genres, cultures, or media.

One of the most important generic conventions ofithriamode lies in the concept of
thejianghu Directl y tr ankselsadgiamghurefess néttomagoacree and | a
geographical space, but more metaphorically to the abstract social environment through which
martial heroes move and interact with one another. As implied by the translation, it functions as
an interconnected frge composed of dters, martialartists, thieveshermits, gamblers, and
beggars, who move in hidden circles and who i
waterways, deserted temples, banditsandl ai r s,

YStephen Teo suppliexatsted ttroa gossaadtedtidestyle (ffee 2009 20p | i ¢
OAl'so from Teo, “chivalric righteousness or altruism

2 Theternxianiii me ani ng “ f e-isalsosometimesydmarized as two separate words, as in the title of
King Hu ' s Tbuich ofrizen / Xia N(IL971) The formxiant will be used in this paper, excepting instances that
directly reference Hu’'s fil m.

# Teo describesiayifiction as "a blend of action and romance, revolving around either female Jarigint

figuresor feminised or serieminised male heroes who proved irresistible to women" (Teo 2009, 21). The effete

or ‘feminized' male hero was a common romantic masculine ideal in Chinese culture, constructed along the model
of the Confucian gentleman or the scholghis is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4.

” “
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moral margins of settled sociéty ( H a mWiithih thejianghuexists thevulin, which
transl ates | iterally as widlimsoftean usadas d corollargterm ( Te o
to jianghu,but more accurately relatesspecificallyto theassociations between martial artists
including their group ties, leadership, and relative standing amongst each other. In this sense the
wulin is the field ofxia that existswithin thelarger network of th@ganghu.Both terms however
may beused intercangeabl y to descr i basittisioendintheuxiha d of ma
genre.

Although there is occasionally some crossover with representatives of civil authority
(including constables, officials, nobles, or government spiesjiatighuis depiced as largely
separate from normal society, shaped by its own internal laws, beliefs, and associations. Clan
loyalties, obligation to one's master, and the honour bonds betweda themselves are
paramount . Her e, a per s attached toraastroeg perfarmatiee s s pec
identity. Denizens of the soemolitical demimonde of thganghuoften identify each other
based purely on reputation, as evince@mnigue weapon techniguexceptional skills, or a
personal motif. This drives homlegt physicalized social capital of tk,, wh e rsenseoh e’ s
self effectively becomes distilled into their sword, their fighting style, or their idiosyncrasies. By
this descriptionan obvious parallel may be drawn betweenjisreghuand the concept dhe
criminal underworld commonly attaet to the gangster genre. Ng Hderred to thgianghu of
historical record when he outlined a rigid social stratum, ranging from legitimate officials,
scholars, functionaries, and tradesmen, all the way down tmoaraagrants and criminals.
This arrangement reinforces the historical Ch
passport to social status and an ugpass life, in direct opposition to physical and martial
cultivation. For Ng, this indicates‘ap ol ari zati on of the mental and
gentlemanly knights found in romantiaxialiterature(Ng 1996,74). Thejianghuof popular
fiction and cinemahowever, is mostly unconcerned with such logical and cultural
inconsistencieslhis realm is less a shadowy mirror reflection of the mundane world of history,
than acolourful, historicizedrefractionof it, with its own inherent and conventionalized
distortions.

In the emergent Shanghai film scene of the 19203ytixéaserial rovels offered ideal
material to stoke the commercial demands of the industry; with their emphasis on action and

their prolonged, twisting narratives, they were rich in visual storytelling opportunities and
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identifiableChinese cultural flavouiAt the samdime, wuxianovels often carried an anti
traditionalist charge, with stories that depicted individualist young heroes acting out and
pursuing adventures outside the confines of the family order. This tension between historical
imagery and youthful spirihade for a dynamic combinatidfilmmakers of the time wera@so
drawing on a variety of influences, both local and foreign in nature. Chinese opera performances,
swashbuckling adventure films with Douglas Fairbanks, period costume dramas-antstial
displays, titillating erotic filmsandshenguaghost stories all contributed the development of
what Stephen Teo suggest s wwdacihema&ETed 20@hil)z op hr en
which blended a variety of cultural influences into a historicizeaeof an old China that
never quite existed.

It was the especial incorporation of the mythological elements froshér@eguagenre
that lent the earlyuxiafilms their spectacular appeal. Among the most famous of the early
wuxiafilm serials wasThe Birning of the Red Lotus Temgleluoshao Honglian sivhich began
in 1928, adpted from the 1922 serial novdibnghu gixia zhuafLegend of the Strange
Swordsmahby Pingjiang Buiaosheng. The use of early filmic special effects, such as
animation drawn dectly on the negatives, reverse photography, fast motion, and double
exposures allowed filmmakers to depict the special powers afaltescribed on the page.
Heroes could routinely fly through the skies, turn invisible, or shoot-l&setinner energy
from their palms, abilities that, as visualized through cinema, became major selling points for the
films. This emphasis odashy cinematic techniqués turn often overshadoedthe more
conventionaphysical displays of sworfighting and authentic maal arts. At the same time,
this new visual iconography prowd by special effects couddso finditself recycled into the
descriptive language of tlveuxiastories in print form. In one sense, this underscores the
inherent modernity of thevuxiapian, despite its reliance on historical models and mythic
i maginaries. According to Teo, the endurance
natural correlation with the film mediumthat through the medium of fii, it makes the
impossible redl (1. In this dynamic, it becomes important to recognize the relationship
between the literary and cinematvcixiaas beindargelycoevaland intertwinedyith each

exerting reciprocal pressurapon each othe?® Unfurling through the new medium of filmhe

% This process of crogsollination is discussed at length in Liu Damu's arti€leotn Chivalric Fiction to Martial
Arts Film" (from A Study of the Hong Kong Swordplay RillBy way of example Liu obsees how "Jin Yong's
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heroic swordplay genre developedtglistic €lan in an inteeixtual feedback loop between the
technologcal means of its expression, and the interjections abitsemporary literary
counterpart.
In a way, the popularity of threupernaturalvuxia skenguaicontributed to its own
downfall, at least inhe Mainland market®f the early twentieth centurfrhe Kuomintang
government and the reformist thinkers of the May Fourth movement took a dim view of the
swordplayfantasy films produced in Shanghaitiretwenties and thirtiesThe genre'soften
essential, unitary Chineseness and the social activism gigthede notwithstandinghefeudal
values individualism, and escapism promoted inwhexiafilms were worrying to Nationalist
thinker$*. Social ealism was the preferred motteinspire collective change, while thaixia
panwas seen as “an abstraction from reality wh
(Teo 2009, 9), a philosophically incompatible concept for the more conservdglledtuals at
that time. Thecombinedculturalism and iconoclasm of theystical swordplay genrfermed an
awkward contrast, one that uncomfortably mirrored the inherent contradictions in the
Nationalist heed to fostea collective and historicaChinese identity andthe May Fourth
movement ' s modtehranti zri enjge catgeedh dtarhai dointei.dbhawddan dn ki onl gc

was seen to betray a basic inconsistency bet
rebel status of its heroes and tlomformist tendencies of the old world Confucian stesethey
were meant to protéct (i bi d. 10)
As a result of these tensions, the screeninguxia shengudilms wasbanned on the
Mainland by the KMT atfirst unofficially in 1931,andthen more pragiptively in 1934. This
decision was taken under the reasoning that the filmsotedsuperstition, loose morals,
feudalism, and even that they fostered low standards in Chinese filmmaking. The real motivation

behind this ban was more likely to keepranfhand on the many Leftist professionals working in

imagery and literary style contain the equivalents to cinematic devices, such as long, medium and close shots, and

sound effects in its articulation of character and action. Although Jin Yong's work lends itself easily to cinematic

adatation, the novels are nevertheless filled with detail and dev&og aonlinear narrative linés(Liu Damu

57).

# Thewuxiagenre was not the only popular fiction to earn the ire of the May Fourth intellectuals at this time.

Period melodramas aboutmantic courtships and tragic lovers, themselves modeled after classical Chinese

romances, constituted what came to be known agufieyang hudi¢ * But t er fl 'y and Mandarin Di
wuxiafiction, Butterfly and Mandarin Duck stories were also@ljdcirculated, spilling over from print media to

popular film. This alarmed the Nationalist critics of the time, who tended to treat both genres as extensions of the

same dangerously escapist and regressive tendencies in popular entertainment. Consegxieatin d  * But t er f | vy
fiction were often seen as closely related-loow genres, and unfriendly to the rhetoric of a modernizing Mainland.

For more on this relationship, aid the KMT's objection:
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the Shanghai film industry at that time, but the effect was stiflinthemocal industry (Teo 2009,
44).Mainland filmmakers were forced to rely instead upon Hong Kong and diasporic audiences
to suppor their product, and began to follow the markets south. The outbreak of war with Japan
in 1937 only accelerated this migration, and by the close of the Pacific War, the Chinese film
industry had set down new roots in Hong Kong.

The immediate posiar yearswitnessed a boom in the Hong Kong economy and an
increase in cinematic production, facilitated by the surge in émigréviirkers and audiences
from the North While the big Mandarin studios mountestentatiousull -colour operas and
historical dramaghe smaller Cantonese studios were among the first to revive the swordplay
genre. Despite low budgets and aging effectsfadtiioned black & white Cantoneseixia
shenguaproductions were cranked out for hungry local audieficAsound the same time, gh
Cantonese cinema also ushered in a new sousit@ed variation on the martialrts form: the
kung fu picture. As exemplified by the lomgnning series of films featuring the famed
Cantonese folk hero Wong Feung, the kung fu film was initially seexs a sukgenre of the
wuxiaform. Set in the late Qg Dynasty these stories focused on wise cimded martiakarts
masters who used their hate@hand skills to resolve conflicts in their communities, evoking the
uprightxia of the older traditions. blvever, the kung fu genre gradually became identified as a
mode of martiakrts fiction unto itself, with the primaelineatiorresting on its claim of
presenting realistic authentic fighting skills (or "real kung fu") and athleticism, as performed by
trained martiahrtists. In actuality, many of the players were Chinese opera performers or
acrobats (colloquially known @snghu wushior "DragonrTiger Martial Masters") and the
"realistic" fighting onscreen was often captured in stagey long takesthafteperatic mode
(Teo 2009, 72). Even so, this performative aspect created a specialized distance from the special
effects trickery and magical antics seen inwhiia shengudilms.

During the period of restablishment through the 1950s, bothwhigia and kung fu
films exhibited a conservative ethos, wherein "the Confucian code was pervasive" (Lau 4). The
importance of filial bonds, classical ethical cultivation, and the matident relationship were
omnipresent. On the literary scene, howevenghwere about to chand#&/hile the adventures

% Despite its mainly local aalof the Cantonese martial arts filmverseas investment from Malaysia, Singapore,
Taiwan, the USA, and other countries contributed to the upswing in production during the 1950s. Interestingly, as
many as half of these films were paadt by the Nan Yag Film Company, which was Shawowned subsidiary

before it was restructured into Shaw BrathéHK) by Run Run Shaw in 195Yu 101).
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of Wong FeiHung were served up in Cantonese theatres againgamthrough the fiftiesa
new generation of southebasedvuxiawriters were gaining popularity through serialized
stories published in Hongong newspapers. Led lyminaries likeJin Yong, Qi Long, and
Liang Yusheng, the New Schoafl wuxialiterature putatively represented a stylistic departure
from thetraditional roots of the more northerly Shanghai school. These authors plstcedger
emphasis on winding, narrativetpmplicated plots, psychological realism, and the cultivation
of the individualover the grougthroughthe materialacquisition ofriches or suprem&eapons
the pursuit of fame and glorgr simply the personal improvemteof the self through martial
techniquers Rather than being portrayed as selmine beings steeped in Confucian values, the
characters of thBlew Schoolwere often portrayed as more edlous, with internal conflicts,
human weaknesses, worldly desir@sd tragic romantic entanglemsnh the books of these
new authors, particularly Jin Yong, "the distinctlmetween good and evil is blurred; the heroes
exhibit a more eclectic style of martial arts derived from sew#ftahnd in general there is a-de
emphasis on loyalty Wwards any one particular school" (Liu Damu 5lh)e modernity of the
form was asserted by a sense of cultural and geographic hybridity, including elements of local
Cantonese vernacular and borrowed influences igstern books and owies(Teo 2009, 23)
Whether these traits truly constituted a qualitative break with earlier formsxud writing may
be debatablé® but themostcommon perception of tHéew Schoolwas that it captured a
younger, edgier spirit that was less traditicenadl more worldly. The explosive poputy of
these stories brougfresh vitality to martiabrts fiction, andeemingly redeemed the literary
credibility of thewuxiaform after theyears of proscription and critical floggiftghadsuffered at
the hand of intellectuals since the days of tlay Fourth movement.

Cantonese filmmakers were quick to seize upon the trend, steppingmuyprdiaieiction of
swordplay films andemaking old standards likehe Burning of the Red Lotus Temipld 963
or adaptingecent newspaper series into film serglsh aBuddha's Palm / Rulai shenzhang
(1964). Despite the more contemporary edge of thewmexianovelists, the Cantonese
swordplay srials of the early 1960s still held tightttee spirit of thexiayi andsherguai classics,
infusing the stories with pronounced fantasy eleand trading heavily on cltinger

% Stephen Teo interrogates thewsgtion that the @ andNew Schod represented so dramatic a shift, noting
how difficult it is to assign exclusive tendencies to one and not the other. Rather, he suggests that it is more
productive to view these movements in continuity with one another, contributimgoticeaall developmental
procesgTeo 2009, 23)
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structures and updated variations on the old magical syedteals tropes. While natiways

strongly reflecting théhematictone of theNew Schooliterature, the Cantonesaixia
productionsstill sustairedthemselvess a vital (if not quite respectable) geimr¢he shade of

the larger Mandarin studioRelying on photographic tricks, garish make effects, wiregags,
andlots of handpaintedanimaion, the Cantonessuxiaserialsprovided light escapism. They
often rtrayed an array of imaginary landscapes, fahpidbwers, and mythical beasts, all with a
cartoonish degree of exaggerattbat was heavily offset by their shallow sets and shoddy
production valuesStephen Teo locatdte appeal of these films ianunapologeticchildlike

sense of abandotgonceptual fantasy worlds, abstract works of art that are to be enjoyed as
naive fairy tales with & [sic] own internal logic of reality(Te02009,90). When not deferring

to animated magic effects, the fight staging and physical action in these films followed a
theatrical "symbolic mode" that emphasized large artificial gestures and stagey acrobatics (ibid.
91). Romance, revenge, and Confuc@mcepts ofamily duty andmaintaining amoral orderll
abounded in these films. The typical plots featured convoluted quest narratives about earnest
young heroes accruing mystical items or special skills, all while pursuing their filial obligations
to their schools or to their flamboyant (and usually supernatural) mentors.

Shaw Brothers and New Style Wuxia

Although still succsesful with local audiencethe Cantonese postwauxiacycle never
guite managed to shed the stigma of being chgaggluced ppulist fare. This characterization
was further reinforced by competitive developments from the larger studios like Shaw Brothers
and Cathaywhich both began tdevelophigh-budgetwuxiaproductions in MandarirNoting
thechangs in the airand likely ecognizing the aging audiences (and stars) of their nostalgia
based musicals and melodramas, Shaw Brothers initiated a newladnttae beginning in
1965. In the pages of their promotional jourBalithern ScreeiNanguo Dianying’ the Shaws
dove heading into the swordplay genre by aumcing the commencement of thewltur
wuxia century,® a new line of prestige action productions inspired by the successNé#he

" southern ScreéNanguo Dianying no 92, October 1965 (Law 129)

% This is based on Law Kar's translation from the Chinese teuxia xin shiji' (Law, 132). Stephen Teo supplies

a slightly different translation as the 'newxiacentury'. | am inclined to follow Law'\gersion due to its emphasis

on colour; the new Shaw swordplay films were certainly colourful, which made a pointed contrast with the black
andwhite Cantonese films that had come before. The Entdistiuage copy frorBouthern Screesimply dubbed
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Schoolwuxiamovement. Decrying both the limiting "artifice and staginess" ofloghern
schoof films, and the lack of realism in tixéayi-shenguamode the wording was unequivocal;
"Modern audiences deand real action!" it declargdeo 2009, 91).

This move by Shaw Brothers was the inceptional basis for what would become the New
Style®® wuxa pian, initiating a selfconscious (but enduring) break with the earlier forms of
swordplay cinema, one that tacitly corresponded with the Old School/New School generational
shift inwuxialiterature. Aimed mostly at youth audiences, the tonamecdarker, more serious,
and less concerned with evoking a pleasant cultural reverie than striking a chord with modern
teens through shock value. With the Cantovaseafilms' strong focus on magic and fantasy,
the New Style differentiated itself alotige axiom that "realistic violence was the antidote to
fantasy" (Teo 2009, 92). For a time, Cantonese filmmakers also attempted to follow the new
Mandarin styles, producing colour films with edgier themes and larger budgets, making the New
Stylewuxia pianan industrywide phenomenon (ibid.). However, the Cantonese market had
taken a heavy hit with the arrival of public-air television and went into rapid decline, leaving
the swordplay genre firmly in Mandarin hands.

Despite all the grand declarationsefirst films released under the banner of the 'colour
wuxiacentury'managed only a tenuous moof novelty, and were not exceptionally successful
Although they delivered othhe promise of the Shaws' impresspreduction facilities, the new
formula wasot asmuch of a departure from the previausxiafilms as billed. The initial
releases in 1965 wefieemple of the Red Lotdsianghu QixiaandThe Twin SwordéYuanyang
Jian Xia, two installments based once again ondldeShanghaschool standartiegend of the
Strange Swordsmaiihe fantasy elements weedownplayedmagical powers and specigffects

were replaced with Bocus on faster montage, les@nnered physical action, and clanging

the newmovenent as the Shaws' "Action Erayhich to me feels far less evocative, and fails to capture the

specificity of the termwuxia’

% The terminology 'New Style' andé&W School' are largely interchangeable in the scholarship owttxé genre.

Thislikely arises from slight differences in translation. However, for the purposes of clarity, stutisl will

reserve the term 'NewcBool' fa the 'second generation'wfixiaauthors and their workslereafter the term New

Syle wuxid will be usedo refer to the broad new phase of swordplay cinema initiated in the 1960s. It is useful to

create this distinction, since the source stories foNthe Stylefilms were dten not drawn from New School

literary texts, and the salient characteristics letwthe new literature and the new films were not always shared.
Further complicating this discussidhseems that no subsequent categorizations have become widely accepted.

Thewuxia pianproduced since the Shaw 'ColduxiaCentury' tends to beosely collected under thdew Style

despite some obviowditionalperiodizations suggested by Chor Yuen'sl®uag cycle of the late 1970&e

'Hong KongNew Wave' filmmakers of the 1980990s, the transnational and stylistic turn initiateddrguching

Tiger, Hidden Dragor{2000), and the current crop of effecktdven Mainland ceproductions.
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weapons. Howevein terms of narrative style, there was éttiere that audiences had not seen
before. In fact, as observed by Law Kar, many of the aspects from the osgime¢novel that
might have beeronsidered antiraditionalin its time— suchas the rebellious nature of the
young protagonists, the villay of the chief patriarchal figure, and the igpite of religious
institutions— wereeither toned down or chaed outright. This Law attributetd the
fundamentally conservative ethos that had guided Shaw Brothers and Run Run Shaw through
their postwar gcle of 'China Foreveriostalgia films. Although sensitive to the changing market
and the different tastes of the pasir generation, Shaw was reluctanbteak fully with
tradit i leleved tBattaostrohg a portrayal of youth rebelliousnessdvamly alienate
the adult members of the family" (Law 135)

For the first few years of the 'colowmuxiacentury' the majority of the films still retained
the trappings of theiayi tradition. Metaphysical feats were toned down, but swordstién
demorstrated gimmicky abilities, like telekinesis or the power to walk on walls. Across the board,
there was a strong focus on young female knights in key roles, with subordinate young male
heroes as romantic interests or sidekicks. When men did take the \easl often as scholar
knights, like the quintessential Confucian gentleman Wen Su€asnseen itnight of Knights
/ Wen Su Che(Bit Kwan: 1966), or as bumbling fops who secretly fought injustice under a mask,
like the doctothero Zhuang Bai iThat Man in Chang An YWang Min Daai HafYan Jun:
1966). A sense of civic duty and patriotism also featured highly amonggthveho frequently
acted in affairs of the state, to root out corrupt officials or to thwart threats to the nation.
Although many of tese stories also featured salacious plots involving degraded religious
institutions, like temples operated by false priests or perverted monks, it should be noted that
these institutions were typically Buddhist or Taoist, sects historically reviled byiGanism
for their antisociety, anticollective philosophies. Above all, in these films the roles of the clan
and the mastestudent relationship were still central, a hierarchy based on filial obligations and a
respect for one's wiser elders. In otherdaey the New Stylevuxiain this first phase was hardly

a revolutionary genre turn.

% The famous figure of Wen Suchen was a travelling scholar and doctor, but he was most renowned for his beauty
andhisromantic adventures. The charactdgimated in the eighteenth century noYesou puyad The Humbl e
Wordsofan Old Rustic) by Xi a Ji ngqu. >alyichedrd type,ahe filrKnightof Knights on t he
i nv e st sharAWemwithsstronger martial qualities whstdl maintdning his effete posture (Teo 2009, 95).
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The real signature productions of the o waxiac e nt ur vy’  wtbeufdllaving o me i 1
years with King Hu'sCome Drink with Mé Da Zui Xia(1966) and Chang ChefAfieOne
Armed SwordsmahDubei Dao (1967).Both films were immediate critical and boffice hits,
firmly establishing the new direction for the studio and the industry. As directors, Hu and Chang
possessed very different and highly personalized stylespbiuttay be seen as crucial to the
development of a new paradigm. Formally and thematically, their two films exhibited a modern,
international flavour that drew upon the influences of Japastem®bara(swordfighting) movies,
Hollywood action genres, and@vthe experimentalism of the French New Wave. At the same
time, Hu and Chang both anchored themselves in a reformulation of the ‘dream of China,’
weaving between the 'realistic’' spectacle offered by the Shaw's technical and financial resources,
invocatiors of Chinese artistic traditions, and a revisionist fantasy of China's past. While King
Hu left Shaw Brothers immediately af@ome Drink with Men pursuit of more creative
freedom, Chang Cheh remained with the studio and was rewarded with a new positaon
hi gher degree of autonomy. wukihee rctrierayt’i viea d i e retcr
Chang, positioning him as the primary architect of the wewiagenre at this nascent stafje.

The st ated e mphaswusiacefn tKasmemised orf nodetnity as
expressed t hivhiclhwah its€lf expregd ipranarily through violence. The new,
harder, more corporeal edge to the action was evident from the outset; weapons had weight, and
combat had harsh consequences. The opacmges oKnight of Knightg1966) for example,
involve a prolonged battle sequence showcasing explicit dismemberments, cranial trauma, and
buckets of blood. The finale of Chang Cheh's fillre Assassin / Da CiK&967)sees the
surrounded hero (played byang Yu) eviscerating himself and then disfiguring his own face, so
as not to be recognized. Even King Hu, whose works typically favoured elegance over brutality,
openedCome Drink with Mavith an extraordinarily vicious ambush. As well, scenes of phlysica
torture became common (and increasingly imaginative) in theanewa,even in films likeThe
Sword and the LuteQin Jian En Cho1967), which was the third chapter in themple of the
Red Lotugrilogy. Sometimes these scenes of 'martyrdom' caariednscendental meaning, as in
Wang Yu's literal apotheosis after deattChang Cheh$rail of the Broken BladeDuan

Chang Jian(1967), where his transparent spirit is seen rising from his corpse and floating to the

31 The aesthetics and stylistic legacies of both Chang Cheh and King Hu, especially as they relate to Chor Yuen's
laterwuxiafilms, are discussed in more detail in Chapter Four.
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heavens. More generally though,gbescenes of disempowerment and destruction of the body
served as just another way to affirm realism through corporal materiality.

This is not to say that thea lost all of their fantastic cache; within the context of the
martialarts imaginaryhuman &ility was always subject to a considerable degree of romantic
latitude, and these new wandering knights still retaglethens of esotericswordplay and
borderlne supernatural powers within thegw* r e a | i s Préternaterg agsity, wire.
assised leaping, improbable weapon techniques, extraordinary physical strength, and the ability
to endure staggering degrees of bodily injury were all commentpuntered traits. In large part,
however, the depiction of these powers was not deployed to dhef efevating theia to the
level of mystic quasdivinity, but rather to return the hero to the domain of visceral humanity
through an increasingly more sensational mode of physicalized (if still stylized) violence,
expressed in dirt, blood, sweat, ayate.

This was mirrored in the social and psychological outlook of the characters as well, by
dragging the swordsman figure away from the ideals of Confucian tradition, and down to the
realm of relatable wants, weaknesses, and foibles. The goals ofdles hecame more personal
and less determined by social propriety or civic duty. Love, jealousy, or old personal grudges
might serve as the pretext for vengeance, no longer sanctioned by feudal codes and orthodoxy.
With Hong Kong in the early stages of economic transformation, and corruption scandals
regularly making the news, greed as a motive theme became prevalent. Films sometimes
centered on 'who's got the gold?' scenarios, wherein various interested parties schemed to obtain
a treasure, such aslack Tavern/ Hei dian(Yip Wing Cha 1972). The pursuit of personal
advancement, material wealtelfgratification, or other morally ambivalent goals demonstrated
acritical split with the familyoriented conservatism of traditional values. This wageoent
with similar trends of revisionism seen in the 1960s global film culture, especially in films from
Hollywood; gies, heists, treasure hunts, criminalégda counterculture macho individualism
were commorsubjectdmported into thevuxia pianby the New Style directors.

This is not to imply that the genre was entirely morally ambivalent, but rather that the
traditional reference points for morality and status had begun to shift, favouring a more
rebellious, individualistic, or antieroic idealThe knighterrant was still the focus of
identification for audiences, often as a disillusioned player in a changed world where authority

was always in doubt. In these circumstances, a student might defy their master or parent out of a
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sense of justice,ut just as often, a patriarch might harm his child, or betray his students for
selfish reasons. A common theme was thedettructive drive to seek fame and become known
as the '"best in the world of martfiermgancarts,’ w
regret. Pan Lei's introspectivauxiafilms like The Fastest Sword / Tin Gwong Dai Yat Kim
(1968) andrhe Sword / Jiaf1971) were both early examples that used the ambition afdhe
deconstruct the entire thesis of the martial arts halajng inaction over action, and offering a
transcendent message. These ideas would be echoed somewhathindgéims by Chor
Yuen likeMagic Blade / Tianya Minyue Dgad976) andlade Tiger Baiyu Ladwu (1977),
though with a stronger dose of psyldgical stylization. However, it must be said that, on the
whole, the New Stylevuxiaof the late sixties was more rebellious than meditative, expressing a
rough vein of machismo that exalted the individual, and validated his angst through violence.
The iconography of thevuxiapian began to change as well, to suit the drift from
tradition to a sense of modernity. The peripatetic, immaculate, anteihgred knighterrant of
thexiayi tradition, who roamed misthrouded mountain passes in search of gsda right, gave
way instead to grubby, sedbsorbed drifters, who were more akin to Toshiro Mifune's
masterless samurai Wojimbo(Kurosawa: 1961). In fact, elements of both the Japanese
chanbaracinema and the lItalian revisionist westerns of Sergankeevere prominently
employed by New Stylevuxiadirectors. In this newanghuy, rangeriding desperados terrorized
homesteaders, and swesHowdowns erupted in dusty roadside saloons. Lo Wei's twisty,
betrayalladenDeath Valley / Duanhun G{1968) featues both a knight who wears twin short
swords in chest holsters like a pair of-gixns, and an inn where men play Chinese dominoes
like hands of poker. Yue Feng's filmie Magnificent Swordsman / Guai Xi68) andells
of Death / Duo Hun Ling1968)bath center on laconic hoHdke heroes, peasants with no
school, who pursue personal vendettas against bandit gangs who murdered their families. With
their widebrimmed hats, tattered robes, and hidden swartes, these figures resemble nothing
less than @nt Eastwood's 'Man with No Name' character fused with Zatoichi, the blind

swordsmart?

% Similarities with the Daiei FilnZatoichiswordplay series (featuring Shintaro Katsu as a wandering blind
masseur/swortnaster) were not coincidental. TBatoichimovies were extremely popular with Hong Kong
audiences, and Shaw Brothers served as the regional distributor for theRsaniéaun Shaw was known to hold
special screenings of Japanebanbarafilms for his directors, in order to better analyze and assimilate their styles
into Shawwuxiafilms (Bordwell 2011, 130).
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Rather than bearing the privileges of their outsider statugaarghuclan affiliations, the
heroes of some films lived a meager commoner's existence, like theedploaearmed
woodcutter played by Wang Yu DdneArmed Swordsmaror the drunken, singing beggar in
Come Drink with MeA swordsmarmight also turn to murdeor-hire, a profane
commodification of his martial virtue. The figure of the paid assassprotagonist became a
common fixture in the New Style films. The meanderirgbegan to connote less a noble way
of life, and more a dubious profession. However, at the same time, these loners often exuded an
integrity that set them apart from the more deaskia who participated in the affairs of the
martial society. Even within thHenghu, class divides persisted, and all too often the propriety of
upperclass martiabrtists masked petty or sinister motives.

The new focus in the martial arts cinemaaomasculine rugged individualism was well
received by youth audiences in Hong Kong and in the diaspora. It constituted a form of both
engagement with arméjection d the romantic dreams of their elders. Lin Ni&img remarked,
writing i thesifth@df emphasisdrom magic to realism, from flawless heroes to
heroes with imperfections can be interpreted as symbiotic to the present generatiosscynici
towards traditional valuegLin 13). Whatever inherently conservative impulses might have
resded in Run Run Shaw, he was happy to embrace the enormous commercial success of the
New Stylewuxia pian After all, this variation of the 'dream of China' was still in communion
with the abstract nationalism of the Shaws' 'China Forever' films. As @olsleyvTeo:

If the effete romantic hero of the previous decades had been connected with the
subordinate status of a colonised and dominated culture, the action hero may well be a
cultural registration of an increasing sense ofeelffidence expressed ing same
mythical and historic narrative forms that had provided the generic framework for
fil ms such aTbkelbve Etéfradélhiang Shanlgo'ys Zhu Yingtdioos).
Thewuxiaor martial hero emerged in the s, when China was asserting its
newly acquired superpower $t& and Hong Kong was becomiag/Asi an ti ger’
(Teo 1997, 97)
Through their engagement with the past, the New Stybdafilms remained anchored to a core
culturalist identification with China, sublimating modern and Westernenttes into a

compliant concoction of a strong China that 'always was'.
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The nationalistic tenor of this imaginary past is inseparable fronvalk&genre,
whether expressing conservative or draditional sentiments. The early, gestational films of the
Mandarinwuxia pianbetray a preoccupation with political intrigues, wiih stepping in to
protect the status quo from internal rebellions, or by exposing corrupt ministers. Sometimes they
acted directly on orders from Imperial powers, but most oftenthreats invoked were foreign
in nature, compelling righteous knigkgsrant to do their duty as Chinese patriots. While the
themes of individualism and personal conflict were still essential to the genre shift of the 1960s,
the appeal to an overarchi@inese pride remained a powerful undercurrent imilnda pian
Historical campaigns against the Japanese or the Tartars became the common touchstones for
allegories of ethnic solidarity. King Hulhe Valiant Ones / Zhorige Tu(1975) features a band
of heroes who assemble to stave off a plague of Japanese incursions, forgoing entirely the play of
interpersonal drama in favour of presenting a stoic, unwavering Chinese unity against foreign
aggression. Chang Chefr'se Heroic Ones$hisan &ibao(1970)meshes personal themes of
jealousy, betrayal, and filial discord into a jingoist tale about a clan of martial artists who
sacrifice themselves in the defense of their border outpost against the encroaching*Tartars.

Cheng Gang Twelve Gold Medallions /i Er Jinpai(1970) recounts a race against
time to prevent secret orders from a treacherous prime minister from reaching China's western
front and enabling the victory of the Tartar hordes. The heroes succeed against this internal plot
at great personalbst; the dissolution of a martial family when the greedy patriarch's loyalty is
bought by the collaborators. This turns father against daughter, and master against student, in a
prolonged and bloody final showdown, illustrating the elevation of the nati@ntraditional
Confucian family hierarchies. The film ends on a triumphant but somber note, explaining in a
postscript that a Tartar messenger still slipped through, and the heroes' efforts were in vain.
Historically, of course, the Tartars would sueden conquering China, and ruled for centuries as
the Yuan Dynasty. The closing-@ereen text reads: "thus ended this officially unrecorded
struggle for national survival." The wording here presents the story as a supplement to history,
while being in f&t more of a ravriting, in mythologizing terms. The ending of the film
simultaneously affirms theia's duty as an individual to the ethnic natistate above all other

% In typical Chang Cheh styl&he Heroic Onewas in may ways a masculinized variation on the theme of the
famous story of the lady generals of Yang, about the women of a noble martial arts family going to war against the
Tartars after the clan's men were defeated in battle. The Shaws adapted the origitmksteen two years later as
Cheng Gang'$4 Amazons $hisi N Yhghao(1972).
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obligations, while also highlighting thveuxiagenre's tendency to insert itself ir@hina’'s distant
historical events (even and perhagpeciallyits defeats) in order to provide an empowering

narrative of Chinese patriotic effort. Tony Rayns observed the genre's apparent blindness to

history:
The phantay is fundamentally nationalist . The sword in the hand of the hero(ine)
becomes an agent of phantasy: it sparks i
as the ‘' j aparE mpafr eB Idesbffectvey thie ghantasy must be
encoded as springing from the pastjreaor i magi ned. ‘ Memory’ i

fulfillment (Rayns 155).

Going back to the originatuxianovels of the earlywentiethcentury,we may see thdhe
swordplay genre has always expressed mixed messages; on the one hand, it provided a
reinforcemat of Chinese ideals and pride through an 'ancient’ warrior tradition and an
affirmation of the righteousness of the past; on the other hand, it also encouraged rebellion
against institutions and traditioAs such, thavuxiabecame emblematic of a Chingssonal
and national sense of dignity, expressing their power (in literary termspotrgoreign and
internalhegemonyThexia represents subversive alternative to repressive social orders and a
balancing force in times of chaos. In this way,wWhia genremay be seen as an apolitical form
of asserting Chinese identity in populist terms, by way of a historicized model that may not be
accurate, but transfers a sense of legitimacy.

The transformation of the ideals of tweixiagenre present'as eacruilz at i on of t h
(Lin 13) thatshiftedthe focusawayfrom metaphysical fantasy andealizations, and instead
towards a more individualistic and pragmatic depictiothe@New Style swordplay. It is through
these shifts within thevuxiagenre thattie kung fu genre was also reinvented in modern form,
departing from the 1950s Wong Héong model and its didactic traditionalism. In this way we
can see the kung fu amduxiafilm styles as interrelated and reflecting similar trends, but still
forked alomy different paths. Although the Mandarvimxia pianprovided a desacralized version
of the heroic chivalry mythology, this must be viewed in relative terms. Through its historical
dislocations (the North of ‘long ago’), its presentation of an abstrattecldd society (the
jlanghu), and its persistent invocations of a superstitious imaginaryuke pianstill carried a
charge of culturalist fantasy that tied it to a conception of old China as the true source of culture.

The Mandarin cinema's focus anessentializedhistorical'orientalflavour created a break from
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the more immediatelong Kongsubject.As the spirit of localization in Hong Kong progressed,
this gap would only widen, leading to a gradual fading of the swordplay film's popularity

towards the mid1970s, and the rise of the kung fu cinema in its place.

Wuxia and Kung Fu: Genras ldentiy

The traditional martiahrtshave long carriedtrong associations with Chinese culture and
its regionalized specificities. Accordingly, the marasts film subject has long spoken to
notions of ethnic selidentity in the Hong Kong film industry. The twoajor streams that have
contributed differently to thiprocess aréhewuxiafilm and thekung fufilm. Although the
martial chivalry form in liteature and film has spawned iterations throughout the Chinese
diaspora, as a general rule, thexiaremainsfirmly rooted in the history and flavour abrthern
Chinese culture. Thewordplay film proposes only an ostensihlgtoricalsetting; while often
set in an indistinct passtoriesmay also take place agairise political climate of a specific
dynasty, or embed historical figures alsitlg imaginary ones. In this sense,thiamay be
better understood ashastoricizinggenre, which transmutéantasy into history, or vieeersa,
according to the ideological requirementshad storyteller. Through vagyee-modern settings,
wuxiastories offer a China that is a faraway land, mapped less by concrete geography than by a
networked commuity of shiting clan loyaltiesand the paths traled by heroic knighterrant
who use their extraordinafgnd often supernaturgdpwers for the common good. Rather than
historical accuracy, this world relies upon the fixity of identifiable folkloric landscaes a
cultural architecture, steeped in those Mainlalinentssiewed as mostssentially Chinese;
Confucian and Taoist philosophy, traditional art forms like painting and poetry, filial piety,
feudal social orders, and an overarchiegerence for the pagtven as these values experience
shifts in importance through later movementsvirxialiterature and film, they remain as
entrenched points of departure for the genre.

By contrast, the modality of thrmodernkung fufilm that emerged in the 1970s is afiy
characterized as an authenticatiphg Kong creation. Drawing on some of the iconography of
thewuxiapian, thekung fugenre is instead focused on a more recent, more localized (and
ultimately, more Cant@se)conception of past. Rather than emphiag thexia as a privileged
outsider who wieldsthe sign of his statushe sword) in defense of social order déimel common
folk, the kung fu film instead depicts the commoner who forges hisintasisic possession and
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form of capitali his physicabody, his hands and his fdeinto the toolsof his own
emancipatiorand empowermentmportantly this is versed asis empowermentthe kung fu
genre is a pointedignasculineaffair, a restoration ahalevalue through acts of defiance, amd
physicality tempered bydversity. The kung fu genre is about work and process, a corporal
discipline rather than an ethical one. It conventionally focuses on scenes of physical training, and
the 'building up' of muscles and skills in a concrete and realist para@igihero of the kung fu
movie must work, suffer, and fight for everything he has, or hopes to acAidwa. Abbas
places this in context with the supposed pmditneutrality of Hong Kong films:
It is not that the kung fu film is ever a direct critiqpfecolonialism, rather, that the
ethos of (mainly) male heroism and personal prowess so central to the genre has to
define itself in relation tevhat is felt to be po#se in a changing colonial situation. In
defining heroism, it defines by implicatidhe colonial situation itse(fAbbas 29)
Hence, this leads t@ commorcritical reading of the kung fu genre in antilonial terms,
expressing fierce, virile, workinglass rebellion in the face of (usually foreign) institutional
authority and subjugatn. Popularized on the global stagetlhy naked, chiseled torso Bfuce
Lee, the kung fu film found an enduring 1icon
therefore distinctly modern) local charactempermeable but assertive identity whichk&po
acrosgyeopolitical and cultural borders.
Conversely, the knighgrrant ofwuxiadoes not ‘work’. Theia typically arrives in a story
fully-formed andnvested with special abilities, integrated into a society that confers a
regimented status, andrety addresses bothersome questions of material sustefiaige.
indicatesa critical remove between these two different masgitsd genreskung fufilms can be
seen to represent the vitality of Hong Kong identity, expressed in masculine terms, emerging
from colonial submission, and therefore sustaining a sense of contemporality and progress. The
wuxia pianrepresents the ethnic fantasy of China; romantic, mysterious, and locked into a
perpetual state of pasess and historicized spectacle. Chen Mo desdithewuxiasetting as
“the | ast dream the people had of zatidnemi r count
China” (Chen MaClnjhatdokesnoteeed/eimancimation, but instead exists at
its mythic height, unchallenged by fagei political powers othe necessities afdustrial
reformation. It is a romance of the past where both human achievement (through fantastical

magic powers) and Chinese cultural centrality are at a pinnacle. This China can only be a dream,
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a distilled essnce of a vanished world, maintained through fantasy and neatly obviating the
history of the padiwo hundred yearsAs observed by John Hamm, nostalgia "represents not a
seamless continuity with the past, but an evocation of the past from a positiomé&mtalisy
altered in some respect" (Hamm 2ih)the swordplay genre, we see a wishful-saibticizing
nativism an excavationfahe past in the search for a traistoricalorigin that feels
simultaneously like an authentic object, andalsbcomfortingly, affirmatively mythic

Herein lay the twining roots of orientalism and nationalism intbeiagenre. As a
recovery of an ethnic Chinese sense of pride, it serves as a rewriting of history in militant,
unitary terms. Taken at face value, thisdrigt i s m s u b s u me 2f Chihesesessglike val ue
the Hong Kong colonial specificity, into a homogenizing national fiction. At the same time, due
to thewuxiafilm'stendency to invoke abstractions, cartoonish cultural essentiabsithself
exoticizingaesthetics, it caalsobe taken as a subversion of sudbtalizing Chinese identity,
one that turns China into an fetishistic object that can be examined from the outside, either by
diasporic Chinese, or by foreign film audienc&s.such, thavuxiaswadplay film may be seen
—variably or simultaneoushky as an expression of a heartf&ise of nostalgic attachmentaas
abstractegthnenationalist loiging for a severed cultural pridend as @etached anstylized
distortion of the homeland thatgyls upon the most sensational and exotic tropes for its appeal.

In this sense, it can be said that blating fuandwuxiaas film genres reflect a
recentralizing of Clmese culture in the handstdbng Kong filmmakers, variably exalting the
virility and sdf-defining power ofilocal, emerging, modernizing culture, or takingthe role
of representing a 'dreaai Chindin removed, archaic, adgendaryterms, as if history had
effectively ended before the foundation of @ieg Dynasty and spared Chinaetinterceding
yeas of subjugation to oppressipewers(foreign and otherwise)

It is tempting to allowthe historiography of the Chinese martial arts cinema to fall into a
teleological narrative of development, wherein tteav Styleswordplay film flaes to lifeduring
the late1l960s, but is quicklpuried by thenew craze for barésted combat in the southern style.
At the outset ofhe 1970s, the mystique of kung fu and the glistening image of Bruce Lee were
both powerful signifiers o o n g  Kstifthitg & nsodern, local identity, one that wouldn't be
held back by tradition or held down by its deference to Western authority. At the same time,
Shaw Brothers was forced to contend with another local development: the return of a rejuvenated

Cantonese cema, which the Shaws had initiated themselves with Chor Yden'se of 72
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Tenantd Qishi'erjia Fanke(1973)* In addition to the kung fu films, the 'dream of China’ was
also competing with the growing popularity of a new ‘Cantonese burlesque’ style of
ertertainment that comprised tales of urban corruption with slapstick vernacular comedy and
sexy exploitation (and often all three in the same movie). In this context, the archaic China
presented in theuxiagenre may have felt queerly eoftstep.StephenTeo has suggested that
Jimmy Wang Yu, who arguably initiated the reign of the kung fu movie WthChinese Boxer

in 1970% went on to eulogize theuxiafilm as early as 1973 with hBeach of the War Gods
(Zhan Shen Tan()Teo 1997, 108)in consideratn of the large volume of swordplay films still
made throughout the 1970s and into the 1980s, we may say thattiaepiandid not disappear
entirely, but rather simply waned for a short time before flourishing again, and with new spirit.
Even aompetng studios like Golden Harvest deliee up ample helpings of Cantonese capers
and kung fu, the swordplay genre at Shaw Brothers kicked off a new phase, initiated by Chor
Yuen and his cycle afuxiafilms based on the writings of Gu Long. This providedhidt $n

tone and an injection of stylistic noveltyatreinvigorated the genre, allowing Shaw Brothers to
continue to proffer th&lream of China’, if only in a revised form. In these films, Chor Yuen
reinterpreted the Chinmayth complex through an incr&agly subversive postmodernity, one
more directly oriented to Hong Kong's shifting specificities and expressed through a reflexive

and seHorientalizing gaze.

Orientalism and the Wuxia Cinema

The following section wilkelaboate upon the concept of entalism and how it applid¢e
the subject ofvuxia pianandChor Yuen'svork atShaw Brotherstudios. At he core of this
discussion is thquestionof Hong Kong's cultural identity, shaped and variegated by the
inherent contradictions of its coloniakkdry and a diasporic and ethnically diverse populace.
EdwardSaids Orientalismconstructed a typology of practices within Eurocentric scholarship
that propagated a wilful and sealérving misrepresentation of theentalOther. Through the
articulationof cinema culture, | posit thatanyHong Kong filmmakers and cinema

professionals eacted a similar practice, configuring the orientalist gaze to the context of their

3 House of 72 Tenantnd its significance to the Cantonese film industry are discussed in Chapter 3.

% The Chinese Boxavas released one year before the resoundingahnf Bruce Lee iThe Big Bos$1971).
While Lee’s role in popul ar i ziThegChihehedBoxkenust e cansideraedahe e
film that inaugurated the modern kung fu formula.

cann



Campbell42

shifting relationship to Chind&here is a kind of complicity with which Hong Kong, hretact of
defining itself, took on a position of authority growing from its hybrid role as an iteration of the
globalized Westln the assimilation of British customs, education, modern infrastructures, and
fierce entrepreneurialisnthe Hong Kong people especiallythose born or raised on the colony
—had becme recognizably westernizédor nearly so) throuGb a “dis
333)that castsndustrial and cultural modernization in aygition to indigenous tradition. This
createsa omplicatd doublebind wherein traditional Chinesenessdentifiable terms is at
odds with the tools that facilitate aspirations todvanticolonial nationalism and independence
in the global milieu.

This narrativavas shared bgevolutionaryMainland thinkes of the May Fourth
movement, who saw traditional cultural practices as the burden of a feudal past, and who
embraced socialist modernization as a means of throwing off the yoke of foreign domination and
taking their place in the world. While on the Maimiethe emphasis was placed on forging a new
socialist Chinese nation, in colonial Hong Kong, this reformation of identity was complicated by
an identitary suspension between self and other, colonizer aymz=al.In the separation that
Hong Kong construed between its colonial identity and the Mand, there is an inherent
posture of condescensitimat serves to disavow the anxiety of cultural dislocation (¥&h). If
Hong Kong represents with its modernity and globalized hybridity a version of the/es
metropole, then followinghe logic of binaries (Shohat&t am, 140), China’ s Or
be relegated to a stance on the periphatiyitive andwithout voice or power to object to its
objectification. Admittedly, this alignment becomes tenuwhen one considers the larger fears
of Hong Kong becoming subsumed by Communist Chinese political and economic strictures, but
in terms of representation, this is precisglyyHong Kong articulated its pow&r seeand tobe
seen(viacinema)injustsit a way. This “fl exible positional
Hong Kong a certain ambidexterity, to navigate both Eastern and Western identities as needed,
and allowed the colony to manage its proprietary link to a cultural Chinese past from apositio
of westernized privilege.

Here we may invok8habha's notion dmimicry' as a facet of colonized identity. The
mimic isaninherently ambivalentoncept the colonial subject cannot fulbecome the
colonizer. Instead the subjeunust visibly producevidence of its own slippage, a
“represent at i ositsetf & pratdass of disaveWwdRhabhat 1823 Following this, |
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offer that between the localized spirit of the kung fu movie, and the phantasmagoriavokide
pian, there is evinced farrtive yet apprehensive sense of kinship with China, colliding with a
desire to retain the trappings and perceived benefits of life as a colonized and westernized
subject. It is an act of disavowal against the colonizer, while simultaneously reiterating a
“itrerdi ctory Ot(bed3dess” of China

In thepre-handover atmosphere of the808 and '90syuxiacinema was often inflected
by Hong Kong's attempts to define its own claim to Chineseness, both in conjunction wiith and
contrast toan exoticizd imaginary of ChingStephen Teo identified this as an 'abstract
nationalism' that allowed Hong Kong to identify with China as a primeval source of ethnic
culture, at the same time as it "bypassed fear and loathing for the Communist regime, as well as
for aspects of the colonial, laisstre capitalism which ruled Hong Kong and Taiwan" (Teo
1997, 207)1 suggest that the substrata of this relationship bet@erephemeral cultural identity
and thewuxiagenreemerged still earlier, and még examined pidentifying those
representative tropes with which cultural producers created@ieer in images of China. Using
orientalism as a lens, we may trace the permutations and influences of this process through Chor
Yuen'swuxiacinema of the 1970s, and iéy its linkages with the later forms of the genre.

The appeal to an essentialist cultural ideal, particularly one reliant on a separation
between the colonial present and a remote past that is reconstructed by the subject, is one fraught
with ambivakénce.Frantz Fanomrticulatedthese complicationsvhenhe explained the plight of
the 'colonized intellectual’, who

...at the very moment when he undertakes a work of art, fails to realize he is using
techniques and a language borrowed from the occuéeis content to cloak these
instruments in a style that is meant to be national but which is strangely reminiscent of
exoticism. The colonized intellectual who returns to his people through works of art
behaves in fact like a foreign@fanon 160)
In Faron's view, the ironies of antiolonial nationalism achieved through nativist endeavours
represent the artist's failure to understand their adoption of a foreign gaze. However, in the case
of the Hong Kong subject, we may see how the act of engagingghylimthis process of
appropriation and exoticism opens up new identitary possibilBiegngaging with an
ahistorical pastiche version of China, thexiafilm hinges on two pointone, thereverencdor

a disappeared or satbnsciously imagined Chase past, and the otreedenialof the
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contemporary iterations of the &nhdaaoyghineses Repub
destiny Both of these modes may be understoodpesatingwithin a variation ofthe

framewor k s e OriefitatismtAlhougmSai&was respanding to specific conditions
stemming from European colonial expansion and culturapge i t i oni ng 1 n rel ati
E a sthe’conceptuatructuref orientalismcan also servi® elaboratethe many means by

which a society manufactures an image of its culturake®#tcording to its own needs, along the

axis of power relations between the charged polarities of East and West. To {l8sieriths

provided useful epistemological tools to interrogate modes of repatie® found within the

wuxiageneric imaginary. @nmbined with the rapidfire production rate of the Shaw Brothers

studio machine, the repeated and reinforced layering of these cinematic texts becomes a densely
latticedstrategic formatiori°f conventiondized visions of China.

Among the dogmas offoi ent al i sm, Said noted that “abst
particularlythoséo ased on t ext s r ©penta sivdization, argalvways’ c |l as s i ¢
preferable to direct evidence drawn fromdern Orierdl realities . . the Orient is eternal,
uniform,andinca@ b | e of def i 300) mhys descrigtienlsdits well tBedimedess
settings of thevuxia pian,which exist largely outside a narrative of historical progressead,
we are presentadglith an unchanging vision of a China fixed at its classical apéthin the
cultural imaginary, it is through the lens of fantasy that Hong Kong movies were able to affiliate
themselves with, and control, a sense of a grander China of the past imadinatitmits
colourful heroic universe and imposture of history,wheia pianperfectly illustrateSai d’ s
premise ofimaginative geograplty

Much of what we associate with or even kn
“the beginninfg”t iome ™—anade tughoe adistarianmof Middle

% The 'strategic formation' (after Said), is désed as "a way of analyzing the relationship between texts and the
way in which groups of texts, types of texts, even textual genres, acquire mass, density, and referential power
among themselves andthehfeber i n t he (Said20f ur e at | arge."”

37 1t should be noted here that these relational constructions of Hong Kong and China flow both ways. While the
impetus of colonial Hong Kong was, io some measuréeny the Mainland its own voice in representation, this
does not in f acttve Asgsetully ob€eshvedrbyaKwaheyne Lrosthe perception of Hong

Kong as a “borderland” space was not-reunificatbmrHK8ARed t o t he
becomeredawn i n the Mainland’'s favour.

Accordi ng t o deoonomy dichnettake®ffi Hong@Kong was either condenwittd jealous
undertones, as arfanhtasiged aswam cutskirtywlace safeduarding traditional Chinese culture

damaged by political turmoil on the Mainland. Years after the hamgeben the economic statuses of the

Mainland and Hong Kong have been gradually reversed in terms of hierarchic position in the capitalist world order,
and when it is Mainland visitors who condescend to Hong Kong people, ethnic political contentionessnbetw

center and periphery seemsctume into playagain ( L.o 7 3)
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Kingdom Egypt, “long ago” wil/ have a v
meaning does not totally dissipate the imaginative, eficgnal quality one senses
lurking in a time very differentrad distant from our own. For there is no doubt that
imaginative geography and history help the mind to intensify its own sense of itself by
dramatizing the distance and difference between whtse ¢o it and what is far
away(Said 55)
| posit the ideaf thewuxiaimaginary operating as a fetishist device that allowed Hong Kong to
disavow the anxiety of piical and economic castratiesthatis to say, its eventual repatriation
to and sbsumption within the real Chiraandat the same timéo assdrtheir Chineseness and
difference from theicolonial warders. Thevuxia pianimaginary recreated an ideal China for
the diasporic consumption. The concentration of images and conventions that define it create an
affective, sensualist response to allagréepertaining to the future, and to any lingering doubts
about one’s own claim to Chineseness. 't i's
a pastiche of elements from which are derivéekeding(or adrean) of China.

The anachronistic hisricity of thewuxiamode allows for the projection of Hong Kong
social concerns andalues backwards in time onto a plialdecommodating China that seems
far removed fromitscontep or ar y i t er a tbecames an ideathat js acte€duiim a’
broadtheati cal strokes, as i f o nstagaBaii6dThimsagea p hor
not only acts to confine these figures of ethnic myth, but also to serve as an obfuscating screen
that blocks from view the lger and more troubling picturtéhat of cultural dislocation, political
disempowerment, and loss of identiyccording to Hall, cultural identities are not wholesale
fabrications. They have origins and histories, but "like everything which is historical, they
undergo constant transfortran. Far from being eternally fixed in some essentialized past, they
are subject to the continuous 'playhistory, culture and power ( Hal | 225)

Whil e Hong Ko n g -‘identifcatian cemairsireflax, asdillatisgebétviieen
modernindividuab t i ¢ values and cul tur al t r padghtuisi o n
constructed as an archaic cartoon of cultural myth, sensuous and inviting, yet locked in perpetual
strife, from which the hero stands ap&ts Sai d dGrient ivvexted, sihce its

¥ “The idea of representation is a theatrical one: the Orient is the stage on which the whole East is confined. On
this stage will appear figures whose role it is to represent the largde Wwbm which they emanate. The Orient

then seems to be, not an unlimited extension beyond the familiar European world, but rather a closed field, a
theatrical stage affixed to Europe.” (Said 63)
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almost (but never quite) offensive behavior issues out of a reservoir of infinite peculiartig
Orient become a living tableau of queernéss ( S a i THefixate3typologyof this tableau
denies China that which Said identifeds “t he very possibilionty of d
(or) human madBeThe et o¢abidns and situ,dditi ons a
moreseci fically, tthatasyerfarmed nt hHeo ngChkKionnag’ s v er si on
orientalists stage, and have little interlocution with a real China. What is important is that they
reaffirm and recreatetteonst r ai ned s foeteetviewel. Kkwai©htundLBhi n a’
described this kind of voyeurism:
Precisely because of its powerful technolagppable of recreating a rural China as
visually impressive as the real thing on the Mainland, Hong Kong film transforms
Chinese | ocal culture into a simulacrum f
authenticity suspicioud.o 267)
In the case of the ShaBrothersNew Stylewuxia pian, the invocation of realisnm its
depictions of a naturalistic and historical Imperial China certainly owes much to the
sophistication and resources of their produecti appar at us. By ©Ehimsoenti ng
both dasporic Chinese audiences and to the world, Sratherswas manufacturing its own
cultural capital, printed and stamped with assurances of quality grounded in verisimilitude. This
cast Shaw into the position of defining Chinese authenticity in termsatimgfrom Hong
Kong's position;apmr i et ary cust odi alChimaghhtdds vanishednbutp wi t h
lives on through their cinema.
The precept of putative realism and its valuation is not as enticing for the artist as for the
ethnographic dagnentarian. The 'authenticity' of thwixia pianhas always been idiosyncratic
and complicated by its relationship to escapist fantasy. The otherworldly and ahistorical
presentat i on waoxiacider®d hds gahb through differant cycles, inclgdive
outright mysticism of the oldiayi or wuxia shenguafiorms, or the turn to realism in the
Mandarin New Style. In the transition between modernist and postmodernist thinking,
authenticity takes on an unstable value, and this is particularly ewid&tior Yuen's hyperbolic,
ephemeral, and often outright sedfflexive depictions of historical, cultural, and geographic
spaces in his swordplay films. Through a regime of@eflhre stylistic devices, hyper
aestheticism, and psychological surrealismséhf#ms take on secondary meaning that pushes

beyond representation, and instead castaith@auniverse into a heightened state of metaphor
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and ludic postmodernity. These elements cre&hiaese imaginarwhich functions in terms
similar to whatRey Chow calls ahyperaffectiveethnographyachievingan exoticizing effect
that uses “things, characters, and narratives
hall ucinator yt mnigmi(tbh'o.wt 0L d44) of * e

Chor Yuen eschews historical or natlistic realism in favour of simulacra; a condensed
artist's reproduction of ancient China as seen in classical painting, constructed with winking
artificiality in enclosed studio sets, like enticing ornamental maquettes in a-{shostvindow.
As obseved by Said, the orient was a fantasy constructed almost entirely from the outside, a
“place of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories anddapes, remarkable experierices
(Said 1) In thehallucination ofthewuxialandscapg@resentedby Chor, itbecomes a metym
for both China and the worlas encountered by the Hong Kong hera assimilated into a
dreamli ke o'nGheicnesoen” for the spectator. China’s
becomes amorphous in tiveixiagenre. Ng Ho called thendency for anachronism and
di stortion in Hong Kong 1994, 70msut | would likenst maretd c a | a
Dai Jinhua’'s i nter pr e tadptatommandockeryohChisesemal | eabi |
historical anecdotg®ai 83) Historyis not simply forgotteso much as destabilized in the
cinemati c i magi mhadenesgaze, ahtlavitfully cEntoried inte a more
attractive form to be managed, processed, and possessed. Abstractions of the Orient, as Said
not es, §pmeferabledddineatpvidente ( Sai d 300)

Chu Yingchi identified the ways in which the universe ofwhiahero is one
permeated by a mistrust of politics, authority and power, which can in turn be considered
characteistics of the Hong Kong peop(€huYingchi 70). While the traditional expression of
thexia typically stands outside normal strictures of state and society, they are nonetheless bound
into a Confucian order of filial piety, clan loyalties and obligations. However, iwtixe
imaginary emeging inNew Styleswordplayfilms of the 1960s, the kniglgrrant takes on a
solitary indivdualism and profane pragmatism. While in the kéun§lms and early New Style
wuxia, the melancholy or weaknesses of the focal hero provide a pretext fstragdthening,
in the strain of chivalry exemplified by Chor Yuen's films of the 1970s, the melancholy is its
own end, an alternative to politicizing identities and Chinese core vélassessingli@ady
fully-realizedmartiatarts talentsselfindulgent pesonalities, anavandering sow these heroes

eschew the labyrinthine clan hierarchies gaaghuthat areno less oppressive and corrupt than



Campbell48

those oftivil or governmental authorities (authorities which, inwhexia,are typically notable

by their conplete absence). While attempting to follow their sentimental whine&knightsof

Chor's films always find themselvesopposition taclan politics. Dai Jinhua has suggested that

the structures of the martialts genre selfonsciously position the maleero as a represetitan

of Hong Kong and the seglDai 89) If themartialher o st ands for Hong Kong

subjectivity, then his surroundings become an exoticized and eroticized China, with its

“eccentricity, its b ace ksWweanmidepengtahilityjits sspinei | ent i
malleabil t y” (Said 206). Theseotthetmabebbedohsat ev
adventure.

It may be argued that the structures and the surfaces of orientalism founavirxihe
pianare in nany ways inherent to the genre, manifestations of its nationalistic impulse towards
retrospective mythologizing and the historicized reconstruction of a unifying and difference
denying ethnic past. However, in the stylistic variations of the genre ep@dinjzChor Yuen,
the qualities of reflexivity, feminization, and mockemge more exogenous developments,
productsof operating within the cultural space of Hong Kargl the diaspordetween China
and theworld. The orientalism evinced by Chor Yuenligrgue, of a bifurcated varietyhese

films are not conceived as transnational
projecting a China to the Westlthough these strategies would be taken up by later dirgctors
Instead, they are inherentljasporic, speakintp Chinese audiences removed from their origins,
and speakinfroma modernized (and in that sewgesternizefisubjectivity. The doublaction

of these fiimsis 1) t o pwithanthe consttainis ai aehistoricized fiction,a
commodi ty of thatbréaksicantnuity witln thet Mainland, and affirms Hong
Kong as a broker of this distincision (and associated identity@nd 2) to subvert the
representation of thidream of Chinady foregrounding its construct@ture, and removing its
authority to transmit traditional values.

The overarchingtylistic mode lhirough which Chor achieves thgsaform of reflexive
seltorientalism | offer this termas a complex for the various aesthetic, thematic, and formal
strategies played out in hviguxiapian, that seek to undermineetiprimacy of realism or history,
and reconfigure it for the modern and diasporic imaginafibe.appeal of cinema is often
predicated upon its ability to convey an illusion of reality, oreall experience, to its audience.

By contrast, the swordplay films of Chor Yuen may be seen adlasibnistic in their use of
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distancing techniques and tropes of fantasy to disrupt the histogalst directives of the
wuxiagenre.The China portragdin Chor Yuen'svuxiacinema isnot real; the historicist spell
must be broken in order to address the question of forging new modalities of Chinese identity.
Il n t his scentrisudion to@ivuxia pianrepreserda sifting process, pairing
anaffective nostalgic, culturalispagiche with an indictment of didactic nationalism, moralizing
puritanism, paternalistic feudalism, and Confucian traditionaN§imat weare left with is a
hybrid form thatmakes diasporic Chinese audiences into foregyneto custodians, and into
modern critics of m absurd andefunct past.
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CHAPTER 3

Chor Yuends Early Cantonese Cinema

Before coming to work for Shaw Brothers in 1971, Chor Yuen was already a seasoned
veteran of the Cantonese film industry, withfé&tures under his belt as director, including
many commercial and critical successes. In the period preceding the collapse of the Cantonese
film industry, Stephen Teo noted Chor as one of the foremost stylists of the Chinese melodrama
(Teo 1997, 58). Dunig this stage of his career, his films reflected an emerging local spirit,
featuring young stars, contemporary settings, modern decors, and a tendency to step away from
traditional subjects. Chor specialized in chronicles of troubled youths, lost lodedo@uestic
upheaval, but he also experimented imeotpopular genres like nedtyledsuspense films and
campy spy capers. Al t houghCatttnestradisionefaacialy f i | ms
realism, his flair for expressionistic visuality and hisrttatic preoccupation with stories of
baroque emotionalism quickly led him to break away from the constrains of realism and towards
increased stylization. Beneath his flair for lyrical imagery and decorative style, his films
reflected a critical stance oapressive social traditions and the status quo, communicated
through his dramaturgical emphasis on excessive and stylistically externalized emotion.

Certainly the Cantonese period of Chor Yuen’s
all its own but in the following pages | will attempt to briefly sketch out his early career and

style, with attention to representative works, and those formal and thematic currents which help

to illuminate the subject of his latetuxiafilms at Shaw Brothers.

Chor Yuen was born Cheung &a*°in the city of Guangzhou, in the southern
Guangdong province in 1934. The name “Chor Yu
adopted at the very beginning of his film career by plucking two words at random from a
dictionay, but it remained his professiom@mde-guerrefor the rest of his care¢Chor 9) *°

Both Chor’'s father and ol der si ster were trai

39 Alternately, hisname sornei mes appear-ki mas, ‘oQheiunngt hBeo Mandarin form :
““ Thename first appear s -yiureonthis fist Screenptag Fl@veréetal ig theONin ¢

Yipian Feihua{ 1956), suggesiteinngwihlsat nt€Emadred t o Wweger,his s assumed
name was shortened to si mpl y dt@inenestsYiclarity, in thissstudy &will s ub s e
follow the now conventionak adi ng of hi s name, being surname ‘' Chor’ a
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Chor was the lader of his school drama socidt@hor 49) It was perhapghe influence of

growing up in a theatre family that encouraged those persistent strains of theatricality and

stylized expression that would come to characterize his later directorial style. Many of the first

film actors of Chinese cinema were drawn frdra tanks of Chinese opera performers, and

Chor ' s f at h eyauh@dtmnsitoged ionstdge to screen to become a popular star

in the growing Cantonese film industry of postwar Hong Kong. While lredftedly studying

chemi stry at igGauaSugYabkea University Chersvould spend his holidays

and summers on film sets, watching his father
when needed. It was through this intimate exposure to the Hong Kong film scene that Chor

Y u e n’restim anénme was ignited.

In 1952 Cheung Woogau helped found The Union Film Enterprise Limijféd
company of Cantonese film professionals disenchanted with the low standards of the local
industry of the time. The Cantonese cinema was often compafadourably to the larger
Mandarin productions, and The Union artists were committed to producing a higher quality
product. Pushing a greater degree of technical merit, the cast and crews at The Union would even
take substantial wage cuts on their prgectorder to deliver films of higher calibre, in hopes of
lifting the standard of the Cantonese film cultu¢€hor 16) It was in this idealistic and

ambitious setting that Chéirstb e ¢ a me madly in love” with film
expressing largeartistic concepts (ibid. 17). While visiting Hong Kong, Chor watched movies
voraciously, especially productions from Shanghai studios like Wenhua and Kunlun. The
university at that time did not offer liberal arts programs, much less courses in cineénste o
Chor Yuen found himself seeking out books on film theory, which were most often translated
Soviet cinema texts (ibid. 18). Through his f
an assistant director and scriptwriter at The Unementudly leading him toquit his university
studies altogether in order to work ftiline.

When the Singaporkased Kong Ngee Film Company was undertaking expansion in
1956, Chor Yuen followed most of the staff from The Union to the larger Cantonese studio,
which served markets in Hong Kong as well. The signature cinema of Kong Ngee was fresh and

aggressively modern, favouring genres in the Hollywood mould, but repurposed to the social

*1 Union Film Enterprise Liméd of Hong Kong is not to be confused with
most notably King Hu produced the lion's share ofshigiafilms after leaving Shaw Brothef§eo 2009, 125)
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setting of an urban Chinese diasporic perspective. They produced mystanedjims, love
stories and romantic comedies, all infused with contemporary subjects and style to suit the
studio’s stable of young, attractive perfor me
opportunity to cedirect a film under the supervisiondfong Ngee’' s premier dir
The film was a gothic melodrama calladtumn Comes to Crape Myrtle Gardefieweiyuan
DeQieutian( 1 958) , starring Ch o ryausTheofelowing year,iICeor , Cheu
went on to direct his first solo filnthe domestic dram&he Natural Son / Hupan C4®959)
(akaGrass by the LakeAt 23 years old, Chor was likely the youngest Chinese studio director
working in the industry at that time (Chor 20) but his sensibility was already a good match for
Kong $&dyke going into the 1960s.

The Natural Sots a selfassured work, with a strong social message and distinct stylistic
flourishes. It recounts the sad story of Mgng(Patsy Ka Ling), a young middi#ass woman
whose affair with a married man leaves pregnant. Her younger sister Mamgi (Nam Hung)
attempts to help by arranging for Megg to stay with Mengva ib’osy f r i e nchorder f ami | y
to hide her pregnancy from their own parents. Soon after Merionds true love with a
handsome young pilatamed Choi (Patrick Tse Yin), bwhenshe discloses her condition, he
meekly departs. When the baby is hdvlengyu nurses broken heart and grows ill. At her
s d-wahviownslogaise theMkild an her behalf, but this drives a wedge

bg¢ ween her and her boyfriend’s disapproving f

si ster

them that the child is hers in order to spare
father then appears, a rich older man who had spurned-Meroyt now neds a male heiAt
the last minute, the young pilot Choi also returns, full of regret for his past behaviour. As the
truth comes out, the family rebukes the rich man, and-Warand Choi vow to raise the child
together. New love blooms and the familytusireconstituted, but in netnaditional terms. The
undulating melodramatic plot allows many opportunities for emotional excess, but at the same
time, within its modern middlelass domestic environment, the film critically questions the
values of socigpropriety, family honour, patriarchy, and feudalism that are at the core of
Confucian Chinese tradition.

A centr al theme that emerges in Chor Yuen’
personal and collective responsibility toward the social gatilough the impulse is usually

evinced byhis protagonists, this humanism is tempered by a tone of individualism and
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scepticism that maintains a critical (and som
characters play out their emotional or personaks in the shadows of the societal formations,
traditions, and institutions that make victim
between the individual and society is evident in the early films, where his inspiration from the
ltalian Neo-Realists is most strongly féft.in The Great DevotiohKelian Tianxia Fumu Xin
(1960) Chor Yuen weaves a tale of family struggling to survive being thrown into urban poverty
after the schoolteacher father (played by Cheung Waaodl loses his job due nepotism. The
film seeks to capture the experiences of corruption and economic precarity that tainted Hong
Kong life in the postwar perio@nd highlightamany sad stories torn directly from the headlines.
Even within the mode of the social reality fim we can mar k Chor Yuens'’s
melodrama. The struggling father faces indifference and selfishness as his family is buffeted by
an episodic chain of almost absurd misfortunes and injustices. However, these tribulations are
also contrasted with acbf benevolence and salacrifice from both his children and strangers.
These episodes convey, through bursts of emotionality, the importance of individual acts of
ki ndness. By the film s conclusion, bywag f amil
of class struggle or a return to parochial va
adversity, and by a fortuitous, unheralded opportunity; the father is given a chance to put his
education to use by writing a novel.

Hereweee t he other, more romantic aspect of
from social realist attachments to the working class. The findld@iGreat Devotiodoes not
rely on a resounding air of futility and failure in order to drive home the pistess of society,
as i n wor k sBiclcle RheeveBleadrigiibicidette$1948), nordoes it busy itself with
nationalistic political solutonas seen in early Chinese soci al
Boundless FuturéQiancheng Wanli(1941)*® Instead, human perseverance is driven by
emotional generosity, and validated by the arts (in this case, the success of the author, the man of

letters). For Chor, political awakening is less the goal of his social dramas than the pursuit of

2 Although Chor acknowledges his early fascination with Itali@omgalism (Chor 24), Hong Kong already had a

Cantonese tradition of social realist films and politically motivated filmmakers like Cai Cusheng. Cai was a

Cantonese director who had fled to Hong Kong after Shanghai fell to the Japanese in 1937. Theressigaygg

politicized nature of his films makes for a sharp contrast with the romantic sentimentality and individudhity in C

Yuen’ s ear ldi svouKksi.orrFoaf aCali C uChiheserdigsporic imaginalicnsin Hoisge e Ka m’
Kong films: siniést belligerence and melancholia in Screen.

3 In Boundless Futuréhe corruption of Hong Kong is absolute, and the povstrigken protagonists are only
redeemed by their collective association and decision to return to China, presumably to join th@ &MT2)
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affectand personal epiphany. The depiction of readityecondary to the purposes of inspiring

an individualizechumanist responsa the viewer, and to this effe@h or Yuen’ s wor ks
towards the subjective and iatdermentewmaree ssi oni st
adornments (Kei 2006, 64) The miseries of the human struggle simply provide an archetypal

and sympathetic backdrop for a lyrical and emotional journey, articulated through melodrama

and peripeteia.

The themes of social criticism, comnitynconsciousness, and personal responsibility do
nevertheless persist throughout Chor Yuen's career, though most often in a stylized and genre
based form. IThe Mad WomahFengfu(1964), Chor uses a Republican setting to craft an
indictment of feudalisms per si stent influence on tradition
involves a woman driven mad because she could not produce a male heir. Not content to treat the
subject with realism, he instead invokes the filmic vocabulary of superstition and lgottor.

In a more modern vein, the thrill@he Deadly Night / Siwangjiao Ze {¥964) presents a

domestic implosion with a noir twist when a young woman returns to her family home after her
father dies suddenly. She soon discovers it was no acciddrithatrher father was secretly

trafficking drugs for an evil gang, whose mastermind is finally revealed to be the corrupt chief of
police.The Deadly Nighteaturescommon tropes of the gothic; convoluted mysteries, a

vulnerable feminine protagonist, ddednily secrets, claustral subterranean spaces, the

corruption of paternal figures, and an expressionistic staging. Here we may also see a stylistic
genealogy emerging, drawing upon tfengandetective traditions of theineteentttentury, and
spooling foward into thevuxiap ot boi | er s of Chor YuBaaWithoul at er
Wings / Wu Yi Bianf(.980) andrhe Murder Plot / Kongque Wangch@k®79).

In a considerably lighter tone, Chor also made films like the camp actionRlapkr
Rose / HeEMeigui (1965) which takes a contemporary spin on the chivelaxiamodel. It
features two sisters (played bymialung and Connie Chan f8bu)i socialites by day ah
masked caburglars by night who use their martiedrts skills to steal from the hcand give to
the poor. Featuring a chain of duplicities played out in upscale moddish homes and stagey mock
exterior sets, the film may be a satire, but it is one that presentsdayteiant (female knights)
uprooting corruption, making fools out mfde authorities, and romancing a dashing insurance

investigator (Patrick Tse Yin). These themes amxbagain in the sequéb Black Rosecalled
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Spy with My Face / Hei Meigui Yu Hei Meidilp66)** andas well another girthief rompThe

Precious Mirror/ Y u 6 n u(1987 (@kaltheoMaiden Thigf Both films feature dashing

maskednartial heroines, stylish modern sets, and-filégd underground lairs, blending Chinese
heroiccinematraditions withsixtiesfeminism and countercultuf8.

s last films of the 1960s, th

the ensuing social uncertainty seem to weigh more heavily on the works, with his fears for

InsomeofChp Y uen

society playing out in youth pictures liRéne Joys and Sorrows of Youth / Lengnuan Qingc
(1969) andrhe Prodigal / LangZi1969). Both films feature ensemble plots about young people
tempted, trapped, and broken by a cruel, momaiyfused modern world not of their not making.
However, even in depicting the actuality of Hong Kong youtipr@ characteristic stylistic
exaggeration and symbolism prevail. In the final scerhefProdigal after a fatal
confrontation on a beach, the bodies of the characters are erased one by one via optical effects as
the camera tracks by, reducing thereb to forgotten or untold stories; people fallen through the
cracks of an uncaring society. In the words of critic Sek Kei, ChonYué¢ s peaks t hrough
dramatisation ( Ke i .Erbedied inis f)ims, there may always be found a critique of
traditions,institutions, and the growing culture of saiterest, but these will be communicated
through means of generic convention, romantic tragedy, and pronounced aestheticism.

It is in many of thesearly films that we also see thesential grain of Chor Yone' s
favourite type of cinematic protagonist; sensitive, educated;msldnered men, blessed or
cursed with artistic cultivation, and prone to both profound romanticism and profound
melancholy. InThe Great Devotiothe belaguered schoolteacher fathdno becomes a writer
to support his familprovidesone such exampl e. I n Chor’'s narra
intellectual and his travails that provide th
own personal ideals and sense of self; &nistic, romantic, creative, and possibly slightly
bourgeois. In melodramas likautumn Lea{1960) andRose in TeargakaTearladen Rose

(1963), Chor tells stories of young artists; poor, sickish, and enslaved to their artistic passions.

44

Spy withMy Facwas Chor Yuen's first film made in colour, a
of shipping the stock to Japan for processing. Fortungdgly,with My Fac@erformedwell. (Chor 29)

% The popularity of Cb r * s -helarted dttiomirl capers would be revived almost three decades later, with
director Jeff Lau’' % LagendarydtaRosedNoir®2 HeigveitGui @kHeifMiei IGai(1992).

In this film, a woman inspired by thi&lack Rosenoviesof the sixties takes on the role of a masked heroine, forging

a postmodern | ink between Hong Kong’'s Cantonese ci hema
that followed. The Cantonese revival of the nineties would fuel two more sequedsriileat vein,Rose Rose | Love

You /Mei Gui Mei Gui Wo Ai N{1993) andBlack Rose Il / Hei Mei Gui Yi Jie Jin L&h997).
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Winter Love(1968) andPurple Night(1968) feature, respectively, a popular writer and a

struggling composer. Both men are drawn into tumultuous relationships with equally tragic
women. Themes of doomed love, artistic passion, and the price of material success abound in
these films. In the Hong Kong cinema of 1950s and early 1960s, the effete, suffering, romantic
male was a regular fixture, often cast as a prop for stemtiye glamorous female leads. In this
sense, Chor’'s fil ms of t enethetss,iChao would dise rerhdinav our
fixated on the sentimental, urbane male figure throughout his career. This archetype would
ultimately become embodied in the sophisticated, sentimental swordsmen of hig$haw

cycle.

Chor Yuen’ s da yresenaa sigriffioantgeridddoe hes careerpone that saw
him mature into an established director with a prolific body of work well before arriving at Shaw
Brothers. While at Kong Ngee, Chor &uwas only under contract for tiibns per year, but he
also wote and directed for smaller production companies, many of which operated in association
with Kong Ngee. It was also during this tinteat Chor Yuen and his future wife, actress Nam
Hung, founded the Rose Motion Picture Company. With cooperation from Hgeg (largely
consisting of the loan of leading man Patrick Tse), Chor directed five films during the 1960s
under the Rose bann®rDuring his greatest period of productivity in 1968 Chor claims to
have written fourteencripts ad directed fourteerilms in one yeafChor 28)

Unfortunately,due to the decline of the Cantonese film industry that occurred in the late
1960s,Chor Yuen found himself with feweand fewelprojectstowards the end of the decade
With limited options, hdinally accepted director position at th€athayOrganizatiofi’ studios
in 1970, and began to make films in Mandarin. Despite having the relatively luxurious budgets

of a major film studio to work with, Chor quickly became frustrated with tberderly

“® Rose in Tear§1962),Love Never FadesChun Can Huo Wei Luf965),Black Ros€1965),Spy with My Face
(1966), andlo Rose wit Love(1967).

“"The Sh a-rse'rivalimMadarin film production, MP&GI (Motion Picture and General Investment) was
renamed to The Cathay Organization in 1964 after the death of MP&GI mogul Lokéhd/ema plane crash. By

1970, Cathay could n@hger compete with the Shaws and closed its doors. Later that year, their studio facilities
were purchased by the newly formed Golden Harvest, which went on to become Shaw Brothers chief competition
for the local market through the 1970s.
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bureaucracy at CatipgChor 35) After one year and four movié&,Chor Yuen departed Cathay

for greener pastures at Shaw Brothers.

Chor Yuen aShaw Brothers

As a director in the Cantonese cinema, the majority of Chbris ioncentrated on
modern lifewith a pronounce@mphasis on social melodrama. As a director of Mandarin films
for Shaw Brotherdhis work would instead become characterized largely by period settings and
martial arts. Chor Yuen was at tfegefront of the Shaw 'localizatiomiitiative that was intended
to bring fresh blood to the studio, hot1971—the same year Chor was hirethe studio finally
shut down its Cantonese production apparatresdare remained strong to deliver works that
reflected thesstablished model of success, altdaugh not kown as a swordplay director prior
to makingCold Bladefor Cathay Chor Yuenwas immediately funnelled into action projects
when he came to work for Shaw in 1971. TWas no doubt largelghe result of the economics
of the moment; Chang Cheh's brand ielent andmasculinizedvuxiamovies had ruled the box
office through the late 1960s, asdordplayremained a strong commaodity in diasporic overseas
markets, most especialiy Taiwan. The edgy, rebellious quality of these films appealed to the
growing yaith market, but the stylized and historicized nature of the genre also made it a perfect
vehicle for Run Run Shaw’' s ambition to produc
flavour. Wuxiafilms could appeal to a sense of Chinese culteiionalism and additionally
communi cate t he r (lecMamdaris)subjects to‘transnatidraltaudiences!| ’
through exotic spectaclét the same time, intest in thenew trendof thekung fuunarmed
fighting films was just beginning to catch fire lHiong Kong, along the model of Wang Yi'se
Chinese Boxer / Long Hu D@970).

Chor Yuen's first filmsvith Shaw Brothersuggest &rief period of transition and
uncertaintyHis first outing waduel for Gold / Huobing1971), a brutalvuxiathriller scripted
by Shaw Brthers' mainstay Ni Kuang. On the surfabegl recalls little of the elegance or
sentimentalityfound in Chor's earlier workand instead feels like a concession to the style of

Shaw's reigning auteur, Chang Chibnetheless Chor's ftafor artful compositions and sly,

8 This consistd of one dramaThe Lost Spring / Yulou Chunmeng Chor ' s f i r Gold Bladeblongp | ay f i
Muxiang and two detective fim€i al f or Mur d e r andVialeyCGlovg and Figebird g Hubnaid a n
Diyi Hao. All were released in 1970.
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selfaware style is still traceable in the wéfkRun Run Shaw was so confident about the film
thatDuel for Goldreceived a major release oppoditee Big Boss Tangshan Da Xion{1971),
the debut vehicle foGolden Havest'srising star Bruce Lee. This wasdeliberate attempt to
combat t he r i v-adlingpawerdvithafullg-loaaedShanweswardplay spectacle.
Instead the gritty, streetevel style ofThe Big Bossvas a huge hit, anduel for Goldwas
trounced at the box office, $3.5 million $700 000(Chor 38). Chor's next productidor Shaw
The Killer / Da Shasho(1972), was not suxiapicture but eblood-soaked Republicaara
knife-fighting gang movien a similar vein to Chang ChelVengeance! Bao Chu(1970),
demonstrating the Shaws' conservative strategy in following trends. However, at theTdoge of
Killer we can see Chor's romantic sensibility at work, using the martial artsftnmsructure
to frame a sentimental tale of two Ielggt brothers (one a hired killer, the other a government
investigator) who return to their hometown and find the girl they both loved still living there.
Although deployed in an action context, the emotional core of the film owes much to the
domestic melodraas of Chor's Cantonese period.

Chor Yuen'dirst significant breakthrough at Shaw Brothers came with his third project,
Intimate Confessions of a Chinese Courtesan / Aifid2).Based on a script chosen by Chor
out of the "bottom scrap” pile of materialserved for the new Shaw directors (Chor 40),
Intimate Confessionsas a novel blend of erotic exploitation, detective fiction, \angia
revenge plot. Chor's approach fused sensational elements of lesbian love and sexual fetishes with
a protefeminist patiarchal critique. The result introduced a strain of difference into the
swordplay genre, reimagining the concept ofxiami character with a more profane edge, and a
pronounced female subjectivity. It proved an ideal vehicle for Chor's stylistic inoesand
self-consciously romantic, ‘feminized' aesthetics.

Later that same year, he followed up with another iteration of the feanegbt motif
with a film he both wrote and directethe Lizard / Bihy1972). Effectively a Republicaara
variation onChor's popular Cantonese cat burglar hits of the 198@sK Rose, The Precious
Mirror), The Lizardcast Shaw leading man Yueh Hua as Chen Long (aka 'The Lizard"), a daring
Robin Hoodlike figure who harasses the decadent Shanghai upper classes. Tigeaastnale
hero somewhat followed the Shaws' masculine trend, but Chen Long is joined in philanthropic

banditry midmovie by his romantic interest Xiao Ju, a local girl and martial arts expert. Xiao Ju

“9Duel for Gold is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6.
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is of course played by Connie Chanéhu, the orignal costar ofBlack Rosdalongside Nam
Hung), who had since retired from cinema, and returned to play one last film appearance in
guastreprise of heBlack Roseole. Cheng Long is a shy, bumbling local cop, and spends much
of his time playing the stwgting fool and feigning simplmindedness. By day he shows
kindness and understanding to the poor and downtrodden (in one scene, like an inverse Javert, he
releases a man caught stealing bread to feed his family), while by night he dons his black mask
to rob the city's most decadent socialites. Once again, it shows Chor Yuen's willingness to
cartoon the social messages of his old Cantonese realist films into an exaggerated confection.
While trading the "mocknodern’ contemporary setting of his Cantondsesffor a more
Shawfriendly Shanghai period piece, Chor's stylism remains in evidence. Visual milikis
floral splashes of ouf-focus abstracted colour and tightly composed structural interruptions in
the picture plane are still in abundance. Iihé scene where Xiao confronts Cheng about his
doubleidentity, they play a game of acrobatic tag through the trees of an urban park, a sequence
that, with its weightless leaps and autumnal foliage, resembles nothing less than the elegant
garden duels of Gir's latewuxiaworks at Shaw. Highlighting Chor's turn towards the more
sensational aftdntimate Confessiondhe Lizardopens on a salacious beat with an explicit sex
scene. Chor places a rich, whEeropean couple undulating naked on a bed draptdgauze,
surrounded by luxurious continentgtlle décor. The audience experiences this titillating gaze
from the voyeuristic perspective of Cheng Long as he burgles their home, creating an odd
sensation of inverse exoticism.
Underlying the nationalistiand somewhat antiolonial aspects of the filmwhere
Chinese heroes resist oppressive foreign powers, most notably rich European and Japanese
occupiers-the tone ofThe Lizardlacks the vitriol expressed by other martial arts films in the
same settindike Lo Wei'sFist of Fury / Jingwu Meig1972). The Lizard as a vigilante stands
less for ethnenational empowerment, than an irreverent form of class warfare. Rather than
righteous rage and bloody violence, Cheng and Xiao's victories are mostly achirewegh
guile and playful misdirection, stripping the upper classes of their riches and their dignity. This
demonstrates Chor's preference for colonial satire and cultural reform, over outright militantism.
In the end, the most extreme sanction is resefivetthe corrupt Chinese chief-police (played
by Lo Lieh in a dapper alivhite European suit), a man who preyed upon and exploited his

fellow people. OverallThe Lizardgives the impression of a transitional film. The breezy tone,
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cheeky, convoluted lgts, and the iconic masked, bladlad heroes all recall the earliBlack
Rosemovies, while accommodating a more percussive emphasis on kung fu action and violence
for the finale, in accordance with the trends. Although released in Mandarin, likeallftBhs

at that time;The Lizardfunctions as a fond backwards glance to a touchstone in the recently
disappeared Cantonese cinema. Indeed, Chor's attachments to Cantonese cinema and local
culture remain a theme that persists throughout his time at StwheBs.

Although he is largely knownsaa Shaw studio director, Chor Yuem#ial contract was
only for 2 years, followed by a short break during which he made the diamain the Sunset /
Yanyu Xieyan§l1973) for another studio in Taiwan. Upon hesurn to Hong Kong, Run Run
Shaw surprised him by renewing his contract for an@hgyas (Chor 39)His next productions
for Shaw were action films, includinthe Villains / Tufe{(1973) (an "Eastern Western" about a
gang of frontier bank robbers), amte Bastard / Xiao Zazhor{@973), a film that is arguably
the closest thing in Chor's filmography to a conventional kung fu movie in the masculinist mode.
Even so, Chor's sensibilities shied away from machismo, to craft instead a moody, sensualist
parablewith symbolic and psychological overtones.

In The Bastarda young man abandoned at birth (actor Chung Wa), is raised by a
wizened, ascetic kung fu master in the mountains. At the end of his training, he returns to his
native town to learn of his pasth@ locals quickly dub him 'Little Bastard', and he cheerfully
takes this as his new name. His martial cultivation is offset by his childlike naiveté, and he relies
on the poor people he meetsa dung collector, an aging prostitute, and an urchin nanitdd Li
Beggar (played by Lily Li}-to explain the world to him. Eventually it is learned that he is the
illegitimate son of a rich local boss named Gu, and before long Little Bastard is enticed into his
father's world (which is thoroughly encapsulated mltrge family manor) through money,
status, and sex. Little Bastard is seduced by Ai, a concubine in Gu's employ, and becomes
estranged from both Little Beggar and his improvised "street family". Eventually it is revealed
that his father plots to use hias a double, to switch with his trueborn son (also played by Chung
Wa) who sits on death row. The scheme fails, but Little Bastard is not interested in avenging his
honour. Instead he prefers to return to his simple life. It is only when Little Beggardemrad
by Gu's gang, that a disillusioned Little Bastard unleashes his full martial arts abilities upon his
father's household in a prolonged combat sequence that ranges all over the family home,

destroying it thoroughly in the process.
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The themes of cks and patriarchal anxiety are unmistakeablehim Bastardwith the
paternal home serving as the site of all corruptions, and the shabby shack shared by Little Beggar
and Little Bastard becoming a space of idyllic purity. Chor chose to shoot almostitbdikn
on indoor sets, which compounds the sense of the film as a fable, unfolding in a small unreal
world. The arrival of the "true" son intensifies the psychological and existential duality in the
film, compounded by the eerily surreal scene whettelBastard returns to an empty, quiet Gu
manor, to find the trueborn son making love to the seductress Ai. Gu's son is his double in both
the literal and metaphorical sense, as corrupt and worldly as the other is innocent. The line is
clearly drawn betweelLittle Bastard's "good" family of fellow workinglass people, and his
"bad family" of rich, treacherous parasites. The lure of money is pervasive addselfctive
here. Even the stolid martial arts masters who work for Gu's household, who expdsttine
and mystique of the traditionaia archetype, ultimately fail to affirm a masculine code of
honour. Each master fights Little Bastard, and is killed. They sacrifice their lives not out of
martial pride, but in response to the eirmareasing pric&u puts on Little Bastard's head. Greed
supersedes chivalric brotherhood or righteousness as surely as it dissolves filial bonds.

It is of course meaningful that Little Bastard begins the film in a state of grace, having no
name of his own. His true sokws begin once he takes a name, and with it, all the ills of the
father's broken society. It is a legacy he renounces by destroying the house in the last finale,
though he chooses not to kill Ai, Gu, or his son (though they receive their karmic punigihment
other ways, as befits any fable). The film ends with Little Bastard sadly abandoning the town,
and by implication, the secular world. His exit is intercut with shots didnslwrittenjournal,
lessons of the world his master asked him to re¢smmemay trade their life for money / not
all refined people are virtuous / beauty can be a lie / a father is not always righteous to his own
son."Delivered like inverted maxims of Confucian wisdom, these phrases béxpigss Chor's
anti-traditionalism in ddactic terms.

Chor's next project for Shaw BrotheHnuse of 72 TenantQishi'erjia Fanke(1973)
was not an action film but a comedy. Although Chor rarely worked in the comedy félouse
of 72 Tenantsvould prove itself to be one of his most sigraht works, particularly in terms of
its impact on Hong Kong's developing local Cantonese identity in cinema. Based on a popular
Shanghai stage play (and filmed once before in 1963) the story concerns the poor residents of an

overcrowded apartment teneménthe 1930s, and their various conflicts with their landlords, a
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corrupt police officer, and each other. With an ensemble cast, and presented in an episodic,
vaudevillianburlesque fashion, the film both captures and satirizes the quotidian foibes of t
working-class In mounting the project for Shaw Brothe@hor decided that the film needed to
emphasize thelong Kongurbancharacteand anchor itself in familiar experiences and idioms

of locallife. He pitched the film to Run Run Shaw as a Cantopesguction, full of local

customs and slang expressioBkaw was initially unconvinced, since the Cantonese film

industry had effectively been pronounced dead only a few years earlier, but at Chor's insistence
he finally agreed (Chor 58nformedby hislove of Italian NeeRealism, Chor depicted the

social reality of the Hong Kong people; polyglot, pressed together, and generaljyoputout

unified by a sense of community and identity expressed through the vernacular of the Cantonese
milieu. House of72 Tenantdbecame amstant phenomenon, breaking Hong Kong box office
records and ougrossing even the Bruce Lee star vehitlaythe Dragon(1972), 5.6 million to

5.3 million (ibid. 43).

Today72 Tenantss generally credited with figniting the flameof the Cantonese film
industry, by offering proof that local Cantonese audiences were still a viable commodity. The
irony remains that, while Chor at Shaw may havanitglized Cantonese film production in the
colony, the studio was hesitant to comraiid too slow to respond to the trend. The following
year, the Cantonese stréevel comedies of television star Michael Hui would become huge hits,
while Shaw Brothers only released a handful of Cantonese films (most of them directed by Chor
Yuen). The wkels had been set in motion; by the end of the decade, Maihatagurage cinema
in Hong Kong would be practically finished, with the Cantonese industry emerging as one of the
largest film industries in the world. However, for Chor Yuen, his aspiratioretum to
Cantonese production were not to be fulfilled so easily.

For the next two years, Chor Yuen fixated on romantic melodramas, most in Cantonese,
and some of thermadaptations of popular Cantonese television series, subrasKong 73 /
Xianggang 3 (1974) andsorrow of the Gentry / Zhumen Yu@®74). Many of these films
echoed the themes in his early work; tragic love, characters misled by emotion, and the
repressive strictures of traditional Chinese mores. As in his earlier works, the mistrust of
patriarchal institutions is offset by a modern sensibility of sexual liberation and individualism,
but a certain ambivalence remains as well, with Chor's pointed critiques of tihéeldgg

capitalism and the worship of money that pervaded Hong KoaigGthor'd_ove, Sex, and Hate /
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Wuyi(1974) explores these themes through the intertwining stories of three Hong Kong women
in doomed love affairs. In two of the storylines, rich, powerful meddling fathers play ominous
and antagonistic roles, while in ttierd story, the crisis hinges upon a more lethal threat posed
to the heroine by Mainland spies pursuing her lover, angawernment activist. The resonance
between the shadow of the father, and the shadow of the draconian politics represented by the
'two Chinas' (the PRC and Taiwan) is unmistakeable. The Hong Kong heroine caught in between,
pursuing simple romantic happiness seems to reflect the desire of most Chor Yuen protagonists
to escape from patriarchal and political society, and pursue theinpérsmotional goals.
Stylistically, Chor Yuen's melodramas from this time retain what Sek Kei once called
Chor’'s ®“abstract melancholic romanticized aes
asserts itself in bold strokes, often speaking loudsar the emotional voices of the characters.
As before, Chor's affinity for social realism found itself often at odds with his penchant for
theatricality and expressionistic virtuosity. His stylistic approach to these simple human tales
tends to cast persdnaonflicts into an iconic, even existential relief; the actors in these films are
often arranged into mannered, theatrical postures; Chor's compositions frequently privilege
artfully fragmented apertwigke frames that interrupt the spectator's engagémih the space
and characters; the ornamental qualities of the-gnssene are often distracting and seMare,
dense with modern décor and hyperbolic colour. Melodrama, with its excess emotionality and
expressivity was perhaps still too much at odith the realist aesthetics of the modern love
story, creating a degree of separation between audiences and his stylized worlds.
Most of Chor Yuen's dramatic films from these two years flopped miserably, and after a
string of commercial failures, he fouhdnself languishing in a ninmonth hiatus with no
projects underway for Shaw. In spite of this string of disappointments, it seems that Run Run
Shaw never lost faith in Chor Yuen's value to the studio. In 1976, Chor's salary was doubled and
his contracextended for a further eight yeaPdt is thislatter part of the 1970s that would prove
t o b e mok prdific ansl iconiperiod,when his particularized approach to thexia pian
T already hinted at by films lik€old BladeandIntimate Confessianof a Chinese Courtesén

would become canonized through his 'Gu Long cycle' at Shaw Brothers.

0 By 1976, Chor Yuen's retainer at Shaw was $60 000 (HKD) per month. When his second contract was coming to
an end, and Chor began to look towards projects in Taiwan, Run Run Shaw offered him a ngeaeggintract,

five years binding, three years flexible. It specified at least four films per year, with a base fee of $200 000 per
picture, a very generous offer at that time. (Chor 40)
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The Gu Long Cycle

In the Hong Kong film industry, novelty was quickly consumed by repetition, and a
successful formula could run its course in a matterfefvayears. By the mid970s, Hong Kong
was itself changing. The turmoil of the 1960s Leftist riots was in the past, and now being
replaced by a more sense of stability and security. Dissatisfaction with the colonial government
and rampant corruption wasathed by institutional reforms initiated by the British authorities.
The economy was thriving, and the educated, westernized nulddle was growing. Hong
Kong's local identity was coming of age, leading to a further revision of its relationship to the
Mainland and its ethnic past. Chang Cheh's-eagbd cinema of martial stoicism and angry
defiance in the face of disempowerment was finally charting a decline. By 1975, despite a strong
showing by King Hu' he Valiant Onesvuxiafilms were a diminishingommaodity, with only
a handful being produced in Hong Kong that year. Irreverent Cantonese comedies meanwhile
were gathering steam, as were contemporary stories featuring gamblarsgtoand street
crime. Director Li Harhsiang, who had returned to tBeaw Brothers fold after a decade as an
independent, was splitting his time between making sensationalized rehashes of his 1960s palace
melodramas, and unabashedly sleazyreexps.

During his ninemonth dry spell at Shaw Brothers, Chor Yuen had turiedttentions to
writing swordplay adaptations based on the New Schaglanovels, especially those of Gu
Long. Convinced that the genre still offered possibilities for exploring his interests in
romanticism and human nature, Chor petitioned Run Run 8liiwthe idea of a fresh approach
to the swordplay film. Each time, he was rebuffed andviigascripts were rejected. Fatefully,
it was only when trusted Shaw scriptwriter Ni Kuang suggested that Chor Yuen could shoot a
ver si on of Gu LixiogHudiesliartMetaor, Butterfly &nd the Sword itself
loosely inspired by Coppolalhe Godfatherthat Shaw relented and gave Chor theabead to
make the film, if Ni Kuang provided the script. (Chor 45) Chor agreed, but quietly revised Ni
K u a nsgreesplay, rntegrating several excised elements from the novel. The result was
Killer Clans / Luxing, Hudie, JiafL976), and true to his word, Chor brought a distinct
sensibility and aesthetic approach to geKiiter Clanswas one of the teparnirg films in

Hong Kong that year, and also became a hit in the overseas Taiwanese market. With this
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auspicious beginning, Chor received Shaw's blessing to pursue more Gu Long adaptations, and
in doing so, ushered in the next stylistic expression of Hong Kangia pian

While still generally considered to be a continuation of the New Stylea pianof the
1960s, the Gu Long cycle of Chor Yuen represented a departure from the earlier Mandarin
swordplay films, especially those made at Shaw Brothers. Ild d®usaid that the essence of
Chor's approach was not absolutely new; the themes and stylistic aspects oiv@xiafitms
from this stage only fulfill the promise of his earlier forays into the genre, as far b&cidas
Bladein 1970. Nonetheless,was with these films that he honed the elements of his signature
style, and established the groundwork for a new swordplay aesthetic going forward. From 1976
to the end of his contract (and the closure of the Shaw Brothers studio facilities) in 1985, Chor
directed 34 features, 29 of which belonged towhgiaor shenguamodes>* Following the
customary language bias at Shaw Brothers, most of these films were released in Mandarin. In
addition to carrying on the traditional associations between the swogkatag andhorthern
Chinese culture, the language also served a pragmatic function; audiences in Mspehiing
Taiwan were avid consumerswtixia pian,and provided a coveted market for the Shaw
Brothers' cinematic 'dream of China'. Although Cantowesieral production was making gains
in Hong Kong, it would not completely overtake Mandarin cinema for a few more years. By
1980 however, the bal ance hwdiafisnbwefetbeand, and t h
produced and released in Cantonese.

Gu Long was one of the 'three pillars' of the New Schaotialiterature that emerged
out of the 195082 Although born and raised in Hong Kong, Gu lived in Taiwan for most of his
life. He had a prolific career, during which he produced at leastsight novels and standalone
stories>® most of thesén thewuxiamode, and employing a peculiar hybrid prose style that
favoured short punchy phrases and vernacular borrowed from modern (and often foreign)

*1 The classification of films in theuxiagenre is not always se#fvident, due to frequent overlap with related
genres, and the degree to whichwheiagenre is itself subject to a historical and stylistic syncretism. Here |
adhere to a loose categorization 'feuxia’ contingent upon the use of historicized/exoticizedqaksettings, and
the presence afuxiacharacter types who exhibit those skills and codes that are identified witia thero.For
the purposes of this study, works in gfenguasupernatural adventure mode will also be considered.

2 The other two fijures in this triumvirate are Liang Yusheng and Jin Yong, both Mainlanders who became
celebrated Hong Kong residents. Although Jin Yong's phenomenal fame and reputation among global Chinese
readers has since eclipsed his contemporaries, prior to the il 9838sGu Long who arguably enjoyed greater
popularity and influence (P. Liu, 207).

3 The exact number of Gu Long's works is a subject of debate by Chinese literary experts, with estimates residing
between 688 separate works (P. Liu 211).
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sources like television or movies. Gu was also actitkarcinema world, working as a
scriptwriter in Hong Kong, and opening his own production company in Taiwan to shoot films
based on his work, many of which were directed by Gu himself (P. Liu 211). These films,
however, never attained the celebrity of thosele by Chor Yuen.

Among his genre contemporaries, Gu Long's works reflect a much more personalized
vision of the swordplay world. For example, the archetypadianovels of Jin Yong, despite
their fantastical elements, make frequent use of specitioriual settings and events as
backdrops; although the world he presents is fractious, axialdemonstrate human frailties,
his stories often play upon the schisms and confligiamghusociety in order to promote an
eventual cohesion of the commiyniowards greater Chinese goals. Gu Long's novels avoid, and
even challenge, such a nationalizing vision; his characters instead inhabit ambiguous worlds that
patently evade any ties to dynastic history; heroes are typicallgtading outsiders withnty
tenuous ties to the martial order. His stories display a "conspicuous absence of the familiar tropes
of martial and psychological maturation such as training, tredmuréng, Secret Scripture,
tournaments, and bonds between master and disciplelu2Q7). Rather than revolving
around a hero's journey to achieve higher goals or pursuengetivement, Gu's novels
typically chronicle a solitary protagonist's encounter with a society that threatens to consume
itself in everconstricting webs of inigue and hypocrisy.

Petrus Liu observed that for Gu Long, flaamghuand the cultural imagination of martial
arts "stand for the forces of history," a signification of Chinese monoculture that "decenters the
human subject and resituates it in a soc&tlfof Others" (P. Liu 222), a theme that is further
reinforced in Chor Yuen’'s adaptations- Gu Lon
romantic layer to the perception of his loner characters. By the time of early his death at the age
offortyyee ght in 1985 from the ravages of alcohol i:
notorious philanderer with a taste for hard liquor and a history of failed relationships. Likewise,
Gu Long's most famous protagonists were heroic but weelgry men; master ssdsmen
prone to bouts of melancholy or inebriation, and whose lives were as shaped by their romantic
failures as by their martial duels. According to Liu, Gu Lomgigianovels exhibited "all the
characteristics associated with decadent, bourgeois pdstmoulture: sexual and chemical

escapism, instant gratification, and an underlying sense of malaise" (P. Liu 213).
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Of course, not all of the swordplay films made by Chor at this stage were based on Gu
Long's works; othewuxiaauthors like Jin Yong and Wg Yin also provided inspiration. It was
his practice to rework all his adaptations heavily from the original sources (Chor 49¢|after
of Intrigue / Chu Liuxiang n 1977, al most all of Chor’'s swor
own scripts (usuallgredited as Chin Yu). Throughout the films of the late seventies, stylistic
consistencies and auteurist elements persist, contributing to a coherency of vision that somewhat
supersedes the diversity of source materials or the overarching influencestidioe However,
it was the thematic symmetry between Chor Yue
made the union such a natural and successful one, and the Shaw Gu Long adaptations (eighteen
films in total) served to epitomize Chor's romantic eralancholic take on the genre.

With Killer Clans, Chor laid the stylistic and thematic groundwork for the films that
would follow. The film opens with a badk-back diptych of scenes; a sword duel on a moonlit
bridge, followed by a saucy sex scene lash bedchamber. Here Chor places both swordplay
and erotic spectacle on an equal footing, much as he did four years ednignate
Confessions of a Chinese CourtesBuailding on this mix of soft and hard aesthetiKgler
Clansforegrounds a maziéke mystery narrative featuring a dizzying array of characters, none
with clear motives. Here, duplicitous gambits, mind games, and an undercurrent of romantic
longing assert themselves over straightforward feats of martial skill.

The story sways betwedwo man threads that gradually entwir@ne concerns Master
Sun (literally *“Uncle’”), a wise and respected
around him, undermined by the Machiavellian schemes of a rival clan. The other plotline follows
Meng a brooding hired killer who operates out of a bro#t@hgwith two other misfits; Kao a
courtesan who acts as his agent, and Yeh, a fellow assassin ruined by drink. Meng is a pragmatic
and nihilistic master swordsman with no use for fame or reputdiben Kao mocks him for
his anonymity in the martial worl d, he shrugs
on his way to a job, Meng encounters Hsiao, a sad and mysterious woman living in an idyllic
grove called the Butterfly Forest.iTls s et epi t omi zes wWkiapiahasa vi su al
condensation of cultural nostalgia; a misty, unreal space patterned on a Chinese painting, with a
genteel house by a brook, resting under a thick canopy of orange leaves. Here Meng and Hsiao
exhange verses of bittersweet poetry (“Butterf

Butterflies are |like | ove”). Meng becomes sen
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return to see her again after his mission. It is only much later tliasdwvers that Hsiao is the

estranged daughter of his target, none other than Master Sun himself. Meng joins the Sun

household as a bodyguard, but after a chain of twists, it is revealed that the plot against Sun has

been hatched by his own favouritesomm col | usi on with the most tr

household and the rival clan. Despite his mission to kill him, Meng finds himself helping Sun

instead. The revelation of the degraded value of family loyalty and martial ethics is summed up

by MasterSun who tells Meng “Sometimes one trusts
The parallels between thianghuand the mafia underworld are clearly drawrKiter

Clans refl ecti ng GuThé Godfgtierioweversrather tizah servimg toi n

romanticze the world of the mobster, this invocation of the American gangster genre inverts the

equation, instead tinting the noble clans and knights gfahghuwith a stigma of criminal

decadence. Here, the world of martial arts is depicted as a glamousiailthat hovers over a

seamy underbelly of corruption. While at first the story seems to lament the loss of such codes of

honour and respect, Chor uses this scenario to engage in a strangely more ambivalent

deconstruction of the Confucian family ordeiptay with our sympathies. At the outset of the

film, Master Sun embodies the wise, conscient

maintaining order in theanghu When the traitor in his family is revealed, Sun escapes via a

devious contingencylgn that requires him to call in the many favours owed to him. Here, his

benevolent veneer begins to peel away, revealing a more sinister and calculating truth. In one

chilling scene, a woodcutter’s familyy hides S

reminds them of their responsibilities: to en

the peasant couple are obliged to poison first their two young children, and then themselves. Just

as the filial disloyalty of a son brings suffering andssdess death to the martial world, the

honouring of these bonds also brings the same. Although Sun is initially presented in a

sympat hetic and heroic |ight, gradually the t
assassinations, bribes, intimiaat , and a complex network of spi
paternal gestures are transactional, expendin

top of thejianghu
At the film s c¢climax, the coudbyfSuraadtMengs ar e
Although on the surface, evil is punished and community order is restored, the subversive

subtext remai ns. The means that |l ed to Sun’ s
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than those of his enemies, and the ambivalent fintgloone seems to remind us how even
righteousseeming authority is forged and maintained through manipulation and force. Earlier in
the film, the drunkard Yeh sadly tells Meng -
By the conclusion, in the dbdstained shambles of the Sun family manor, the relative

implications of that statement are questioned, for what does such a world wreak on those who

bel ong to it? Sun’s final gesture, to send Me
rendered @nsactionalandselfnt er ested: “1f you stay, you may
al ways a power struggle.” Meng replies in tos
t here i s kil |l i njanghu itdHemic precapts, iiscsecsttactures, énd the

practice of martial arts are all abandoned in order to live free, signalling a corresponding break

from China’s past and historical identity.
With the success diller Clans, Shaw wasted no time capitalizing on the formula. Chor

Yuenfollowed his first Gu Long film with anotheMagic Blade / Tianya Minyue Dgd976).

Dar ker and st r an g e rwuxiawsion forther, withiastornpabattadode Chor ' s
swordsman, disillusioned with the martial lifestyle, who is drawn into @& t@gyame of
deception by a faceless master mi nd. Here Chor

was emphasized by an existential theme and a more bleak and alienathegrstisae Magic
Bladealso marks the first production where Chor Yuen wankéh Shaw leading man Ti Lung,
who had made his name playing stoic, masculine roles in the films of Chang Cheh. However, Ti
would soon become synonymous with Chor Yuen’s
the new type of sentimental male herotvat s at t he waxapian®of Chor ' s
Magic Bladewas quickly followed by thevuxiafilm Web of Death / Wu Du Tian Luo
(1976), as well as a Chaozhdialect opera filnFarewell to a Warrior/ Cilangzhou(1976).
Compared tMagic Blade, Web of Deatlmasfar more flamboyant in tone. This time the story
was not based on Gu Long, but instead loosely drawn from the writings of Jin Yong. The story
features an earnest young knight from the-Vémg clan who is charged with tracking down a
dangerous magical spideidden away by the Five Venoms Sect. In his quest, he inadvertently
meets (and falls in love with) the princess of the Venoms Sect who is travelling disguised as a
boy. After fleeing a coup in the Venoms Sect, the young couple returns-icavg) where

treachery and suspicion lead the hero into conflict with his elders who wish to kill the princess.

** Magic Bladewill be discussed further in Chapter 6.



Campbell70

Al t hough wuxianovésatypigally§ocused more on the internecine squabbles and
politics of thejianghy, in Web of DeatlChor drew out the qualitiesf wrenching domestic
melodrama, and used martial society to play out the oldradlitional themes of his Cantonese
family tearjerkers.

Web of Deatlis also notable for another way it echoed the Cantonese cinema, by
embracing a more overtly fabulouse; the plot strikingly recalls the old Cantonese swordplay
serials of the 1950s aocradsed youngloverswon thérrundamceal | i n g
fantastic quest for a supernatural weapon. In this case, the centerpiece McGuffin is a roaring,
glowing, radioactive tarantula sealed in a magic lantern. Once freed, it snares people in
electrified laser webs, or injects victims with poison that reduces them to pools of steaming
liquid. These sequences are extravaganzas of trick photography andsysaal effects, and
beyond that, the film unleashes a full repertoire of Hiagitasy elements borrowed from the
Cantonesevuxia sorcerous spells, superhuman powers, magical animals, secret underground
lairs, and deadly automated traps. Here Chor deplisysost elaborate migsanscene since
joining Shaw, with wildly outlandish costumes, psychedelic lighting, spectacular pyrotechnics,
and a truly impressive array of colourful, exotic (and massive) interior sets. Indeed, with each
film, Chor 'seemep tomaove incteasmglysndoors, with fewer and fewer scenes shot
on the Shaw outdoor locations. Despite the focus on community that runs through most of Jin
Yong textsWebofDeatls t i | | pushes forward Chor’ sandsual
oppressive family dynamics, while mixing in titillating touches of sexuality and seduction. At the
same time, the focus on special effects and magic marks it as an oddity of sorts among the Shaw
Brothers films of the mil970s>° suggesting that it mayave been too soon to effect a
comeback of the Cantoneseixia shenguastyle.Web of Deathwas perhaps an experiment that
came before its time, and it underperformed compar&dley ClansandMagic Blace. Chor

would not return to this style of ostenitats fantasy until his films of the early 1980s.

5 |n the midseventies, the Shaws made only fleeforgys into thisbrandof fantastical visuakffects spetacle,

with films such as the bizarre mythological musicatror Snake Prince / She Wang(ZB75) thefanciful

swordplayfilm The Battle Wizard / Tian LongBaBul 9 f 7 7 ) , a n dan@diiaMagic Baldy éHongs

Haier (1975), a Chinese Opera film based on the Monkey King legends. All three films focused heavily on creature
effects, suggesting a stromgspiration from the Japanekaiju (giant monster) movies of the era.

% |n the earlyl980s, Shaw Brothersadeincreased use of elaborate optical special effects iBtdreWarsmold,

reflecting the studio's desire to be technologically competitivegaide global Hollywoodcifi hits. Rather than
pushing forward, into a futuristic imaginafjong Kong directorinstead looked badk time to find a carrier for
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The foll owing two years with Shaw woul d be
swordplay pictures in that span, with all but two based on Gu Long siGl&ss of Intrigue /
Chu Liuxiang(1977) was his né production, a wildly exotigonganstyle mystery that
epitomized Chor's mpexabhesuhetri varibtwas wnt hhe
brand ofwuxiahero became solidified. Transitioning from the sentimental but manly hero figure
in Magic Blade Ti Lung instead plays Chu Liuxiang a safannered gentleman thief with a
dashing yet effete manné&lans of Intriguevas a smash hit in Hong Kong, and would go on to
inspire two further sequels based on the same charbeggnd of the Bat /i8nfu Zhuanqi
(1978) and some years later, the misleadhtiged Perils of the Sentimental Swordsman /
Youling Shanzhuan@982)>’ Other films from these years includeéaven Sword and Dragon
Sabre / Yi Tian Tu Long §1978), a twepart adaptation ofiJn Y o n g 'waixiasesigd u | ar
about staicrossed love and divisijeanghu politics, Clan of Amazons / Lu Xiaofeng Chuanqi
Zhi Xiuhua Dadadq1978), agonganpotboiler featuring another frespirited detective in the Chu
Liuxiang mold, and as well, the uik&ly wuxiabuddy moviePursuit of Vengeance / Mingue
Dao Xueye Jiancho{i1977), which provided a more farcical take on the swordplay genre. As
well, during 1977 Chor also delivered three of his most thematically representative swordplay
films: The Jade Wer / Baihu Laoh@1977),Death Duel / San Shaoye De Jid®77), andlhe
Sentimental Swordsman / Duoquing Jianke Wuquing(diar7). In these films, he firmly
established his usual subject of the romantic, sentimental individualist faced with a Imoktile a
seltdestructive system based on hypocrisy, competition, and oppressive social conventions.

In The Jade TigerChor tells the story of Wuji (Ti Lung), the young scion of the
prominent Zhao clan, whose father is murdered by a retainer. Vowing revenpgoéas
undercover in thganghuand eventually tracks his quarry to the rival Tang clan. Along the way,
he encounters many traps and assassins, is saved from poisonixig byosher and sister duo,
and meets a secret order of martial artists caiedHateFree Hall, who have abandoned the

jlanghuand all of its infighting. By the time he manages to insinuate himself into the enemy

the scifi effects model. With Cantonese culture asserting its dominance, and withageceimeerest in local
nostalgiathe wild Cantoneseuxia shengugprovided just such a model

" The third Chu Liuxiang movie was marketed to Engkgleaking audiences Berils of the Sentimental
Swordsmansuggesting that it could be the thirdinstel Nt o f Ch o r Sentimental Svorgsmaeetids.a r

Although Ti Lung plays similar lead characters in both series, they are otherwise unrelated. Still more confusingly,

Perils of the Sentimental Swordsmigrbased on an adapted Gu Long story thafirelly featured Lu Xiaofeng,

another, different detective hero. Lu Xi aebhsechg was f eat
mysteriesClan of Amazongl978) andDuel of the Century1981), with actor Lau Wing playing the role.
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Tang clan, he discovers that his father orchestrated his own death as part of a gambit to allow his
Zhao clan to destrohe Tangs from the inside and loot their secret weapons cache.

Complicating matters, Wuji has fallen in love with the daughter of the Tangs, revealed as one of
the siblings who saved his life. Before long he finds himself torn apart by the suspicions and
recriminations of people from both clans, wavering between romantic love, filial duty, and his

sense of right and wrong. By the film s concl
victory for the Zhao clan but at a terrible cost: the livesvaryone he has come to care for.
Sitting at the top of thganghu, he is overcome with remorse, and abandons his clan in search of
the HateFree Hall, intent on joining them and disappearing.

Acknowledged by Chor Yuen as his personal favourite amonguhigfilms (Chor 47),
The Jade Tigepresents an especially muddied view of martial chivalry, with both clans
incorporating equal measures of good and bad people. Chor makes use of an intensely romantic
aesthetic, replete with classical poetry, palatiahors, and increasingly fantastical landscapes
torn out of a painterly imagination, and injects this into a bartajaeoffamily drama. The lush
beauty of the artificial setti ngaeusiadectmenesd as a
feudd valuesand its deeply cynical treatment of tlvexialifestyle. While the martial combat in
the film is spectacular, Chor affords an unusual amount of time to the denouement after the
fighting ends, driving home the tragic consequences of such viokmt@nderscoring the
pointless and irreversible loss of life.

The psychol ogi cal revisionism of the genre
following picture,Death Duel(1977). As if continuing directly from ending ®he Jade Tiger
the film follows awealthy leading swordsman who attempts to flee his name by leaving martial
society to live as a peasant. However, the old entanglements of martial society pursue him into
his new life, including ambitiousia looking to make a name, old enemies seekingy@ance,
and the usual machinations of those attempting to hegemoniganthieu. Compared to the
ot her entri es i nDe&@thDueléliss le&won mysterygandccgnspiragies, and
more upon a heavy dose of lm#rama and tragic romanticisihis i s ref |l ected i n
striking visuals, which paint theuxiaworld as a seductive and thoroughly unreal domain, while

retaining Chor's uvsual criticisms of society.

*8 Death DueMwill be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6.
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The same year, Chor also directed a slightly more unusual Gu Long adaftaéon,
Pursuit of Vengeanc@l977). Functioning as a loose sequdlfigic Blade it once again places
Ti Lung in the starring role as the brooding wanderer Fu Hhsugh, but this time creating a
jarring tonal shift towards comedy. Here, the stern, unpreterfiolecomes both a romantic
selfparody, and a straigiman for the bawdy antics of Ye and Lu, two irreverent, cartoonish
swordsmen he encounters in his journey. Soon the unlikely trio becomes enmeshed into a truly
Byzantine murder plot, and through a semé ploys, improbable coincidences, and dodales,
it turns out that Fu and Lu are seeking revenge on the same man. This leads to a comical
squabble at the conclusion over who should kill the villain, and a duel that ends with one of the
xia striding df bare-assed, having lost his pants. Although quirkily-ofsplace among his more
dramatic swordplay picture$he Pursuit of Vengeancen c or por at @wignat@d or ° s n o W
stylism and twisting narrative approach into a satirical variation owtixeagene ' s t ypi c al
subjects of vengeance, honour, araconduct.
With The Sentimental Swordsman / Duoquing Jianke Wuquindg 1eatY), Chor further
established the figure of his romantic knigintant type. In this film, Ti Lung portrays a solitary,
lovelornxianamed *Littl e Dagger’ Li. After abandoni
he loves to repay a fellowia who saved his life, Li is consigned to an elegant, aimless existence
of drifting and melancholic alcoholism. Portrayed as a skilled martiat,dstit otherwise too
sensitive and trusting for the world he lives in, Li finds himself drawn back infatighu
when he i s betrayed by old friends and accuse
propensity for a densely packed mystery fartaies on a more personal dimension, as Li must
del ve back into his past |ife to find the ide
of his miseriesClan of Amazongl978) follows a similarly femininghemed maotif, featuring an
effete,fi rt ati ous detective, Lu Xiaofeng, who must
Thief,” a masked male supercriminal who uses
leaves meticulous embroideries at the scenes of his crimes. Enlistand thfehis old flame, a
spunkyxianl,Lu sets about infiltrating a secretive clan of powerful female martial artists who
are implicated in the crimes, but eventually ends up joining with them to uncover the real culprits.
Narratively, the New Style filmbad stripped away the twisty convolutions of the old
Cantonese&vuxiaserial plots, to instead focus on more austere plotting with simple causes and

effects. The centrality of vengeance facilitated the mechanics amshpnence of
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sensationalized violencB.y ¢ o nt r asifiims @hdedrtd chart more circuitous paths.
Most of the films in Chor's Gu Long cycle followed a mystery format, positioning the hero as a
detective, unravelling chains of multifarious clues and deceptions that lead him te &os
sordid underbelly of thpanghu Matrtial displays in these films were still a key element of the
cinematic spectacle, but often became secondary to the play of intrigue, with riddles, cerebral
mind games, and complex emotional manipulations takiegénter stage. Throughout, Chor
continued to build a new geography of thexia pian Rather than depicting thi@nghusociety
as being peripheral to any overarching map or
cinema displays a growing sengf existential detachment through setting and style widkel
of martial arts is presented as an autonomous simulation, a dimension that never quite overlaps
with real time or space. This effect iIs accen
opulent and ostentatiously artificial indoor studio sets. His films moved increasingly in the
direction of the expressionistic and the metaphorical, and towards the end of the decade, Chor
began to engage with more forceful deconstructions of realism throsigtyte and content.
Films like Swordsman and Enchantress / Xiao Shiyilét®y8) and~ull Moon Scimitar /
Yuanyue Wanda(@979) courted the supernatural in playful ways that toyed with audience
expectations.

Full Moon Scimitarecounts a magical fable @it a youngia named Ding, who has lost
everything due to the machinations of a manipulative clan leader. As he is about to take his own
life in shame, he falls into a mysterious and magical subterranean world, where he meets Ching
Ching, a girl bathed ighostly green light who identifies herself as an immortaldpixit. Ding
swears he is done with the *‘mortal world’” so
withherfoxs pi rit family. This realm prdovides for s
phantasmagoric set designs, and Ching Ching is depicted with am&ligiting andcamera
effects that highlight her ethereal otherworldliness. When Ding finds a magical blade (the titular
Full Moon Scimitar), he becomes obsessed with returningetbuiman world to restore his
family s good name. Ch i-powers © helprhigh oracgnditoa thatheo u s e
return with her afterwards to the spirit world. Naturally, once his revenge is complete, Ding
becomes addicted to the fame and respecommands in thenghu,and sends Ching Ching
away, not realizing that she carries their unborn child. Eventually Ding is undone by the

treacheries and petty jealousies of the martial society, and goes running back to the fox world.
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The fairytalema k sl i ps at this point, as it is reveal
all, but simply a clan that disappeared fromjtaeghuyears earlier to escape persecution. Now
exposed to their enemies by bertivgs. s actions, t

In some ways, the structurefédlll Moon Scimitar e c a | | s Té&uchmofZerH Xia s
NG (1971)in its presentation of a male hero entranced by a mysterious woman and caught up in
an apparenghost story, which later tusrout to be simply enatter of alitoo human intrigues in
the martial world. Chor Yuen differs in his approach with just how far he is willing to carry the
illusion, engaging his spectator in a lavish, effédatteen mythological fantasy, only to reveal in
the final act that tings are not as they seem. Chor is unconcernedheétijuestions of how and
why; no explanations are given for the supernatural powers exhibited by Hseifdx earlier in
the film. Instead it must simply be treated as part and parcel of the cinshretigame he plays
with his audience.

Swordsman and Enchantrgssl 9 78 ) r emai ns owuwiafionk. Xi@chor ' s s |
Shiyilang (Ti Lung) is the quintessential outsider, a superior fighter of common birth who shuns
martial society, and as a result lg@sned a nefarious (and unwarranted) reputation as a heartless
rogue.Xiao is cast in contrast with Lian, the most esteemed and r@ale the landIn a plot to
ste a | a magi c anwife, tkeWwanly Shen, idkidrappéds Xiao intervenes and reshee,
but soon finds himself framed for both the kidnapping and the theft of the sword, with both
villains and Lian on their trail. The more conventiowaixiaplot of tragic romance and a race
for a supreme weapon is abruptly derailed when the purswedaxid Shen seek refuge in
mysterious castle in the forest. Inside they find an incredibly detailed model of a sprawling
manorial estate filled with tiny realistic dolls. A servant explains that they are not actually dolls,
but famous missing martial amsasters who were captured by his master Tien and shrunk to
miniature size by black magithey revive only during the full moon, and must live out their
days in the tiny Puppet Villa.

This is of coursethe pretext for a trap, and Xiao and Shen quicklgdme the newest
residents of Puppet Villa. Chor takes full advantage of this bizarre twist to play out a surrealistic
scenario that feels reminiscent of the 1960s television sEme®risoner They are told by the
voice of the unseellasterTian thatte y ar e n o w, and hoyonderpartoptret s
human world. Xiao finds himself trapped in this tiny artificial wentldhin-a-world alongside

other luminaries of theanghuwho have long since given up finding an escape. Even as he and
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Shen are coiried to a facsimile of the martial society that he that he spent his life avoiding, it is
also in this ersatz environment that all the hierarchies and politics jidinigau, robbed of
meaninghave ceased to exert their power. Removed from the propfigtg human world,
Xiao and Shen are free to acknowledge their growing love for one another. At the climax of the
film, this illusion of happiness is shattered when the Villa is revealed to be only an elaborate
trick, a hidden fullsize compound made toatch he miniature version, allowing tlw®nniving
patriarchTianto remove his rivals and control thanghu.At its core, this revelation makes
even less sense than the superstitious black magic plot device; instead it merely accentuates
Puppet drdmaticfuactios as a means to symbolically liberate characters from their
conditioned behaviours. After this point, a subsequent chain of deceptions peels away the layers
of the plot even further, leaving the nature of truth even more ambighmugverfor Xiao and
for the spectator.

There is something subversive in Chor’'s de
longer confined to the various schemes and deceits that already proliferateirxiaistories,
these illusory games of concealing aadaaling engage the viewer on the level of cinematic
legerdemain, using genre as a lever to further dislodgeuki pianfrom any pure notion of
Chinese hi st or wuxiafitns didinwakegsbhme @ftthe phargasmagoria of the
Cantonesevuxia stenguaj this homage only went so far. The cinematic language of gothic
mystery persists t hr oudulMaohS8camitsfimsbkeBatr car eer .
Without Wings / Wu Yi Bian{d980),Black Lizard/ Hi Xiyi (1981), andPerils of the
Sentimatal Swordsmai(1982) also made use of a supernatural imaginary of spirits and
revenants, which are all eventually revealed as mirages that conceal the darker spectres of past
family sins and a decaying feudal society. Despite the pronounced elememisigy fa his
films, Chor Yuen was primarily a manipulator of the profilmic environment, relying on practical
or in-camera effects, lighting, and props, rather than on postproduction effects. In spite of the
touches of mysticism that still lingered withimetgenre conventions of the New Stydexia
(weightless | eaps and incredible feats of ski
sense of realism in other ways, by producing a world so artfully artificial and aestheticized that it
instead invokd the shifting logic of dreams. Fantasy in his films generally leans towards the

psychological and the uncanny, rather than the outright magical.
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Ch or ’ panghuantrigues also became ever more labyrinthine and political, often
featuring heroes wheerethemselvesequired toengage in subterfuge and treachery by
infiltrating various evil sects or organizations, aduarder Plot /Kongque Wangchg®979) and
The Roving Swordsman / Daxia Shen Shefi®ad3). InDuel of the Century / Lu Xiaofeng Zhi
Juezhan Qianho1981), the detective Lu Xiaofeng becomes enfolded in an imperial plot in the
Forbidden City, whileThe Emperor and his BrothéiShu Jian Enchou L{1981) is based on Jin
Yong's novel about rebel s | nationswighh@toricay Dy nasty
|l ocations and subjects, Chor’s consistent sty
and his decadently artificial imagery always places these films into a paradigm of factitious and
voyeuristic orientalism.

Towardsthemiee i ghti es, Shaw Brothers producti on
prolific rate of output also began to watehis last few years at Shaw, Chor directed only a
couple of films each year. Among these we find his last, and most outragesis shenguai
fantasies, and even a remake of his eahtitmate Confessions of a Chinese Courtegatitled
Lust for Love of a Chinese Courtesan / Ainu Xin Zhd&84), which heightened the elements of
seduction and manipulation, while downplaying the actual rosevofdplay. Even so, his work
was beginning to show the signs of fatigue and repefitigvhen the studio finally closed its
doors in 1985, Chor was adrift and out of touch with the changing industry, which had moved
away fliom the sheltered studio systemath h a d d e ¢areer evdr siich lnsrdays at Kong
Ngee. Between 1985 and 1990, lrected half a dozen more filrascomedies, melodramas,
and even gangster film-buthe would never again work in theuxiapian. His late projects
enjoyed littlecommercial or critical success, and Chor began to transition into acting, appearing
in cameos or as a bit player in various productions. This led to recurring roles in television series
forT VB ( Shaw Br o tdison,still overseéndywthesnonalriRun Run Shaw). He

continued this way until 2002 when he officially retired from show business.

From New Style to New Wave

Through his Gu Long cycle of the seviest Chor helped to initiate'second movement'

of theShaw Brotherdew Styleand trggered a resurgence of thwexia pianin the Hong Kong

%9 Chor Yuen himself has attested to the effects of creative exhaustion near the enduoddnigcle: “ Af t er |
made 20 to 30 of theseagpt at i ons, | b gogreaflysick and boeld go onr oe dm (Chog 47)
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industry.Production of swordplay films increased through the second half of the decade and
carried through into the early eighties. Many of these films exhibited similar deconstructive
characteristicand explored mythic but defamiliarized versions of the traditional matiigalry
mode. Mystery plots and superstition prevailed. The Skawa pianbegan shifting toward
nightmarish and carnivalesque filfike Sun Chung's highly stylistic, Machiavialh swordplay

thrillers, and Chang Cheh's | ate cycle of pro

outrageous weapons and insidious traps which minced and mangled tregtgadi/acrobatic

cast in increasingly delirious ways. On the other sidb@tpectrum, a new breed of
independentvuxiafilms began to appear which treated jilaaghuwith an increasingly

allegorical, postipocalyptic emptiness. The roots of the Hong Kong 'New Wave' movement
were laid with such mannered, avgatrdewuxiaartfi | ms a s Tre Butterfiy Murders s
/DieBian( 197 9) , JTlhébBnignmatc Case / Bsshui Hanshan Duoming(1880), and

Pat r i c Khe Swonth/ Ming Jiafifam: 1980 ). As observed by Stephen Teo these early
New Wave films display a distihc s pi r i t ual l i neage from Chor
Long films (Teo 2009, 148).

Nonetheless, by the early eighties, a giddier retrospective gaze was being applied to the
history of the Cantonese cinema. Shaw Brothers hitched their wagon to thibytneradiucing
direct revivals of the Cantoneseixia pian including remakes of old classics liBeiddha's
Palm / Ru lai shen zhar(@982), with accelerated breakneck plots that often felt as if an entire
serial was being packed into eighty minutes. Hyp@ra and kinetic, these films were replete
with flying warriors, magic weapons, weird monsters, laser beams, and blaring electronic sound
effects; they represented the combination of an exotic magical pasg higthtech sugarush
inspired byglobal i-fi blockbusters likeStar Warq1977)

A postmodern tone of mockery can sometimes be felt in these films, foregrounding the
patent absurdity of their exotic worlds with both winking exaggeration and nostalgic affection.
Although new techniques in vidueffects allowed the fantasy to become further pronounced,
speed was the newest ingredient, pushing the limits of the audience's ability to construct events
coherently. Wild special effects, brazenly undsanked action scenes, and frenetic
impressionigt editing, collided the sturtased realism of the kung fu and New Style films with
an ephemeral antirealist styling. Tsui HagkisWarriors of the Magic Mountain / Shushan

jianxia (1983) reconstructed the world xiyi-shenguaiiction with extravaganeffects and

Y u
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themes of a factionalized and dysfunctional mythic China on the verge of apocalyptic destruction.
At this same time, we also find some of Chor
ostentatious fantasy works liksescendant of the Sun / Riie (1983)andThe Enchantress / Yao

Hun (1983).

Descendant of the Sdi@atures a magic baby fallen from heaven, and raised by a kindly
woodcutter and his wife. As a young man he discovers he possesses fantastic powers, including
the ability to fly, anddecides to help people under the guise of a magic caped fairy, all the while
maintaining a secret identity as a clumsy palace semastendant of the Suather brazenly
attempts to fuse the premise (Saperthar(h®da8hwith k ey sc
Chinese mythology. The opening montage of the film shows clips from 1960s Shaw Brothers
adaptations of Chinese folktales, while an announcer asserts that the following story is also based
on an ancient legend, demonstrating the mutable hybrifiityloe Shaw * dream of Ct
blends elements of East and West into its new mythoMiyle featuring some of the most
grandi ose and ornamental sets of CHlrven Yuen’ s
pastiche that attempts an extreme l@feartoonish higifantasy excess, the likes of which
would not really be seen again until the explosioRlofng Kongcomputereffects blockbusters
in the new millennium.

The Enchantrestkes a far darker route thBrescendant of the Suplendingwuxia
shenguaisupernatural mythology, and outright horror elements. A young swordsman meets a
mysterious girl in a decrepit old manor, who leads him through a mystical portal (a large
rectangular decorative panel, itself reminiscent of a movie screen)sofeanatural realm. The
t wo fal.l in |l ove, but the swordsman seatomghn di sc
female ghost, spurned long ago by a virtuous knight, and now seekipgnéotthe human
world to wreak vengeance on thanghu Together the young lovers race through the martial
world, calling upon various mystical priests, superhuwianand even divine spirits to help
them stop the mot he&heEnshantress awenrdpfassnovinggang a g e .
hallucinatory piece,ful of speci al effects both new and o
somewhat eclipsed here, his expressionist visuality and talent for creating sensual and
nightmarish environments is in full effect. Both narratively and stylisticaliy, Enchantrss

foreshadows the paradigmatic New Wave films that would follaablyChing Siut un g’ s
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Chinese Ghost Story / Qiannii Youlfud 9 8 7 ) a n d Th&Rriderwith White'Hair Bai
fa mo nu zhua1993).

Produced by Golden Harvesthing Siutung'sDuel tothe Death/ Sheng Si Jugl983)
presents a particularly fascinating example of a stylistic stepping stone between cinematic trends.
Its breathless speed and frenzied editing announces the style of action ttiatdiditector
Ching would bring to the &lv Wavewuxiamovies a few years later. The film follows an
arranged duel between the champion swordsmen of China and Japanx@itteigus samurai,
with a ninja plot angianghuintrigues looming in the shadows. In many wdyael to the Death
is a gddy summation of the martial arts cinema of the preceding two decades, but its reluctant
romantic hero, exotic preposterous world, and careening narrative full of betrayal and revelations,
it wears its debts to Chor Yuen on its sleeve. The recurring nobtifsception and performance
follow on from the Gu Long cycle, and reinforce an ultimately cynical viepjanghu ociety,
martial arts, and national pride. The cataclysmic final scene leaves almost every other character
dead in the aftermath ofathwart gr and conspiracy. Il n a turn r
Death Due] the Chinese hero is appalled by the pointless human cost, but his solemn samurai
counterpart insists that they fight their duel anyway. In the conclusion, both swordsmen end up
cutting each other literally to pieces, and the film closes on the ruins of their bodies in the
moments before they coll apse. Although the vi
gory extremes, there is no implied transcendence in this ending, and nsi@sagio myth.
Instead it serves as only a sensationalized liquefaction of the ethos of the martial chivalry genre
into absurd meaninglessness.

For Shaw Brothers, their attempts to remold their output to fit the changing times came
too late; by 1985, theclosed their doors, and the reign of the Shaw studio system officially
ended. The Hong Kong New Wave's first swordplay cycle had not immediately taken hold,
overshadowed instead by the sthefivy bombast of modern martaits adventures and cop
films. Spearheaded by figures like Jackie Chan, Sammo Hung, and YueRW{pdhese
movies profited from the appeal of contemporary local settings and thefkdiig's
celebratory premise of physical realism. The true resurgence wittia pian with all its
historicism, supernaturalism, and allegorical weight, would not occur until a few years later with

films such as Ching Situng'sChinese Ghost Stof{987), Ann Hui's twepartRomance of
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Book and Sword / Shu Jian Enchou(L@87), and the extremely susséul Swordsman /
Xiao'ao Jianghy1989) (nominally directed by King HY).

It is likely pertinent that 1984 marked the drafting of the SBmnitish Joint Declaration
between the PRC and Great Britain, dictating the terms and timeline of Hong Kong'saeturn
China. Excluded from the repatriation negotiations, the local populace was confronted by its own
lack of agency in selfietermination, leaving the colony in a state of nervous anticipation of a
reconciliation with its estranged historical parent. bum@ng to Chinese control, decolonization
of Hong Kong would be elided; instead passing from the stewardship of one nation to another
(Abbas 31). With the spectre of the modern China looming large in the apprehensions of Hong
Kong citizens, it is perhapssurprising to see that the seffentalizing, mythopoeic, confliet
ridden 'dream of China' would return to the forefront of the cultural imagination. This fresh cycle
of Cantonesavuxiafilms of the nineties became emblematic of Hong Kong's cinemagtimn

pre-handover period.

Chor Yuen asn Auteur

Throughout his long caregChor Yuenworkedvirtually exclusively wthin a studio
system frameworkAs a screenwriter and director, Chor's work spans a diversity of genres and
thematic material, includmsocial realism, melodramas, mysteries, spy capers, and raasial
spectacles. With suchtaoad range of genteased fare hie easy temptation would be to mute
his creative voice under the industrial drone of the studio system he worked within, ahtheou
size of his commercial filmography against his merits as a worthy subject of study. Weighed
against the much smaller corpus of a standout figure like King Hu, who is simultaneously
defining and transcendent of mparatvelgattibutela Chor
guality of dilution; the bulk of his films were, after all, driven by the relentless schedules of an
industrial studio production mindskfirst at Kong Ngee and then at Shaw Brotlieand were
never wholly free of commercial ggencies. The Shaw studio environment operated under
extremely controlled circumstances, with the autocratic figure of Run Run Shaw holding sway

over the whole system. Directors were beholden to a rigid rtheadock schedule with

80 Although King Hu retains the director credit for Swordsman, it was widely reported that he left the production
early, leaving it to be finished by Ching Siung and producer Tsui Hark as-dmectors. (Teo 1997, 169)
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overlapping productiofiSand very few had a say in the material assigned to them. Personal
subjects came second to keeping up with the latest trends..

Il n spite of all/l of this, Il maintain that I
work as solely the extension of ecoriordemand. Andrew Sarris suggested that an auteur must,

across a group of fil ms exhibit certain recu
signature. The way a film looks and moves should have some relationship to the way a director
thinksand eel s” ( Sarris 562). I n the comprehensi ve
little question that an authorial presence is felt, both through thematic and stylistic motifs.

Proceeding from the social, cultural, and demographic formations of Hongdtoimg the

1960s and 1970s, we may see how Chor’ s fil ms
Rather than considering the work compromised by the constraints and pacing of the studio

system, we can instead tease out the ways in which Chor 6udnireed thematic consistency, a

virtuosic formal elegance, and revisionist genre conventions to consolidate an artistic and

ideological expression, and still grant an accessible immediacy within the mass entertainment
format. In fact, it is perhaps duenmany ways to the delimitations of genre, and the

homogenizing backdrop of a mechanical production style, that those aspects of personal style

t hat we recognize as being auteuri st i n nat
Chor Yuen first embarked ondhiilm career as a screenwriter and often worked from his

own scripts throughout his directorial career. At Shaw Brothers, projects were dictated

overwhelmingly by current fashions, ticket sales, and sometimes the whims of overseas

investor§?, b ut e@dtlityrahdscommercial successes earned him enough favour with Run

Run Shaw to allow a degree of conditional auton6Ghor also served as the scriptwriter on

®1 When Che Yuen first arrived aShaw Brothers, each director had their assigned crew, and only Chang Cheh

was at liberty to freely choose his writers, editors and team. The turnover time for feature productions was between
40-60 days. This was still a luxuriousp&® compared to Chor’'s Cantonesfe fil ms
which were shot in-3 weekgChor 39)

%2 In an anecdote recounted@hor Yuen, DirectorChor reveals thaRun Run Shawalled him off the set to an

i nvestor ' s p ahrtycopns &dntthe Chbhezdou tegion,rincluding the noted Chaozhou opera actress

Xiao Nanying. At Xiao’' s r e darewsllittoaWarma(1®76)withsheraautietstard Chor
As aChaozhoulialectopera film, Shaw kneviull well it would lose money at the baxffice, but considered the

gesture to be a good investmeFte film laged only three days in theatr@Shor 48)

8 «“Run Run Shaw Dluebfor &ald ahdrasked Chand Ghehlto have a look. | did not know what

Chang Chb thought of the film, but | had the feeling he approved of what | had produced because my path was
guite smooth during my tenure at Shaws. Once | handed in my script to Mr. Shaw, he would let me choose my cast
and proceed with the productiofChor 37)
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the great majority of his Shaw P Forthestorieheo st | vy
adapted from populavuxialiterature, such as those by Jin Yong or Gu Long, Chor liberally re

wrote or condensed the elaborate serial plots and expansive character lists to suit his interests and
the needs of the screen (Chor 39). As a result, these regularly diverged from the original

stories, or adapted just a fragment of a larger narrative. Due to the popularity of the New School
wuxialiterature, Chinese audiences were often alreadyweetled in the original novels, and

had little difficulty picking up on these variations.

Whil e always keeping an eye toward commerc
signature remains written into his worKks. Des
identifiable aesthetic flair and romantiergimentality mark his films and convey a palpable
sense of holistic congruity. Due to the professional freedoms allowed him at different levels of
the production process, those coherent themes that Chor would return to throughout his career
may be treateds expressions of an auteur persona. Additionally, drawing upon his humanistic
values and aspects of his Cantonese cultural background, Chor introduced a strain of change into
the Shaw formula. Through an elucidation of his film style, we may see howyQh@ mviuxis
films in particular constituted an intervention into the genre, reshaping it to suit the needs of both
the studio, and more broadly, the needs of an emerging Hong Kong sense of cultural identity. In
this way, Chor Yuen's films are an artidida of Shaw Brothers' agency in social and identitary
politics, while simultaneously expressing Chor Yuen's own interests as a filmmaker and artist:
his aesthetics, his politics, and his sensibilities.

From the outset of Ch Kiler Mansve may m&kithelslifn g cy ¢
in the generic conventions that prevailed in the earlier Mandarin Newv@8iyle. This was of
course deliberate, the product of Chor Yuen’s
dimension to the swordplay film as ateahative to the repetitive revenge cycles and
empowerment fantasies that dominated the new machismo of the genre. Instead Chor
emphasized the social and emotional aspects giatighu Like the 1960avuxia, Chor
presented this world as a metonymic rgpreation of a Chinese community where traditional
values and institutional authority were inherently suspect, but his means of engaging with this

underlying cultural critique differed both in its sly cynicism and its deflation of the masculinist

8 Qut of his overall body of fortgeverfilms for the Shaws, Chodfuen’ s name appeared on onl
scriptwriter. However,mderhisp s eudonym “Chin Yu” he i s-onefimsdncladegdt f or an
mostof his Gu Long swordplay adaptatis(source: The Shaw Screen pp3491)
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measuresf heroism. In Chor Yuen's films, the introspective, morantered hero, a projection
of Chor’s own romantic, bourgeois humanism, s
him, in order to indulge the cultivation of the self. This is not an gsdpiritual journey, but
one conceived in simple human terms; these characters live for poetry, for companionship, and
for the pursuit of individual happiness.

The world this romantic hero struggles to retreat from is a vacillating metaphor; it carries
within it a deep historical formation of quasiligious Chinese traditions and patriarchal values
that clash with the individualistic, westernized secularity of a modern progressive sensibility; at
the same time, thisanghuresonates with the chaoti@fluencies of modern society, capitalism,
selffi nt erest and political anxiety. Chor’ s swor
wor |l d. He mirrors Hong Kong’'s negotiation of
concei ved asaChinesesulteal mstory that Inad become locked in a state of

ancient fixity.
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CHAPTER 4

King Hu, Chang Cheh, and New Style Wuxia

In the studyof the Shaw Brothers erane challenge for researchers has been the
historically uneven accessibility ofriic texts, and the degree to which this can shape the
contours of the criticism and discourse on the whole. In the case of the Shaw canon, the scarcity
of materids meant that, prior to the restorations by Celestial that began in 20@82htilarship

(egecially in English) was oftenased upon an incomplete samplehugeswathe of the Shaw

filmography—i t sel f representing a significouput share

during the studio erawas still out of reach. Although archives ardhfjournals providd
critical and industrial overviesy sources for the actual film texts could be as erratic as
patchwork prints that had survived global Chinatown theatre circuits, orgemiérational
bootleg VHS dubs shared within networks of entratsiin terms of thevuxia pian the
scholarly eye rested largelypon the view of the subjetitat was most readily apparent. As a
result,the position ohautereliefin the study and historiography of the swordplay gemostly
focusedontwo namesKing Hu and Chang ChéR.

On the surface, these two figures présdra play in contrasts. Hu was seen as an
independenminded visionary artist, who traced graceful, philosophical portraits of Chinese
culture with an aggressively mernist formal stylizationand emphasizegowerful wanen in
leading action roles. Chang is often portrayed asrapologetic chauvinist, who churtheut
gory, sensational, and intensely homosocial films to feed a martsadraze sweeping the world.
These descriptionsf coursepainta groscaricatureof both directors, but still summaritiee
broadtenor of discussions surrounding them. King Hu and Chang Cheh are not simply held to be
the seminal figures of the@uxia pian but areoften discusseds if occupyingvirtually binary

positions, charged with the opposing polarities of autsLstudio, feministvs.masculinist,

% Here | must add as a caveat the case of martial arts choreogtapieeidirectorLau Karleung, whose work is

of tremendousignificance both to Shaw Brothers and to mardats cineman the wholeLau waspromoted to
director during the Shaws’' | o adiveiwithahestudiountisthepadosedinn t he
1985. Although certainly one of the most important and celebrated names attached to Hong Kong action cinema,

L a uespeciafocus on authentic Southestyle marial arts culture places him primarilyithin the sphere of the

kung fu film genre and somewhat apart frins discussion of thevuxia pian.

€
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high-artvs.popular culture, and so on, leavitiggir contemporaries somewhat hidden in their
shadow In the interests of creating a more holistic portrithe development of theuxia
picture through the Shaw yealsffer up for consideration thalins of Chor Yuen.

To be clearChor Yuen hasotbeencompletely overlooked. During the 1970s, and up to
the early 1980s, his prodigious output was closellpied by Hong Kong audiences and critics.
In the bookHong Kong Cinema: The Extra Dimensipns St e phen Teo outl ined
the Cantonese cinema of the 1980s, and credited his films for definihgh e “modemk
a u r atlie monfient (Teo 199%7). According to Teo, Chor formedeth cr uci al “1 1 nk |
the old generation of Cantonese directors and the new generation who would make their mark
fromthemid70s onwards” (ibid, 58). Since the Shaw
Chor Yuen las broadened considerably and triggered a resurgence oftimenesfilms. Yet
there remainsonetheless a relative paucityroéterialdiscussingust how that link etween
generations was forged. In theixiagenre,Chor Yuen may indeed be one of thest
significant figures of the discourse, but in order to delineate him as sigchelpfulto locate
him in relation to those other tweell-known figuresHu and Chang. As part of this process, the
existing critical model will need to be somewhatreavn, and as a result, one of those two
figures will be gently (and with all due respect) nudged aside. In the following section | first
discuss in brief the overlapping and contrasting styles of King Hu and Chang Cheh, and
summarize the premise ofthemba r y t hat arrange-lemhanymgangd 6gr ‘' m
thematics and aesthetics. Following this, | put forward an alternative view; that the Hu/Chang
binary is insufficient to account for the developing identity ofiluia pianthrough the 1979
and perhaps overstates Hu’'s direct influence
binary along the following lines: Chang Cheh represented the dominant model that shaped the
martial arts imaginary at this stage, and provided the bludpribbth the New Style and kung
fu heroes; Chor wikiafdnms'’effectdd the mgost padpabik yand influential form
of resistance to this model, and provided alternate forms of Chinesdegslficationthrough
his redir ectdomventioast By way ®f cgnparisor betsveen Chang Cheh and Chor
Yuen, |l believe that we may see both the el em
thewuxia pianin greater distinction.

While bothHu and Changlrew heavilyoninfluences like Hdlywood westerns othe

Japanesehanbaragenre each also brought their own distinct Chinese cultatt#udesto the
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screenKi ng Hu’' s madudeda vibdani new stylissn, fusing an intensely researched
historicity and affinity withnorthern cuture, with a singular brandf jarring, fragmentary
montage Swordsmen and swordswomen in Hu's films seem to float on the edge of the
supernatural, performing remarkable feats, bounding like astronauts (thanksaceefi
trampolines), and traversingage in blinkfast truncated edits that are as much about the
expressive effects of cinema as they are about any sense of superhumaf heglisiye in the
main defined by their lack of weight and mortal substaimcthe words of Sek Kei, martial arts
for  Hstarts‘with the corporeal and progresses into the sublimated, ethereal incorporeal. This
transcendence from the physical to the metaph
2004,15) By contrast, Chang Ch e hésaerichAdaancohgafdr s wor dp
more vulgarized vision of thda, Chang invested his New Style films with a renewed focus on
the athletic msculine bodypushed to its human limitkeii dent i fi ed i n Chang’ s
“physi cal i s a tbid.ptimat na énly broughtt kmighereaitry down to a more brute
force level, but made itisceralabove all elseThe physicality of his male heroes owes less to
traditional Confucian gentlemanly ideals than to an animal grit, made manifest thooongims
bloodlettng, and the ultimate dissolution of the body into its componentpdrts. hough Chang
protagonist®ften havaoughthewn commoner origins, he elevatksir emotims and personal
conflicts to devel oftheatricalexcessUn | i ke Ki ng Hu ' hsstoreal gpdodse me nt wi
Chang’ s young male heroes do not navigate his
infusesthar victories and defeats witln epic qualityof militaristic grandeur and beatific
suffering, granting them the majesty of operatimbee commandinthe stage.

In the films of King Hu, we see a curious mix of historical fetishism and political
affiliation that was not entirely synchronized to the larger spirit of the New Style. All of Hu's
wuxiafilms are set in a carefully reproduckling Dynasty, symbolically the last 'real' Chinese
empire (under ethnic Han rule) before it was overtaken by successive regimes of foreign
occupation and exploitation. Hu's knights are usually patriots, inextricably enmeshed in political
causes or servingovernment authority. F@xample Golden Swallown Come Drink with Me
is a member of a governmemtf f i fanely, whde inDragon Gate Inn / Long Men Ke Zhan
(1967) andlouch of Zen / Xia N{{1971) thexia characters act to protect the families ofwaus
officials wronged by corrupt courtiers, demonstrating their allegiance to a Confucian civil

hierarchyHu's swordsmen and swordswomen alike tend to exude all of the iconic traits of the
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xia. In their staunch, unflappable devotiordiaty, an abstralyt nationalistic undercurremsg
emphasized btheir uniformity of purpose and thefrequentaffiliations with political factions.
As observed by Bordwet an &uosf heevesi degmbastr.
sweaty angui sh ewo€damghs. mutil ahedr psychol o
(Bordwell 2000, 161). Theirdroism is galvanized througiollectiveaction, andanideological
commitmentto Ching leaving little room for personal affectations, psychological depth, or
individual desires.

Chang w@dxiapmhisless engaged with historical constructions of nationalism; as

observed by Sam Ho i f there is anything hist
mood in the 1960s Hong Ko retcs of \(ioldmce 2efe Qv8llin stépl 7 ) .
with the volatility of the early 1960s and the sense of malaise around China's Cultural Revolution
on the Mainland. Authority figures, government, and traditional institutions were all viewed with
equal wariness and skepsm. For Chang, his films spoke forward motion, selstrengthemg,
and revolution, themesonsistentvith C h a nbgckground as a public intellectwald cultural
officer in the KMT Nationalist movemeptior to working inHong Kong as a filmmaké¥.
C h a n g -traditianal benandavowed influences frorReking operanay seem at oddbut
instead thisshowlsi s personal communion and reconciliat
avid follower (and onetime practitioner) Béking operaChangwasdisappointed by the
devaluation of thé&eking operauring the CulturbRevolution. He believed the northern opera
style was inherentlyevolutionary andntiestablishment (Chang 1484), andhe sought to
revivethis spiritthrough his masculinizeduxiacinema.
By Hong KongstandardsKing Hu's filmography was relatively spaféever his thirty
year career. He was primarily a stylist of thexiapian, with some variations in thghenguai
mode. In actual fact, Hu maadaly onewuxiafilm for Shaw Brothes, Come Drink With Mé

Da Zui Xia(1966) whichis now widely credited for rétalizing the swordplay genrand

% In Shanghai, while Chang was still in his early twenties, and despite Imeiner officially a member of the party,
he was appointed by the KMT to the position of commissioner of the Cultural Movement Committee (CMC), a
bureau of the central government. After the defeat of the Nationalists in the Chinese Civil War, Chand tetreate
Taiwan with the KMT government. After growing disillusioned by political infighting, he later moved to Hong
Kong to get involved with the film industry as a writer and director (see: Chang-5ip40

 Theexact ount of Ki ng Hun I817ffeaturessSomneaof thiemetude baelyt collaberations
with Li Han Hsiang, a segment in the anthology filime Four Moodg Xi Nu Ai Le(1970), and an abortive
comeback when he left the productionSsfordsmarfX i a o 6 a o 1990) avergreaiive fferences with the
producer Tsui Hark. (Teo 1997, 265)
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cementing the figure of theanl (female knight errant) into the martaits cinema. Afte€Come
Drink with Mé s s u c brekewsth ShadwBothers and relocated to Taiwan, There he made
films like thewildly successfuDragon Inn/ Longmen Kezha(L967), anchis ambitiousTouch
of Zen/ Xia Nii(1970) which took three years to shoot, at considerableTomsth of Zen
performedpoorly in bothTaiwan and Hong Kon@nd passed witha fanfare in Asian markets
(Teo 2009, 143However five yearsafter its initial releasehe filmwasembraced
enthusiastically by foreign critics when it screeaé@annes in 1975, garnering both the
Technical Grad Prize and a nomination for the Palme d&ter this, theinternationainterest
in thewuxiapianfocused mainly on King Hwith scholars looking to hiras the guarantor of
the genre's artistic and cultural relevance. This view is only partiallyletenand informed by
a retrospective gaze that suggests that King
scholarship is reciprocal to his importance in the Chinese film indoskng time. Stephen Teo
acknowl edges t ha teohlydraectordrom Hong &qgng tbl loe takea seriously
by Western critics . . . his international renown has superseded the reputations of most of his
contempor ar i e sThere(cahéeno quésfionikat&h7g) . Hu' s fi |l ms ar e
works that denonstrate aibrant personalision and stylistic virtuosity, but even so,agued
by David Desser, it may be quest themoastbl e whet h
significant influence on the developimgixiacinema of thed960s andlL970s. Dessepoints
instead o Chang Cheh’s films as the true force of
“al most exclwusively, the film style, themes a
[Chang Cheh] that shifted the martial arts films away from tiyile,shemes and stars of both the
Cantonese and Mandarin martial drts | m” 17)Des s er

This evaluation mitigates treeminal status d@ome Drink with M@andsuggestsnstead
that its impact was poignant but momentary. #nsnteresting point to uagk; dthoughKing
Hu’'s ‘“discovery’ by the international film co
his directand substantive influence on twexiagenre's growth during the 1960s &é8T0s is
less certainAfter leaving Shaw Brother&ingHu " s out put was farapartengul ar
comparison to the unrelenting stream of swordplay films pouring out of Hong Kong, the majority
of which were in imitation of Chang Cheh’ s st

Chang’' s oversight.
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While the prominence of the female knigkiafl) enjoyed a surge in popularity
alongside the male hero in the latter 1960s, this was not a significant paradigm shift in of itself.
In the Hong Kong film industry, female stars had long held sway ovewtheffices, andkiani
were already common fixtures in Cantonese and Mandarxm pian In this sense, it may be
more accurate to offer th@ome Drink with Meserved only to extend the popularity of female
heroism and segalled ‘feminine aesthetics'slort while longerbefore they were eventually
overwhelmed by a wave of machismo initiated by the success of Chang Ohel&smed
Swordsmarf1967)% As Desser observeShaw Bra¢ her s f i | ms imodét he “ masc
reignal over the box office from 19671972 (ibid. 26 27), and the reasons ftinis can be traced
to theincreasing cultural shift away from the femakentered stastablesof major studios like
Shaw and Cathay. Some of this may also be due to the increased influence of-gigstern
action filmslike the Jame Bond series, which centered arogméiggering male leads. However,
a |l arge part of this shift must also be attri
masculinity to the fore.

Chang Cheh himself coined the phrgaeaggangw hi ch t r stauschatoes ‘as g d
ma s c u ) to desciibg his new ideal of Chinese herofstomprehending it as machismo and
all its implications of boldness, unrestrained exercise of strengthfdr fighting, and
martyrdont (Law 2003, 140)For Changyanggangwvas aself-consciougorrective for the
prevailing archetype oftheChnese as ‘the weak men of Asi a’
thematic youthfulness; they are knigletsant as troubled teens, witubborn streakand a sel
degructive indifference in their forward momentum to challenge and tear down an unjust society.
His work is invariably punctuated by a virtuosic embracgasé and Grand Guigngstyle
excess that connoted a cynical, unvarnished, and unflinching rediswur, betrayal,
vengeance, masochistic suffering, andrdevstrain of machismo earned Charfgias a

following amongyoung,disaffectedmostlymale audiencest first in Hong Kongand later in

% Stephen Teo has taken issue with Desser's assertions by pointing @artreaDrink with Ménspired a chain

of femalexia movies: "Hu's greatest legacy in the martial arts cinema is that pbfhéarisation of the female

knight-errant figure as a revitalising heroine in bothwthesaand kung fu forms. (..) The fi
Mao and Helen Ma, together with such classics as the Shaw Brothers prodiibgdhgurteen Amazomrsd

IntimateConfessions of a Chinese Courtesararked an as yet unrecognised high point of the female kergdnt

wave in the early 1970s, wuXacd meima”déd fTieroi 20100 ,a 1l4é6gacy
influence here, butitseemstometbad sser ' s point stild]l applies; the fil ms
only the most prolific portion of the New Styhauxia, but also represented a substantive shift in the gamagy

from the preexisting feminine (and feminized) model.
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movie grindhousethe world overOperating interchangebhin boththe kung fu andvuxia
modes, Chang Chehakesfor an easyontrastwith the seemingly morerudite, gracefiiand
feminine visions of King HuHis films wereinstead brashly masculine, vialéy sensationalist
attractions.

Following this rubri¢ Stephen Teo asserted that the defining measure of King Hu and

Chang Chefhasahsi o'nsienigt arti sts is found in their
their xia characters, reggtively feminine and masculirf@eo 2009, 94)Putting a more
sophigicated twist on the implicit binary ohése two directors, Teo proposed a less oppositional

readng i nstead highlighting the correl axtaed and

figures, who are r eyln andyianggerpective m thedenras & er f r om
w h o (Ted 2009, 96)However,Teoalso goes on tacknowledge that Chang Cheh "practically
domi nated the marti al arts ared rteh dtorh e ormeemadii It e
most representative director of neshoolwuxiap i ¢t ur es ”  (niroduceksomé& 4) . Thi :
doubt about the equilibriumf such a HeChangbinary, both in terms othebroader socio
cultural weightoorneby their flms,andasa hi st ori cally contingent re
development.

Discussions of King Hu's vision of tinuxiafrequentlyinvoke a feminine vocabulary
that foregrounds thimvocationsof Chinese classical athedancelike grace of the fantasy
martialarts, and the ubiquitous presencéasmidablefemale warriors. Undeably, the
recurring figure of thgianii n Hu' s f il ms does Clhhem @2 malné r ast
dominated world. Nonetheless, the supposed feminine qualities of his stidesackearly
demarcted when removed from the context of a conventional Wesgaxding of thevuxiapian.
Although lauded for his showcasing of the female knight Golden Swall@womme Drink vith
Me, the film also served to reintegrate the figure of the masculine hero into the-tionateated
Mandarin cinema, with the role of Drken Cat (Yueh Hua), the foppish itinerant beggar who is
finally revealed to be a powerful martiatts master who saves the day. While Cheng Pei Pei as
Golden Swallowesonated with audiences, it wiag male hero who can truly be said to have
made a comeitk inCome Drink withMe as emphasi zed by tha Chi ne:
Zui Xiad) which translateas "Great Drunken Knight'. This changeover in the film is signaled by
the scene where Golden Swallow falls deferentialliger knees, and acknowleddgrunken Cat

as her sifu (master). From this point onward, the film arguably continues as if Drunken Cat had
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been the main character all along, driving home the idea of thexraas the ultimate (if
recondite) subject of the film.

The ongoing presena# thexianii n Ki ng Hu’' s wor ks speaks to
and female heroism into tlhreuxiaparadigm in united rather than polarized terms. Howduer
all the vaunt ed (fim stlente phydsicglisatoh of gendergs rately made
manifest In their etherealitynd in their expression @fav i r t u eckaractefisieviree a
peculiardesexualisation. In traditional Confucian philosophy, the physical body is seen as
unimportant, secondary to social conduct in terms of construatitiggendeand
Chinesenes¥ In the attire of the male and female knights,4beuab ody i s obscur ed,
erasure works to produce f emi nniheruse gf malengdrb ma s c u
—-in ‘“ per f or mi-thgxianigensaccask to the chiyalric codifications of the male
xa(Louie 2011, 4). In this way, she becomes ‘n
all of the attendant social conventions concerninggalernance and denial of bodily desires.
While the fim introduces other perturbations into this dynantits tanstill be seenn the
sexual politics at work ifouch of ZenThexianiYang ( whiVver " uaagd ea cloady i
normative femininelothing) shares an amorous encounter wiié scholar protagorti&u,and
later bears his child. In this relationstie portrayalof personal wants and desires seems oddly
onesided;Yang seems t o appr oavthhafirin emgmaticabymanci ng’ of
unsentimental resolve. Later, she releases her babyitd se amd alispassionately resunies
duties as a righteous female knig#isplaying no unduangst or hesitatio.he physical and
emotional engagement in both sexual love and motherhood is largely obviated in order to
preserve Yang’' s u nouwxaessenceerbllowing fomahisditmaygg argued
that King Hu's films, rather than expressing
more asexual and transcendental motif, which deployed Confucian,, Bemiguddhist imagery
to elevate Is characters to an idealized metaphysical state.

Conversely, the heroism that was popularly expressed through the majority of the New
Style and kung fu films fully embraced the body and its physicality as the site of a resuscitated
Chinese masculinitynithis sense, it was predominately yf@mggangmodel that shaped the

%9 Jie Luexplains how the traditional Confucian view of the visible male body was tied to both class and ethnic
associ at i ons, themesthetit distag foothet(make)ady carhe to be based on its association with
barbarians as well as with otherdmiv social class such as entertainers, boxers, and acrobatseiitheal

paradigm of masculinity i s-nathely, mimostgdnordlanLhinesetworaeagler i es of
others of low social clasgLu 112).
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genre imagination of theruxiapian through the late 1960s and into the 191(sto the pait
that it would beaeformulated again by Chor Yueln. the interests of creating a productive
di alectical rel ationship betwwaanemalsduggestithat and
thesignificanc ont r i buti ons of Chor Yuen’s many Shaw

relevant counterpoint to the works of Chang Cheh.

Wuxia Masculirties: Wu and Wen

The binary ofyin andyangis often invoked to describe the play of opposites in Chinese
philosophical thought. While this comprises an understanding of gender and sexuality split along
female/male linegheyin-yangparadigm isalsousel to measurbinaryaspects in athings.
Theyin-yangiconography includes such complexes as soft/hard, cold/hot, wet/dry, moon/sun,

negative/positive, spirit/mortal, shadow/light, concealed/visible, and deception/truth.

Stephen Teo identified in Chomye n” s f i lymaeat et bag’ noting
preference for transparent screens or gauzes to mask the view of his environments, as well as the
recurr enc e steréotypcallys-b e mmi nf ae fashion of killing
2009, 154). Addionally one may note the prevalence of mists, moonlight, flowers, and an

indul gence i n excess o0r weesceecRosalindiGalimotedithato u gh Ch

ornamentations by associatioh e mi ni ne and surplus toemascul i
connotes the geopolitical outsider, the primitive whose absence regulates the central place of the
European cul t urThrbughdis engagement vath this fening@ iconography and
its attendant orientalizing tendencies, it may be arguedCthatY uendoesdemonstrata
heavilyyin-inflectedse of aesthetics, especiallymmont r ast wi t h Gahngng Cheh’
ideals and aesthetics. Howeuwe naturatomparisorbetween these two directasggests not
only the conventionahasculine anfeminineyin-yangdynamic butalso one drawn along
another Chinese philosophical binary: tineand thewven.

Thewuwenis a traditional paradigm specifically directed to constructing and classifying
Chinese masculinityThese terms already have a Idngtory deriving from Chese literature
and theatre. IIPeking operaroles would often be classified along this dividés,as we have
sem i n the et y maueukiad mdicatesfthe military donein, and by associatithn
thecombative elementof male identity. Thavu typology also places emphasis on a certain
straightforwardness, loyalty to one’'s brother
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wuis at the core of theapgganghero of New Style swordplayVen on the other hangertains
to the civic domaipand traits of learning, judgement, and moral introspectvbich areall
traitsof the scholar figureBroadly speakingiwene v 0 k e s gefteehrefisesl qualities that
were associated with literary and artistic pursuitdhe classical scholars, and can hereby be
partly analysed aa leisureclass masculine model ( L o ui e InZlaingse |iteratydand
theatre traditions, this archetype was knowthashushengTeo 1997 76). Theshushengan
be seen as a reflectiof the important role that the educated scholar class Had in
bureaucracy of Imperial China. In this serteewentype was more highly regarded than ¥he
type (Lu 100). Despite his more effeminate physique, the traditional scholar figure evoked
masailinity in equal measures to theutype, and was seen as an attractive, romantic male ideal.
While linked to class and government, thenidentity alsoconnotel the realnof culture and
senti ment . edldated refimement ahowed fim to apprectae finer points of art,
calligraphy, music, and poetry, placing himla intersection of high cultuend the pragmatic
needs of civil society.

ClassicalChinese literature often features heroes who strahglgmbodycharacteristics
of thewui such as the mighty General Guan’¥u ortheweni as with the travelling physician
Wen Suchen! These archetypes illustrate the fundamental validity of both concepfions
masculinity. However, beginning in tiéneteenttcentury, China found itself app&ag weak in
the international arena, subdivided and otherwise bullied by foreign imperial powers like Great
Britain and Japarthe implicitdelicacyof the scholahero bega to take on other associations,
l eading to the use ods..tthoe ssey nfbwd a ks,e tCuhh enrac wsl asru
weak condition which prevailed for about a hundreargdérom the Opium Warsto 1949 ( Te o
1997, 77). Writer Lu Xunfamouslyintroduced the character of Ah'®afeeble ineffectual
variation on theshushengels ona, t he “caricature of a Chines:¢
smart and strong but who forever remained a fool because sloclkty down on his
aspirat i ohe sl Q nfodebbeachme a recognizable archetype for the Chinese male, one
that spokdo a broad sense of fatalism that was increasingly felt by the Chinese people. After
generations of strife and subjugation to foreign powers, the notion of China as the "sick men of

% Guan Yu is a key character in sical Chinese historical novehe Romance of Three Kingdoand a
paradigmatiovu figure in Chinese imagination.

" 'Wen Suchen is the protagonist ¥esou Puya(iThe Humble Words of an Old Rujtiy Xia Jingqu.
2 Lu Xun created the characterthe $ort storyThe True Story of Ah Q / A Q Zhengzhyaublished in 1921.
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Asia" became pervasive through the image of thakamale in film and lérature In symbolic
terms, "the absent father, father as loser, the single parent, the defunct family . . . signify the
| osi ng of t h egripoa sociatysaamddntagriatio it2@08, 88) s

Still, while the effete sentimentality of thheenprotagonist made hirseem frail it also
confered a certain tragic romanticisrhhe weak male became a staple type of the Chinese
filmic imagination,both as an object of desire, andaasemotionally selindulgent counterpoint
to the headlining female stathat dominated the cinematlaat time. Scholar figures (in many
instances played by actresgesnale roles) proliferated in éhperiod settings favoured by the
Mandarin studios of the 1950s, cast opposite stwitigd or martially-powerful women.
Towardthe mid1960s, the image of the Chinese male began to change, rejecting-the self
defeating image of the effete mand embracing a more assertive masculinity that reflected
changing attitudes towards ethnational spirit and anticolonial sentimemhrough the image
of the swordsmen of thgew Stylewuxia, and the sculptepghysiques of the kung fu fighterthe
emerging, modern, affirmative Chinese identity of Hong Kong was lweingtructedn heavily
masculinizederms.

Chang Cheh avowed thhis films were responding to tHeminine domination ofhe
Hong Kong film irdustry since the postwar yearsis attempto return masculinity to a central
role in cinema culture. However, theixiac i nema’ s shi ft in tone away
theyanggangaesthetic was not quite a pendulum swing back in the other direction. While
making use of gin aesthetic in his presentation of the swordplay imaginary, it is difficult to

fully ascribea f e mi ni ne’ characterizati onthemantGbar ' s w
masculinity that also play a large role in his cinema. Here, the constmuatveénmasculinity

provides a useful, culturallgrounded metric for approaching and contextualizing the shifting

identity of thewuxia pianat the point that Chor¥uen debuted his Gu Long film cycle. Besides

the more conventional masculfiee mi ni ne di chotomy, therwenexi st s
mode of softer, ‘“feminized’ Chinese mascul ini
and helps to locateis role in the development of the genre in relation to a filmmaker like Chang

Cheh. Through this alternate invocation of Chinese identity, Chor eludes many of the gender
proscriptions olyanggangcinematic machismo in order to create a more fluid and ablen

‘“dream of Cbothihad andofg theenthscoalime and the feminine, andwieand

thewen
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The Yanggang Hero

The male heroes of Chang Cheh’s fil ms were
gualities. I n C fArailrofghe 8rokeraBlatélQ67) arThexGneArmied k e
Swordsmar§1967) his protagonists are sometimes portrayed with an abundanea of
sentiment, as weak or melancholic young men who cannot assert therugpgit. Sam Ho has
suggestedhat theromantic subjots found in thes@lms were transitional attempts tetain
some of the 'womanenterd' elements of the earlier cinema, noting thalhang's heroes are
often torn between male and female sensibilities, forced to make a choice betwegeridtzand
weny 3 ways of life" (Ho 2003, 116)n this way, Changeinforcel abinary opposition between
the sexes that reflectedfatalistic incompatibii t y t hat drives men away f
influences and excessive introspection.

The prioritizing of bodyovermind and actioroverr e f | ect i owuxiafims Chang’ :
has been described by Jerry Liu as an “altere
heedlessly commit themselviesan unwavering path of brotherhood, violeraeadgself
destructiverighteousessto the exclusion of all other concerris theyanggangconography,
forms of revenge and bodily suffering were essential to this act of masciarnigeance must
be served, preferably at great physical cost to the herwant h corpoeeal suering
commensurate with the necessityetribution Liu discussed he recurrence of *“v
martyrdom” in Chang's woreldasefrontrgpressighatt hi s i nt o
underscores th&#econdite homosexualitydf the films(ibid. 160). While this has been a hotly
debated aspect of Ch anfiissonis leg®gerknane thanthewalthat hat t
Chang’' s predil ecti on wuidealinrhigfilmsyr dom r ei nf orces

Although romantic love was one of the new ingredients broughetwuxiagenre by the
New School writers, sexual relationships were still largely forbidden to the martial artist due to
the persistent trope that this would sap his
when women appeatr, they are usuadliggated to a supportive or decorative function that
represents the pull of s oc yaaggangestaHFiliad st t he he

devotion and romantilove between men and women ardordinate to themes of male

y means ‘literary arts’. I't is often
nsidered a ‘women’s genre’
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friendship, individualisn, and righteousness (Law 2003, 129 .0bserved by Jie Lu, for thveu
hero “homosocial space is a precondition: it
precludes female temptation throughyasasti nenc
performative means to attapanggangdeals in the accommodating absence of women or
heterosexual relationships that mugpafagonsclo mpr om
Lu’ s wmlendesdramdtizes the body and constitutes thg Beag symbolic terrain for
representing masculinity (i bi d. 109) . I n this context, mas:
embodiment only at the cusp of its destructlonpffering the circumstances to portray
“physical strength and endurance, the experienageaicy, and the heroism of dyifgg loyalty
and rightbEbusness”

In the malleable mythic domain of theuxiapian, the theme of lionizing defetdkes on
the dramatic ditanciation of romantic tragedyas historyrewritten as a moral victory. e act
of seltsacrifice, whether in the name of natiorobpersonal ideals, thda is validated, infused
with a dignity befitting a doomed hefrom thePeking operatage This stoic resignation to the
wages of fate is especially important in thenBlof Chang Chels articulated by Sek Kei,
“ dath placed on such a lofty height is no longer a tragedy btftself f i | | ment t hr oug]l
(Kei 2004, 16)For Chang, no noble goal is obtained withviolence and death. Thisheres
well with the anttradition, antiestablshment themes of his work, attte revolutionary spiribf
the 1960s when Chang first molded his style.

In spite of the antiraditional rebelliousness ascribed to yYlamggandheroesthe
iconoclasm attributed to Chang may berstated Underlying the act of rebellion in higuxia
works is also a reactionary call to recover a sense of Chinese pride from a reimagined crucible of
the pastin the films ofthe New Style, heroasay be rebels loyal to a cause, students layal t
theirteachers, or simply mdayal totheir homosocial partner€h ang’ s her oes are
motivated bytheir personahonourand commitment to other men. These elective kinships are a
fundamental component tfeschoolloyalties of thgianghu These reformuatedfil ial bonds in
Chang’ s f i | meremsxedmwgridtign ofrthe bld paternalistic orders, predicated on a
recouped Chinese cultural chauvinjsand built on a social currency of bloody vengeance.

Asnotede ar | i er , Ch an g’ eessarily exclasivdlystoicandamragculimep t  n e
Chang also showed a tendenoynvest his male heroes with an ample share of melancholy and

"yin softness"However, thigyin dimension usually proved to be less an asset than a weakness
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that needed to be overcemAs noted by Law Kar, these hes6become born again through the
guidance and encouragement of female and male friends, gradually regaining the confidence and
selfrespect to becomgnggangagain' (Law 2003, 140) The rationalistundercurrentpresent

in Chang's vision ofanggangoecome rather weighty here. For Chang, the movement towards
realizing awu masculinity again (that is to say, becoming strong again) is the most important
element of his characters, which associgteghful rebellion with theself-strengthening
necessary for Chinese people to regain thanicpride. The means to achieve this are
axiomatic for Chang. No matter how brooding or sentimental or wealatiggandhero may
begin, bythe end, his actualization is attained in conveaasculinity. The ultimate goal is a
martyrdom to this ideal. Chang's enshrinement of individualism is complicatbdsbgeal of a
horizontal brotherhood of sedéfmpowering men who deliver China from weakness and
institutional dominationThiscannotbe treated apolitically. When such a hero dieswuzgia

f il m, hiwillavehge bim,lare fingsh the job he started. Likewise, when a hero dies

(martyred, defiant, righteous)at f i | m’ s, the trohad inipBcitlyoispassed to the
audiece,as I f asking “he danywuddobnyless? y for his idea
Stephen Teo has argued that Chang’s fil ms
that “the aesthetics of violence andatthem’"ndi
(Teo 2009, 98). Teo adds the caveat that these films may be culturalist or historicist, as facets of
an “abstract nationalism” (ibid.), but here I
into a form of cultural chauvinism. While supeats®y the sense of a historical or geopolitical
“nation’, this st i définimgohgagh & rketoricrof aggressiorhlethiact o f
sense, Chang’s films may be seen as -ratampbower i n
identity, bu even such abstract nationalisms carry with them the dangers-ekaametialized
Chinese superiority, in terms that occlude women, and deny other identitary striations in this
‘“new heroi sm’ Changigpanhggangvorks nomanticizemasgulingpowerand
validate death in the pursuit of a cause. For Chang this @ffeopportunity taranscend a
corrupt world with uncompromising glory, and leave an example for others to follow.
By contrastthe her@e i n C h warks typically eschew thikind of didacticism or
valorized fatalismThesefilms often underscore the human cost of vengeance, and the ultimate
futility of violence as a means ottalizing positive outcomes. Death, in other worslsiot

meanigful, and revenge is no longer redaide. This comes across potently in films likiee
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Jade Tiger(1977)andDeath Duel(1977), which feature apocalyptic outcomes where the sense

of waste and loss seems to overwhelm any feeling of triumph. SimilafylliMoon Scimitar

(1979) gues to hvengeohis $amily name only leads him along a path of corrugtien.
underlying philosophy in Chonsuxiafilms cleaves toward the humanist dilemmasgiahg in a

flawed world. For Chorindividualian does not lead back somasculine strengthang of society.
Hisxiado not wal k the * hard’ path of resistance,
from the cannibalistic ecosystem of jf@ghu.Unyielding selfsacrifice andranscendence

through a commitment taehaic militaristicidealsdoes not change society for the betttgroes

in Chor'sfilms are not, as in Chang's, simply looking for a good death.

Chor Yuen and the Romantic Hero

Throughout his caree§horYuen favoured thevenaesthetic fohis maleprotagonists
demorstrating a marked affection for sentimentality, intellectualisoft manners, and poetic
melancholy. Prior to the 1960s, this was alreadgraventionaportrayal of masculinity in
Chinese moviedyutthe model of the masculine romantic does not necéssasaporate from
C h o wdrksn deference téashion As implemented by Chor, tlreenmale type was more than
just atoken of disempowermehti ke t he *,Arkapre’'to emghaseeotime glamorous
power of a popular starlet; the romariftizolity of these sentimentawordsmennstead
provided a perfect foil for thieypocrisy of societyChor ° s swor ds meragict end t o
mode,but they differ fromthe doomed mythimartyrsfound in ChangCHe’ s canon. They
defined by theicommitment toilve on in aworld full of intrigues and illusionrather tharby an
enrapturegviolent deliverance from the sanather than exhibiting traits ganggangigidity,
their tendencies are more yielding, pliant to the influences of emotion, sentimentyywdunas
reason. Honour is secondary to peace anerstidfction. Even as this makes them more flexible,
it also makes them vulnerable; they are romantically flawed figures, whose passionstithight
consumethem T hr o u gvixiafiinis ahe sessitiveanalebecomes transfigured (but not
erased) by theaditional masculinérappingsof the martialarts genreand is reborn as a
reluctant warriorincreasinglythewuwould be downplayed, artlewenaspect would become
thecore attribute othese charaets.

Despite theviolent settingof thewuxia pian the quintessential Chafuen swordplay
heroes ar@ot rebelsor soldiersof martial clansbutinstead poets, fretninkers, and
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melancholic souls. These characters are defined by their aspect of whdeiifies agjing,a
Chinese term denoting emotion, "emgpisang affection, tenderness, romanticism afateful,
tragic essence of love" (Teo 2009, 15B)is follows the thread of the male sentimentioh
from Chor Yu e lovesick loserswoitdrs,a antests sophisticates totalented and
too cklicate for a dogeatdog world Many of theseia also exhibit superficial weaknesses that
contribute a touch of fragile humanity, as with the consumptive Li Xunhuan who periodically
coughs bloodnto a delicate handkerchi€fhe Sentimental Swordsmd®eturn of the
Sentimental Swordsmpror Chu Liuxiang who nurses a persistent snidfles to a sinus
condition(Clans of Intrigue Legend of the Bat; Perils of the Sentimental Sword3nkanHung
hsweh (from Magic Bladg andLi Xunhuanare portrayed dseartbrokerdrifters, drowning in
past regrets, while Lu Xiaofen@€lan of Amazons; Duel of the Century a hopkess philanderer.
Across the spectrum, a predisposition for alcoholism prevails, leutlik hei r ot her ‘ wee
these traits never impinge on thaartial abilitiesof the heroesTheyare merely tokens that
enrich their tragi@omantic cachet.
The majority of Chorn mrivilpgedourbargcipossesssngar e g e
persomlized sense of civic duty that derives more from human empathy than from social
propriety. Some of these men keep goothpany, like the effete mastrief Chu Liuxiang, or
therakish detective Lu Xiaofeng. Both Chu and Lu are frequently introducedeamskbosting
small intimate dinner gatherings of fellow expatriates or retirees frojratighu Others, like
Third Master Death Due) or Li Xunhuan,have abandad their estates and holdings and live in
virtual fugue states of disillusionment and sfile. In the filmThe Jade Tigerthe central
character Zhao Wuji begins as a nodhel dutifuls on of a marti al c¢cl an, bu
conclusion he renounces his name and fleegahghu,arrivingfinally at the disaffected stage
wher e man ytheodharaCthrebegins o

To emphasizethe softent r ai t s of Chor Yuen’ swwsnwor ds men
their visual presentations are usually conspicuously downplayed and replaced with visible signs

that more closely evoke theiefinedwenmanners.me war dr obe o& Chang Che
particularly in the latter 1970s, became almost cHlikesin its eccentricities, with an array of

sleeveless robesplourful half-shirts, and odd tunics with cutaway chests, all the btetteveal

the musculature of Ghn gh'eroes. By contrast, Chor very rarely depicts his leading men in any

garb that exposesehr bodies, and the bronzealled torsos of the kung fu fighters are nowhere
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to be seen. |l nstead, Chor ' s s uheirsofipastelmobear e of t
and decorative accessories never appear to get dirty (though artful bloodstains are sometimes
permitted). Rough fabrics, furs, chains, or studded leather, long used as costume elements in
mattial arts films to indicate ruggduing, practiality, and bestial power, are largely avoided in
favour of the trappings of delicacy and elegance; flowing silks and satins, brocades and jewellery.
This is especially evident witDeatiDuelordu Mast er’
Xi aof e nayvstsippedauniciruel of the CenturyThe image of thaia dressed all in
black issometimesised by Chora depict solemn, pragmatic, emotionallyguarded characters
who appear as foils to theentralherg such as Yen Stdan inDeath Due] or Yi Tienhong in
Clans of IntrigueandLegend of the BatThere are exceptns to this rule, as in the blaeltired
heroes oKiller Clans (1976) orMagic Blade(1976). In these cases, the col@®used to show
anemotional transformation, with heroes whafiappear stoic, but who are later revealed to
possess an inner softness and sentimentkbtythe most parthexiaher oes i n Chor ' s
tend to be effusiven both theirmanner and in their sartoriptesentation, which aligns them
with theromartic, scintillating excess of their beautified and unreal environments.

This deemphasis of thevu aspecis also demonstrated through the mesescene in
other ways. The strong association thakiaheroes typically have with their weapons speaks to
their military class identity, and acts as one of the primary forms of distinction between the
wuxiaand kung fu modes. Stephen Teo noted that the graceful-§igbtithg styles of the
wuxia pianwere often considered inherently more feminine than the mgiqath and
masculine kung fu styles (Teo 2009, 154), Bbor takes this aspect further with thesign of
hisc haracters. Several of Chor’'s favourite swor
While capable of picking up whatever weapons mighaselable when necessary, they do not
advertise their warlike qualities. Instead, they may carry implements with more genteel

associations. Chu Luxiang does not carry a weapon, but instead a simple (though extraordinarily

durable) folding fan. He usestibsot h unf ur |l ed as a soft t ool t
assailants, or folded as a ‘hard’ i mplement t
between these two sensibilities.dfans of Intrigug1977), this causes much consternation for

the ruhlessbut principled assassin Yi Tieahg who challenges Chu but is unable to land a hit.
Eventually, the frustrated Yi Tienhong brings Chu a svearthey can finish their duel properly.

“1 prefer to attack with ahes wweradk,” ahse istaycsan d
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Another variation on this theme is seen with the eponymous hdiwecbentimental
Swordsmari i | ms, Li Xunhuan. Ni cknamed “Little Dag:
t hough one that c o,ntinyedarts that leandlick' ofit vithdeadly dagger s
accuracy. The suave but foppish detective Lu Xiaofeng carries no weapon at all, but is a master
of the " Linxi Fingers’ technique, wleiveeh al |l ow
his thumb and forefingeand hold thenin avicel i ke gr i p.xiatécarmobddun r * s
“manl y’ weaponshs useuhc hs atdtke Bowdrd (MapieBadgear Xiao
Shi yi | an g’Ssordsmao and Enghardarg¢sevén then things are rarely as they seem.

For theyanggangstyle charactersc€hang Cheh’ s fil ms, weapons t el
straightforward, uncomplicated, masculine qualities of their users; typically they will wield a

single, simpleblade with no elaboration, while leaving gimmick weapons to the more crafty an

sinister villains (Lui & Yi u, 169). The signa
yin qualities of the hidden or unseen. They may conceal deceptive mechanisms or traps that
reveal themselves at t he dewrdthatfadsiesbladei max of
attached to &engthofc hai n, or Xi ao’'s spear thabultmont ai ns

it. The thematic play ofin illusion and misdirection in this way becomes imbued the
fighting stylesofe v e n C h 0 racheappeesing éeroes.
Tracing out thevuwend i ¢ h ot o mywuxiamerogdit & cléasthat these
characterslso seem to posseasiple quantities ovu traitsin addition to theiwentraits,as
denoted by their generally exceptional fighting prosvé$aturally, such supposed binaries rarely
perform flawlessly the exclusion of their Other. The traditiotialn literature and film has
historically straddled such distinctions by exhibiting a balance ofwotmdwen This serves
to emphasizetheheo” s | evel of accomplishment by ful fi
supposed to work towards (Louie 2011, 4). In the Hong Kong martskcinema made after the
mid-sixties, this balance, and the value placed upon it, tilted sharply towardasculinity. In

this sense, Chor Yuen’'s Gu Long cycle reintro
genre, providing for a more flexible mixing of identities. Although exhibiting mailandwen

Chor’ s use of textualateshatdid shtey |wesatmibueshatare mes de
most important tdnis symbolic essencdhis he places sidey-side with a feminineoded

i maginary and a stronger female presence in h
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The Romantic Herand Society

The romantic heroes in Chor’'s films are al
thejianghu In addition to the scholagentleman models discussed above, other types include
lone wolves like Fu Hungpsueh Magic Bladg, Meng ShenyarK(iller Clans), and Xiao
Shiyilang Swordsman and Enchantrg¢s$hese charactersaycome acrosas rugged and
laconic at firstput their deeply romantic sides are revealed in due course. [@ftoesnay be
naive commoners like Ding Perfgull Moon Scimita) or Kao Chierfei (Heroes Shed No
Tear9, who possess exceptional skills but are easily entangledjiatighi s pol i ti cs an
deceptions. Ainu, the protagonistiimtimate Confessions of a Chinese Courtgsavides a
female corollary to this type. Oradl, these characters are all defined by their independence or
detachmentrom the sociological structures and strictures surrounding them. Whiidehi®f
separations common invuxialiteraturein generaljn order to creatéhe division between the
martial world and polite civilian societf; h o kid often existon the fringes oéventhejianghu
Thewor | d at | arge is far away i n Chogsociesyy fil ms |
and all of its ills arestill reflected in the suffocatingbyrinth of relationships and loyalties that
make up thgianghu In general, Chors pr ot agoni st s dortheybeloag t her ou
inherently to the fnges of their insular societyheir exiles are typicallyseltimposed and
voluntary, a retregtom conventional olijations and responsibilities. Whether they are
brooding loners or selhdulgent playboys, they e to stand apart from the maireams of
martial society, owing fealty to nmarticularmasters or martial schools. Thesado not stike
out on their own to pursue material ambitioself-improvementhrough training, or
metaphysicaénlightenment; it is their whims and temperaments that lead to their solitude.

The noti on —o h esbcllEentityaadmueblicstanding-is a recurrent motif
inChor’'s wor ks. | n funaiens$ as a sosrae of anxietyy ene that purawes
characters and attempts to bind them to the martial world. In some Killatgq Blade; Death
Duel) i t r e p seffishanve for statusesordsmen build up their skills in order to be
known as ‘the best’ only to Hmdingthatthewtard! med by
won reputation is now a curse. In other casedl (Moon Scimitar; The Jade Tiger a her o’ s
desire to honour theame of hs father ohis clan leads hinto sorrow anduin. Names represent
the past; thismaybeseen t her i n terms of personal history
marked by violence and loss, or in terms of a heavier weight of familial, scn@aicietal ties
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(symbolizing the burdens of Chinese identity itself), which confine the individual with

obligations and strictures that smother basic human needs and desires. A common adage of the
swordplay genre ieftenrepeatedis alament n  Ch d rmiss jiindhaa ntarmdees not

bel ong to himself.?”

Shirking the filial ties of the feuddlierarchy and unbound by notions of naticor an
overridingmar t i al brotherhood, Chor’s heroes are us
duty or belicose spirit than out of human kindness. Often these men are forced into action by
circumstances, particularly if their fame makes them the target of intrigues, as with Fu Hung
hsueh inMagic Blade Other times, it seems as if martial adventure is tresbeply as a relief
from the indolent boredom of their lifestyles, as with the wealthy Chu Liuxia@ggims of
Intrigue, or the lackadaisicalagrantXiao Shiilang inSwordsman and Enchantre$isis against
their independerimpulses thathese charactsraredrawn intoclan politics and intrigue. When
they do become involved it motivated by dasic moral sense of right and wrong, or by bonds
of love or affection for others. These sentimental bonds can also work against them, as the social
dimension othejianghuis fraught with illusions and mingames, and the manipulation of
emotions is as deadly as any secret weapon or
resistancegainst the internal pressures of society, rather than threats frooutvitthese
pressures may be expressed through notions of propriety that tear lovers apart (as with the
doomed romantic triangle wordsman and Enchantrgser simply the persistent and
destructive lure of power and status (as seéuihMoon Scimitarwhen the hero sends away

his magical fox wife’ i n jianghd)eThese forcepaneroien e gr e
identified with the entrenched and slowly decayanchitecture of feudalism, or with the
consolidation of hegemonic power in thenkls of seemingly respected figures who are always
revealed to be greedy and duplicitous.

However, itis in the code of thégat hat one does not shrink fro
swordsman pr ot ag gianghsseesn tocembodylara refleXtahecurrent
conflict between the philosophdreamer, who lives for beauty and emotion (profound happiness
and profound sadness being essential tokens of the same poetic excess), and the material realities
and exigencies ofacious andcompetitive sociy that attempts to enlist, constrain, and confuse
hi m. Despite their i sol adansdlmsactorhae undeeyngseme Chor

of human spirit or a common goddnce a threat to the social order is neutralized, these heroes
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return totheir prior lives of selindulgence, introspectioor melancholyAt a f i Il m’ s c on ¢
they are rarelyeconstitutednto the social fabric through heterosexual love, familial integration,

or social reconstitutiorTheir civic duty stops short of earsing society to the extent of

rejoining it.

These heroes are not disenfranchised by class or creed, rising up against oppressive
governments for a piece of the pie that was denied to them. Instead, they are outsiders by choice
or inclination. For Chor Yen, the recuperation ganghusociety is not only unimportant and
uninteresting; it is often not conceivable due to the heedless cascade of violence and shocking
revelations that precede the ultimate confrontatiorhis films. These amost frequently
focused on the treachery of a paternalist figure and the failure of conventional institutions, such
as family, brotherhood, filial piety, governmeat,the rule of lawPicking up the pieces is
unnecessaryLhe hero may cooperate with the remnants oespto radically expel the villain,
but when a villain is no less than a pillar bdtsamesociety, it signifies an inherent tautology.
Often the implication remains that the resolutioswthconflictsleads only to more strifeni
Killer ClansandThe Jade Tigerthe victorious restitution of clan order is tainted by the-now
acute awareness of a profound and callous dysfunction in the statuis theofinaleof both
films, the implication is that thesmantichero cannot remain a part of thwsrld, lest he become
corruptedby it.

Chor Yweafilmssand indeed most of the martial arts films of the-a860s
onward, display a distinct paternal anxidtythe conventional kung fu revenge narrative, this
tension retains some ambivalence. Degpigeemphasis on youthful heroes striking out on their

own, the dynamic between the ubiquitous good
fallen teacher) still reinforces patriarchal and filial bonds. In the New $tyk&a pian, with its
lesse focus on didacticism and seadfrengthening through instruction, the obligations to paternal
teacher figures are displaced instead onto bonds with fellowxiaal€he formation of these
brotherhoods may be read as drdditional, but they would seer stop short of challenging
the fundamentals of patriarchy. Instead they provide a nationalizing form of Chinese male
solidarity, expressed in the culturally revisionist terms of a mythopoeic historicism.
However, in Chor Yuen's reiteration of the Newl&twyuxiapian, the romanticism is less
directed to the formation of these bonds, or to the reconstitution patiggau Instead, these

bonds are dissolved by ambition, by desire, and by deception. Paternalistic institutions cannot be
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redeemed through Mience or set to order in any permanent selfisiee authority figurs in
Chor’' s swor dpl agchening duplieitsusidenmeers) are to hetseemin
contradstinction with the protagonisafwvaysimplicitly identified withHong Kong how then
should this inform our reading? The traditional community leaders ¢iatighu— those elders
ostensibly representing wisdom and power, and who almost invariably are exposed as murderous
intriguers—mayr ef | ect Chor’' s des i ffeudd valuds ofthagastthatt h t h
remain threaded through Chinese identity. Timayy alsc e pr esent Hong Kong’ s
relationship with paternalistic institutions like the colonial British government, and most
especially with Communist Chinahere thdconic faceof Chairman Mao evokesquallya
benevolent patriarch dracultural destroyelReadi ng Chor’' s heroes as a
hybridized and increasingly middi#ass identity of Hong Konghese villains uggest Chor ' s
mistrust of rampant cagalism andupperclassplutocratswho advance their own financial
agendasat the expense of others.

Inany case,evesise s c api s m, wkiadantasi¥suetam ayhical charge. The
subtextof his workseems to condemn ambition and deny faitprofessecculturalideals He
presents instead the ambivalence inherent in a system thadlasrfentally broken, wherein
money and power, the markers of status and success, are inevitably corruptinguiigfém

otherwise evokes an idealized, thlost* Chi nese gar den safe from mo
where Chinese people might revisit a dream of cultural unity, thense thens the figure of
the patriachal intriguer must surely be tkerpent in this garden, omdich defies any
reassurances one ghit take in this visiomwf progress
There is some question as to the kind of nationalehthewuxiapian represents. As
noted by Teo, the imaginary of the swordplay setting evokes China in abstracted terms, but these
also have the power to transminstructed ideas of what it means to be Chinese in a
modernizing worldIn early forms of the genréhe hero conventionally espousédnfucian
virtues, taking on the responsibility of protecting the national interest in times of tumiklis
way, the tibulations of the heroes personifikee perseverance of the Chinese people in a unified
cause. In th&lew Schoolwuxiawriting of JinYong, China is a territory riven by regional,
ethnic, and cultural divides that a hero must navigate and forioigler At the same time that
this expresses a form of Chinese manifest destiny, his stories also promote a syneretic self

regulating Chinese unity, rather than a formal state collected under a central authority. Likewise,
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King Hu'sxia are always embroiled in ptics of state. His swordplay films resemble spy
thrillers above all else, with heroes either confounding the intrigues of corrupt government
factions, or repelling incursions by outside threats like the Japarteseersonal is downplayed
for Hu'sxia; instead they evoke a stoic ideal in the pursuit of civil or patriotic goals.

In the martial arts films of bot@hang Cheh, an@hor Yuen, theia's stoicism and
commitment to an implied nationalist ideal is complicated by a vein of fervent individualtsm an
a pronounced distrust of all of society's institution< In a nygnggangstyleworks, this feels
simultaneously revolutionagndreactionary, leadingack to nationalism through thebrics of
defiant Chinese chauvinisrmasculine selétrengtheningand the forging of stable bonds of

brotherhoohbove al |l el se. Co n vdeoorssteuctipn ohny sens€dfar ' s o e
unitary Chineseess feels more complete, if also somewhat more ambivalent. Here, there is a
sense of melancholy, but not daspthe hero in Chor's films mourns the loss of love, the loss of
time, and the loss of human life, but society's institutions and traditional hierarchies of kinship,
whetherthe family, the martial school, or the Chinese state, are rarely treateanwith
importanceln fact, he 'na@ion’ as an identifiable entigimost never appeans these films.
Instead, the world is defined within the confines ofjilieghu both in metaphorical and
existential terms, a China divorced from history and geographyfoarhe most part presented
as an abstract monoculture. Central authority, government, and senses of any ethnic identity are
either nonexistent, or conveyed by similarlptiesized markers of differende.that sense, one
may only inhabit thisChind in binary terms-inside or outside- with the implied value
judgement ofCh o r  Yilme usually pointing to 'outside' as the desirable outcome.
Thereare x cepti ons to this hilsGha'sfirssvaxlafinab st r act
Cold Bladethe influence of King Hwand the themes of Chinese unity quéte strongly felt The
framing conflict involveswo swordbrothers who are attempting to fulfill their patriotic duty to
theethnicallyHanSong Dynasty against the Mongolian Yuan Dynasty ussrp@wever, even
in this narrativehe dynamics of @rsonal drama take center stage, casting patriotic duty into
d ou bt . Du€ébfohe Century / Lu Xiaofeng Zhi Juezhan Qianti®81) recounts a palace
intrigue involvinga plot against th€hinese emgror, a rare intersection between Chrigsand
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identifiable signs ba Chinese imperial governmefitHere, the Forbidden City serves only as
another exoticized social complex, a ‘giamghu with its own interiority, personal conflicts, and
colourful denizens. Rather than an authentic object, this locale becafuether examplef the
'imaginative geography' of orientalist imaginif®pid 55) a displaced icon that signals a bygone
China, and a selfontained backdrop fadetective whodunit. Like thetately family manors
which so often host the final confrontations of Chor's films, it is an ornate, illusive imitation of
history, to be dismantled, destroyed, or rendereé fég the end of the film, theniperor's
authority is cancelled out, obscureehind a tragic web of obligations betwegmwho are not
bound by civil laws, but by their own emotionsddhe self-destructive pursuit of personal
honour. When thelaperor attempts to assert any control over circumstances, he is flatly told by
theswordsmendueling in his courtyard "You are king only because you were born so. You are
nothing special.tt is a refutation not only of traditional social hierarchies, but also of the entire
institution of Clandsymbobc histayt i onal , dynasti c,

The di saffection of Chor dfarientaismtoatperyades hisd t h e
miseensceneacts as a form of subversive rejection ofwheiamythology seen in earlier New
Stylefilms. In thosea sense of a sejfistifying Chinese spirit be&mmes concretized through its
fusion with history &s in KingHu), or through the symbolic immolation of doomed herartyrs
(as withChangCheh. Therebelliousxia of theyanggangypeare both iconoclastic and
conservativestruggling against a treachassand degraded soewlitical order that requires an
ultimate defiant sacrifice in order to-aevaken the slumbering pride of the masculine Chinese
hero. Hu's visions also typically depict a China shot through with intrigue and state oppression,
but in both directors' works, the role of th& in thejianghuis to representultural ideals and
unity, or to forge a new ethnic identity in blodtbr them, the peripheralorld of thejianghuis
where the recovery of ethamtional values is found.

By contrast, Chor Yuen embraces a far more nihilistic viewhegecollectiveidentities
where politicized action and loyalty to anchored value systems are doomed to fall into
established cycles of corruption atelcay Thejianghuis itself simply a reflectiof the
political world, and every bit as sinister and toxic. It is not the home of comradery and goodwill,

of heroes given to pure motives or brotherly love; it can instead emyept and destroy such

" The novel by Jin Yonthat inspiredDuel of the Centurgerves as possibly the only instaimt&u Long's
literary worksthat suggests a specific historical era. In this dasef-orbidden City was only built as the seat of
Imperid rule during the Ming Dynasty.
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things. So unreliable are appearancesadfitionalv i r t ue i n onedawmrmevesbe f i | ms,
certain if such ideals ever truly existed, or if they were just another illusion engendered by a
nostalgic backwards gaze.

Not all of C h o filmhsexpress such a wholly pessimistic outlook, howdwveseveral of
Ch o radaptations, therasoappear alternative communities s u ¢ h aFRee Hdll mThe Hat e
Jade Tigeror thefalse foxspirit clanin Full Moon Scimitay that aranade up okia who have
abandoned their names and egos in order to live peacefuélglusion Films like Clan of
Amazong1978) orMurder Plot(1979) feature heroes wimsay be willing to shakenhemselves
out of their doldrums in order to combat forces of intrigue and hegemonysuasgend their
more decadent pursuits to act out of msgeof community responsibilitiven spthe
importance othe individual remains paramount, with associated ahbivalence towards all
forms of political solidarity.

This speaks to the ways in which Chgismghufunctions as a metonym representing a
sum total of Chinese history and tradition, interpenetrated with all the temptations and sins of a
modern capitalist meritocracy. Ngrarticipationin this systems presented as the only truly
emancipated way of lifeTh e qu e st i on adlaionth sociatynsnevwfitheu al ' s
foundationakchisms irthe knight-errant as a cultural ideal; while living on the outside of
society at large, participation in the alternative social order gfahghuis still prescriptive.
The quintessentiadia are stil defined by theisense otivic responsibility, their filial ties to
their clans, and their devotion to the protection of the Chinese nation. Chor Yuen’' s wo I
of these qualities are+@valuated, individualized, and presented as coming witlafaehed
cynicism and uncertaintfhejianghuinChor s f i Il ms i s never at rest,
navi gat e dkialeses@dver run still. The state of tumult is endemic to the system.

While the focus on thpowerful malebody in the kung fgenre and Changy@nggang
films may be seen to representampoweringphyscality for colonized working-classChinese
going forward from thd 960, thewenaesthetics of Chorwuxiapianindicatea further
modernizing and hybridizing evolution: an asfion tomiddle-classidentity, and the social
mobility that is otherwiseacitly deniedothe r e b el | i ou s’ h eryanggagngand mar
tradition. As observed by Jie Lu, such masculine icons carried associations of empowerment on
both an ethnicrad local level. However, these archetypes were still inherently linked to the

underclass, whickerved to disturkhe credibilityof this idealized power fetish (Lu 103). As a
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result, these figures becorparely symbolidoecause they cannats s e r tegegmbnici r “ h
masculinity” in circumstances ot herwhiththayn t hos
transcend only through romantic defeat (the stoic death) and violent cinematic fantasy, rather
than through socially productive means.

Adversity is anecessary component of tvel hero; the defiance thablidifieshim is
only possible in a state of alterity and oppression. Therefore the dynamic of empowerment is
reliant ondisempowerment, a state of perpetual resistancearaintherent sel€onceptionn
subordinate terms$n other words,te‘nonrhegemonic her o can ohidy be defi
underdog statug.his is not the same for theenhero, whose status defined by a cultural and
philosophical cultivation that suggests class privilege, and a coonéortable fluidity in the
gendered context of civil society. In this way, tenhero operates from a place of greater
independence. id goal is notadicalsocialchangebut to understand his place in the social
order, whilecontributing to thédettement of the community. In this sense, the romantic
swor ds men o fwux@may be s¥en ® represerghift to amiddle classensibility,
rather tharcarrying a banner farationalistic oranti-colonial struggle. Asuch,thisreflects the
ambivakntmaterial and political sebatisfacton of Hong Kong in the late 1970sterrupted
only by amelancholy of existential anxiety.

Chang Cheh’ s a wadnlhetreated s a fobngiiteized identitary act.
When a heo dies in his filmsthis issues a catb-armsto all other likeminded, fieryhearted
men to stand in br ot herBythenidla7gsdhe gremMng.painsot i mat e
the colony hadnostlysubsided, and settled once agaio iatstate of economic prosperity with
only a distantljlooming political malaise. This perhaps illustrates Chang Cheh's increasing
irrelevance in the latteesenties his bloodsoaked makbonding tales evoking not rebels
without a @use, but rebels whose cause pasised. Without the shagste of cultural urgency
that surrounded his films in tH®60s, hidater worksrepresented a less grounded, more
perfunctory sense of male adolescent restlessness, undirected anger, and narcissistic
empowermentantasy.

This raises the question of whethlee romantic herof Chor Yuen's films can be said to
reflect atruly progressive outlook. The romantic hero, inlilithe disenchantment with the
world (thejianghu) operates as aitigue of society and tradition. Ahe same time, he also

denies th@enerative value afocialaction or historical identityresting instead upamstate @
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equilibrium enabl ed by HostagsHErelrshe onflictol oni al a
betweerseeking to better societyhile still enjoying the benefits afsocal standinghat is

made possible througiggressive capitalism and globalisherhaps this thesource oimalaise

of the sentimental herexpressing botlthe ennui of the middle class and the price of cultural

hybridity.
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CHAPTER 5

Chor Yuen and gual Style

The reputation of the Hong Kong cinema is one based largely on its energetic stylism and
formal (and often informal) innovations in the action film mode. The kirgtgrgy of martial
arts and the rhythmic motion of the Chinese Opera both mvitadadopted practices from
Hollywood, Europe and Japan to produce a truly distinctive local tradition that has become
imitated worldwide in turn. David Bordwell has advanced the arguthiertt a t  “arsdilmt i a |
wasHonKong’' s greatebtutcohl eotit he (Badwlit2008,t i cs of
“An ot he rltmahtlrewsedm surprising that the most salient aspects of Chor Yuen's
directorial style do not generally pertain to action aesthetics, or to his able exposition of the
martial arts. Thiss not to say that Chor did not absorb many of the lessons of King Hu's rapid
constructive (and deconstructive) montage, Chang Cheh's agonized exploitation of slow motion,
or Lau Karleung's rhythmic mode of percussive combat. Chor's films display a daivitoand
permissive engagement with a sundry list of techniques associated with the martial arts form
handheld action, crashing zooms, leamgle framing, ondy-one tracking shot€ jarring shifts
in speed, swooping wireworkbut with a fairly irreglar and casdy-case application.

Chor Yuen worked closely with the celebrated Shaw action choreographer Tahg Chia
throughout his cycle aluxiafilms. Tang was noted for both his intricate and dynamic fight
choreography, and his penchant for devisingavand imaginative new fantasy weapons to add
to the imaginary arsenal of cinematic marti al
invariably feature confrontations between heroes and villains, exalted through spectacular
physical performances, atige action sequences provided by Tang are reliably graceful,

flamboyant, and exciting explosions of swordplay and acrobatic ability. Even so, the depiction of

> For a moradetailed discussion of the influence and stylistic virtuosity of Hong Kong martial arts cinema, see
David Bordwell inPlanet Hongkong (Bordwell 2000, 12#156).

® The 'oneby-one' tracking shot, after Bordwell, refers to the mounting of a large figheseg iy way of long

lateral tracking movements, usually in medium shot size, that follow a fighter through a fray, dispatching each

opponent in turn and letting them lunge in, and then careen out of, the boundaries of the frame. Bordwell identifies

this @& one of the many conventions borrowed fromah@nbarag e nr e ( Bor dwe |l | 2009, “Anoth

"Tang Chia’'s name also sometimes appears credited as
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martial action and violence as a primary structuring motif never seemed to be Chor's main
interes as a director. His fight sequences rarely become physicalized dialogues between duelling
methodologies of martial arts (as they do with Lau-k¢ang) or highvelocity showpieces for a
dizzying repertoire of camera angles and visual techniques (aswuxiefilms of Sun Chung).

In a Chor Yuen swordplay film, it might be observed simply that ‘fighting happens'; it functions
as a dramatic device, a form of gespecific punctuation that occurs in interludeshen

characters meet, when conflicts ariseywhen accounts must be settleblut then swords return
quickly to their sheaths, and the films move on to pursue other contortions and intricacies,

usually of a more social or emotionariety. It may be arguetthat in his formal predilections,

ChorYueni s not truly an action auteur

As a genre director,Cho Yuen' s st ylbatnovstatic. Evenevhile cofei ab | e
elements of his style persisted, he was also experimental, developing his formal and technical
language to suit the differentges he worked in. In the kung fu filithe Bastard1973) his
mise-enscene on the whole is plainer and less glamorous, reflecting the poverty of his
protagonist. He matches this with looser, unpolished-hatadl camerawork and an over
indulgence in the dak zooms characteristic to the kung fu genre. Gtimozhotdialectopera
adaptatior-arewell toa Warrior (1976) opened up the space of his sets to convey a more
specific evocation of stage backdrops and operatic performanceobee of 72 Tenan{d973,
he ceated a more vertical aesthaditanged around a central courtyard, to capture the congested,
staggered,sef ont ai ned wuniverse of Hong Kong tenemen
Convict Killer/ Cha Chi Nan Fe{1980) Chor engaged a bleatreamlinedandexpressionistic
style, with deep space flattening iritold, graphical compositions carved out of light and dark.
During histenure with Shawve see the versatility of a studio director who selects his tools to
suit his material. Styligc flexibility notwithstanding, it is unquestionably his many works in the
wuxiagenre that are most emblematic of iise at Shaw Brothersind here the intersection

bet ween the director’s style and genre attain
The principal means by which Chor Yuen distinguished his swordplay cinema from the

dominant traditions of the Mandarin New Style was through a regime of increased formal

stylization and reflexive techniques that effected a subtle deconstruction and réorieftthe

wuxiagenreThe rest of this chapter i s devoted to e

in his films, and the ways in which these visual and thematic strategies contributed to the
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production of a semiotic distance between the Honggkaubject, and the martial arts genre as
an anchored Chinesgstoricalidentity. In this way, the reflexive gaze facilitates the-self
orientalizing gaze, by trselHawargdenti@rigficiom’ f or a

Robert Stam identifies ulsionism as the key component of conventional narrative
exposition. He rmpetenelsthat storées pesiist thew tellingy that tharevehts
of the story actually transpired and are therefore researchable, verifiable like the positivist's
truth  (Stam 139). It is precisely this kind of
directorial approach to his subjects, most especially those pertaining to the idealization of
China’s past, traditi ons, Referidty, dsa gt@isiomodez i ng na
“subverts the assumption that art can be a tr
the world” (ibid. xi-)atis,Thh @mman bsaestiondhatifilsisrmag f c i n
convey the illusion of reality may be disrupted through reflexive, afltisionist devices.

In his shift towards a more metaphorical stylevoiia, Chor Yuen upset the
paradigmatic ‘reali sm’ ofthatittwas powing to depdssaoffa genr e
draw to audiencesinh e 1970 s . In the heat of Hong Kong' s
nationalism and historicism of the New Style was still tethered to a MaHbasedd conception
of Chineseness, and the Shaw ‘dream of China’
diasporic Chinese. By the same token, pure escapism was not the answewfoddlyenre; a
blithe return to the naive traditionalism of the magical Cantonese style could only have seemed
retrograde in the face of more savvy, cynical, andisetiived audi ences. Chor ' s
dilemma was to engage fantasy with a highly personalized sense of irony, using China not as an
authentic object anchored in history, but rather as an artistic muse; a sensualized and
defamiliarized Other that provided th#uring backdrop for his very contemporary meditations
on the self, human desires, and society.

Chor Yuen was not the only Shaw artist of
such a way. For instance, Li Han Hsiang had returned to making fesratlered dramas set |
the age of Imperial antiquityith films like The Empress Dowager / Ching Guo Ching Chen
(1975)andThe Last Tempestying Tai Qi Xig1976).These new productions differed from

before, gleefully eliding the historical aggrandizente of Li ' s e aimfavoueaf

pal a
what SamHocalla “feti shistic and voyeuristic view of

This shift represented “the Hong Kong audienc
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di stanced hemeMedndnd™ chmmachnel |l ed the Hong Kong p

indul gence and mind games” (ibid.). Whxias desc
piann. As Stam observes, the function of vehe ref]l
faith in fictions, and make of this demystifi

of Chor’s " Gu Long cycl e could never be mist
fantasies for the modernized and westernized viewer, digdtéwm the conceit of reality
through Chor’'s provocative and reflexive mani
Stylistic virtuosity in and of itself may also be seen as one form of reflexive distanciation.
Through the exaggerated and saifiscious use of style,thee ct at or of the fil m
to the role of the director and the artifice
Simpson 377). Especial (or excessive) attention to form, the foregrounding of style, and the play
of selfaware aesthetism all announce the presence of the artist as the author of a work. By
alluding to the means of production, to the conventions of dramaturgy, or to the deceptive nature
of appearances, a reflexive work ahfttdhrt remin
produced object, amalsosubjective in its meaning(s). The formal characteristics of Chor Yuen's
wuxiafilms of the 1970s announce themselves to a spectator of martial arts cinema with a certain
louche audacity. Rather than celebratingthebrédi i ty of the Shaw’'s repr.
China, or the masculine prowess of his her@els,0 appreach to thevuxiaimaginaryrelies
upon a feminine (or betteyin) iconography and a lavish ornamentalis® expressed through
signifiers of beauty ansentimental romance; flowers and sunsets; silk and sequins; mist and
moonlight; poetry and gardenkhis results in gungently overstatedand slightly ersatz
evocationof Chinese classical painting.
Through his misenscene, Choemphasizesa plasicity of the image and of the

profilmic environment, evoking more expressivand selfawarevocabulary otagetheatre
andoftwed i mensi onal medi ums such as painting. Bor
particular strain of cinematic style kieh he traces to the influence of Josef von Sternberg),
wherein the construction of each shot as a complex and autonomous composition is emphasized:

... long shots predominatgdeep space and defgerus cinematography are common,

décor and lighting cede an abstract effect, and figures are typically subordinated to

the overall design. . dense, almost motionless tableaux that invite the spectator to

scan the frame. At its limit, the style achieves great opacity, often blocking our vision
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of faces ogestures . . (Bordwell 1988, 23)
Foll owing from this discusssontedheot€hmr ' Yue
sensibilities, especially in his approach to creating stunningly surreal, artful landscapes that seem
to be frozen in time, emerggrout of a confluence of intersecting and overlapping planes and
obstructions. The leaping, flashing, flying figures of his duelling knightant, rather than

taking the center spotlight, can often be found embedds®@n obscuredi n Chor ' s vi st a
consigned to the rokeof dynamic formal brush strokes apanelaborate canvaslis approach
to composition frequently creates a plenitude of frames that can obscure, entangle, and distract,
imposing themselves as aesthetic formations upon the spectat@nacting boundaries to
i mmer sion into the diegetic space. Narrative
b e c alagiceof fantasy and the conceits of twisting sestgle storytellingsubvet the
components of genre, whettiee methodicatationality d the detective genre, or the athletic
spectacle of the martial afisn. At i ts most virtuosic, Chor’'s us
lighting takes on a psychological, carnivalesque absurdity, while still remaentegively
anchored whin thewuxia genericexpectations.

To assert that Chor was unique in his usage of any one of these varied techniques would
be misleading. However, itisthiensityo f such stylistic el ements in
their saliency anthatdelineates his auteurist tendencies. Chor employs an arkasual
strategiesrad stylistic tools to reinforce the reflexive experience of his films, including (but not
limited to): pronounced artificiality in higse of sets and environmergpatiality expessed in
abstract or compartmentalized terms; theatricality both thematically and in the overt use of
stagecraft techniques; ampressionistic use of colour and lightinige creation of visual and
materialobstructions irthe picture plan& obscureacion; aperture framing to partition the
image into multipldrames;the recurrence of the franvéthin-a-frame compositional motithe

use ofvariable focuzoom lenses to create abstracted compositiofiatteningcolour effects

and the use of unconven o n a | autonomous camera positions:e
sutur e. E a c h mideensoenme tontdbutes@ohan expressionisiicess, which

pressures the boundaries of the commercial film form and cultisaissance beteen tke

viewer and the 'reality’ presented on scrdémuis the diegetic universe becomes sublimatehin

aesthetic othe artificial,rendering the concreteness and historicity of this China susydct,

exposing thavuxia pianitself as an nentalist simulaarm.
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Theatricality and Studio Space

The choice of location and setting can tell us a greatadealt the social and economic
valences of the martiarts filmsof the 1970s, from the workinglass fists of the kung fu
cheapies, to the setbnscious op@nce of the Chinese historical epics thawertisé big studio
glamour. For Chor Yuen, even the most extravagant films iwinsarepertoire reflect the
Shaw Brothers’ integrated industrial product.
extensive hcklot sets and interior studio facilities sometimes prompts an ambivalent response.
For some these settings conjure the grandeur of a lakb stge, whileothers merely find the
studioqualities make thdlins seem awkward and unconvincirkprsome the look of the Shaw
films has contributed to their distinctipersonalityby lending them a Bnovie charmThis
somewhat condescending view nonethetes®unts for their wide recogiaih today in Western
markets, ifnot always in a purely complimentamay.

Due to the congested and continuously expa
economic miracle, the use of credible outdoor location shooting and authentat nstas (in
keepi ng wi t hestheticeassociatedanithi thew Styleivuxa pian) was considerably
hampered. While contemporary subjects like crime stories or melodramas could make use of the
urban industrial surroundings of the city itself, period films were more reliant on constructed sets
or natural settings away from theutter of the city. For these reasons, the spare, shallow, and
sometimes unapologetically phoney studio sets became emblematic of the Shawansftiai
of theseventiesandeighties The traditional Hollywood studios that had provided the blueprint
for the Shaw Movietown were themselves changing step, and the selfsame streamlined
production model that had enabled Shaw Brothers to mount their elabistatg spectacles and
deploy their modern technological achievements, was now contributing to stayk dated,
and stuffy flavour that seemed increasingly at odds with the currents in world cinema.

However, Chor Yuen was among those directors at Shaw Brothers who seemed to
flourish in this setting, shooting extensively in interior locations and stagespite of these
i mitations, or perhaps because of them, Chor
his particular directorial personlagund up in the trappings of an artistic sentimentality, yet
subtly subversiveandexuding a winkingflamboyant, pogminded visual panache. Shaw
Brothersperiodproductions typically made judicious use of their studio settings, mixed liberally
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with backlot and location shooting. Scenes were often canisttin open courtyards, cavernous
interior spacesand bustling opedir city streets, granting the benefits of deep space. In the films
of Chor Yuen, there is rarely such an ambience ofgetavorld. Instead, hidenselypacked

settings are framed and reframed by decorative devices, crbatngfulbut clutteed

compositions that frequently eschew spatial continuities between camera positions. This is not to
say that Chor did not also compose images in depth; the fantastical domains he depicts in films
like Heaven Sword and Dragon Salffegy.1) andFull Moon Scimitar(fig.2) rely on truly

immense interior sets that stretch into the distance.

Figure2: The 'magical foxworld in Full Moon Scimitar(1979)

However, Chor frequently demphasized the sense of depth in these images by
composing them in layers of fog and flora that accentuate their unreal qualities, or by using zoom
lenses to press foreground elements into blurred hazes that flatteratieeinto more painterly
abstractions (fig.3). On other occasions, his large interior sets are interrupted by a complicated

arrangement of barriers

: in these environment
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as they step in and out of seridopenings and sufsames created by the spdbig.4) Chor
Yuen preferred to shoot in the studio; for hthre constraints of the studsettingimposed fewer
limits on his style, and allowed him to exartomplete control over the fitaic world,
refashioning it to suit the needs of his pensl aesthetic visioff From his early stylized
melodramaso his reimagined New Stylguxia pianat Shaw, the pursuit of realism was never

Chor Yuen's goal.

Figure4: The camera tracks swordsmen through a series of geometric fraMasdier Plot(1979)

It is in the swordplay genreinvested as it is with both the staff a romantic cultural
history aml of shifting Chinese identitythatCh or Yuen’' s affinity for th
selfreflexivity resonates most pointedly. Naturalism held little appeaCfbro cirfematic eye;
instead he embraced the stdupeird necessities of the Shaw sets and costumes, and pushed the

artificiality of this profilmic world forward in ways that unlock the emotional affect and

]1n Chor Yuen's words, “.. pay no heedets Whehthey®lt i on sho
me that the props and sets alll indicate that continuit)
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symbolic meaning of his films. This disregard for realism permeates both form and content.
Thematically ad stylistically, Chor Yuen privileges ethereality over viscerality, sentiment over
pragmatism, and aesthetic composition over the diusif space. Narratively, this evanescent

reality can takehe form ofthe bizarre, often whiplasinducing plot twistsaand revelations that

destabilize conventional storytelling imabst all of his films. Chofeaturesecurrent scenarios

of entrapment, entanglement, and enclosure (figb)at echo hi s characters’
become trapped or lost navigating the vaggof both their world and the plotoic

deceptionsre also frequent subjects, incorporating elements of the supernatudisthat our

relationship to what is real or fantasy within the genre,damyany the certainty of meaning
(fig.6).

Figure 5: Framing used to reinforce entrapmentritimate Confessions of a Chinese Courtediv2)

Figure6: Supernatural colours and mysterious mistsuit Moon Scimitar(1979)

In his miseensceneChor liked to employ obscuring hazes of dry, istagelike
presentations, and graphical interventions into the picture,@#ired whichhelp tobreak down

the worldpresented in his filmmto heightened selfeflexive or symbolic dimensioni
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contrast with the intensive accuracy and attention to period detail that was enacted in the films of
King Hu, or the earlier works of Li Hahsiang Chor Yuen seems determined to undermine any
primacy of history or realism in his films. Even by the standardiseofiuxiagenre, Chor
Yuen s approach i s Tentezchistoricahanchepanks,andtaothentic a |
geographical locations are largely obviated in order to present a detached society with an
abstractd social interiority made up @ightly contaned clan and familial relations and an eerily
depopulated China. Thenghui n C Wuxiapicturesis not afringe space or hidden world; i
often seems liké is theonly world, little more than an interlocking ses of theatrical sets. Of
course, tis iswhat the Shaw studio setffectivelywere but the selconsciousness with which
the illusionism of the studio environmentisthembraced and subvertadthese films
contribt es t o Ch oreflexWaiaetn® s s el f

Hence, the studio locale is r@mply a prescription of budgetary consideraticut, @
mercurial world that allowe@hor Yuen to indulge in these abstractidhsk Kei acknowledges
Chor’s studi o experti-shanginggamhivalént nsisenscemeavhicthon o f
ispartfah asy, part real”™ (Kei 2006, 82), but adds
| eading him to become “imoduel gaenndt "mo(rieb ii dr.s u8 3)r.
that, ndi s car di ragd embnraeing‘the artdidiality of the slio format the miseen
scene takes on a greapalysemy, creatingneaning beyonthe simplesvocation ofllusionistic
realism. Inother martial arts flmghe location shoots in the naturalvsta of Hong Kong’ s
Territories bespeak thauthority ofanauthenticChinesdandscape for thBlew Stylewuxia s
claim to realism. Likwise, the seemingly ubiquitodst roads and dustyanal rock quarries of
the baie-bones kung fu films reflectotions oflived experiencereal space, clasdentity, and
the emergence from parochial serfdom into industniatiernity. Conversely, in the films of
Chor Yuen, we can see how the consteifithe ornamentally cluttered, mishroudedand
aestheticized soundstage presshed beyond simple utility. Instead it ®3\as a device towards
creatinga mythopoeia of China and Chinese history, pliaolé distanf or t he awu-di ence’
cultural needs and desires. In this way, it speaks volumes on Chineseness as syndibho
construct, while saying nothing about dandeed, asking nothing of) China itself.

The use of reflexivity was not exactly new to the action format in Hong Kong. Chang
Cheh famously mixetheatricaldramaturgy and reality in his Shaw fidengeance! / Baochou

(1970). Set during the Republicaragvengeanceis ambivalent in generic terms. This isedto
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its intersections with the gangster genre, and its appearance in the transitional moment before the
streams of thevuxiapian and the kung fu movie had become fully delineated, but in many ways

it seved as a thematic genotype fater films in both genres. In a key scene, a p@eking
operaperformer Yu Lou (Ti Lung) fights to the death against amwedding gang. At the

s demi se, bl i rCHaeginteacutgdthed i s e mb

moment of Yu Lou
action with flashbacks to Yu Lou portraying the death of a heroic character Bekimg opera
stage. As Yu Lou finally falls dead, Chaagts back to a shot of him as an actastage, lying

still with a plume of red silk spilling &@m his belt (a theatrical representation of a fatal gut
wound). In a wide shot, the curtain draws across the stage, closing him off from the audience
within-the-film. This invocation of theatricality enshrines the struggle of the protagonist, making
permedle the boundargebetween common man and legéydaligning him with a lineage of
mythic heroism. For Chang Cheh, tReking operavas a fundamentally revolutionary cultural
whi ¢ h v alnVehgetaneethe glaly & refleRveytumctiohs less

to subvert than to allegorize and exalt the generic reality of the film.

form,°a nAr‘t

Il n Chor Yuen’ gheatricalreffexivity is usuallyless avert@rid more
integrateds | yl'y under mining the genr e’ Isacknodise axi o ma
Cantonese cinema days, themes like the subjective nature of truth and the unseating of tradition
have often served as the pretext for his stylistic departures from social realism, his
experimentations with technique, and his indulgence iexiesses of melodrama. Sometimes
stylistic elements only gently transgress against tacit realist norms in discreet ways. Other times
they play on convention, such the presence of a narrator, onscreen or iowari¢gometimes
Chor himself) who introducs the story and acts as a mediator by direct address to the audience,
as seen in films lik&he Joys and Sorrows of Yoii®69) orDuel for Gold(1971). As well,
theatrical tropes such as curtainstagestylelighting may be employed in the dramatic
presentation of characters or events. This can be nuanced, bymqaynposing Bots in ways
that suggesstage devices, or aggressive, as with the Tirm Emperor and his Brother / Shu
Jian Enchou Ly1981)wherein a powerful moment (a father killing hlsld to appeaséamily
honour) becomes a statableaufig.7); the actors freezé¢he lights suddenly difrand a center
spotlight falls upon the act of infanticideuspending the moment in staged time (fig.8).

" For more on Chang Cheh and Peking (Beijing) OperaChaag Cheh: A Memoijpp139—152)
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Figure7: fromThe Emperor and his Brothef.he patri arch kil l s his young

Figure8: ... the house lights go down, and the moment of violence is illuminated in a theatrical spotligh

Play-acted scenaws— performances within performaes—-may al so i ntrude i
diegetic world, oftenin jarring or discordant ways that lay bare the contrivances of the film.
Heroes Shed No Teaf$980) features a scene wherein a famed beauty gives a prolonged danc
performance at panghugathering, featuring spotlights, dryeicand discotheqtiée colours
that create dissonance between the conceit of the presentation and the historical setting (fig.9)
Another variation of the stageanaged performance themecurs inFull Moon Scimitar(1979),
when the hero Ding finds a sultry woman in an unlikely forest location, complete witkvher
performance space; a lush, fully furnished pavilion. After being seduced, he awakes to find not
only that the girl has gonbutthatthe entire pavilion has been stripped bare, leaving him alone
on an empty stagkke platform. Other times, these performances take the foperédrmative
ruses the spectator is not made aware of until later in the film. In another exampkaifrom
Moon Scimitay Chi ng Chi n g-wifeofiDiag, inimi@gan extensivefsabglot by
tricking Ding’s enemy into believing his hous
by the appearance of anotherdfmo man ( Chi ng Cikter)nwho helpsube mgne f ul s



Campbell124

turn the tablesn Ching ChingLater, it is revealed that this new character is simply human, a
paid actress who was part of Ching @dybfng’ s pl
the ghostly effects of the feigned poljeist are ever given any explanation, leaving the spectator
uncertain as to which parts of the film were
the purported illusionism of the performance within the film, and the ttdtegranted
illusionism that allows cinema to create these fantastical images for its audience.

Concealing the inauthenticity of portions of the story from the spectator is one way to
shake our sense of investment in the narrative, but a similar effect may also be atincgd t
transparency. The opening scen@efils of the Sentimental Swordsn(@982) begins with Chu
Liuxiang and a | ord di s cassasdinatignirtonderitorgr@pul an t o
access to a secret criminal community. Immediately aftetwthey execute the plan; Chu sneaks
into the prince’ s bedch gonplkete with Simulateddgere),sahd h i m i
escapes unseen. At no point is this simulation witnessed diegetically by other characters, leaving
the odd, alienating impssion of characters rehearsing and then performing for an unseen
audience, implicitly the audience behind the
such scenes, the common motifgerformance, deception, and subjective realityepeatedn
Chor Yuen’s films, reinforcing that appearanc

Another wayChor achieves this uncanny effécthrough the corention of the theatrical
scenic space, as arranged around the concept of an abstract, contained spatiality like a
perforrmnce stage. This becomes hostile to the no
w o r d srectangtlaslice of profilmic reality included within the frame is assumed, by the
laws of diegetic implication, to extend beyond the four edges of the fasuah to the space
behind the set and behind the carhera( St am 139). Chor’'s fil ms oft
theatricalabstractiorof reality, wherein scess often become discrete spaces, cordoned off from
a contiguous, realist continuum on one or moresslaly framing devices formed from artfully
arranged buildings, shrubbery, or tree boughs (figll@). i s rare i n Chor Yuen
characters travelling through spatial and geographical locales in ways that denote real time and
space. Even theonwentional concision ahetemporalellipsesis usually obviated. Characters

simply arrive and depart, as if makitigeir appearances on an operatic stage.
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Figure9: An acrobatic dance number with pulsing light$d@roes Shed Noears(1980)

Figure10: A compositional border on top and bottom encloseis & Perils of the Sentimental SwordsmAg882)

Some of this, of course, is part of the distinct conventional language that is so specific to
thewuxiapian, and its array of qu&magical skills. Even withoutonstructive, elliptical editing,
the weightlesabilities of thexia create a new spatial anatomy of movement, via the convention
of the wireassisted or revergaotion leaping escap&/hen acharacter leaves the space of the
cinematic frame vertically in this way, they are simply gone, and generally no further attempts
are made to pursue thefrew other generic forms allow characters, as a matter of course, to
simply exit, stageip. ManyofGhor ' s f i | ms wi | | make al most eqgr
order to quickly move along their manic, fishtailing plots, tagttwist. In a film like The
Murder Plot(1979), characters sometimes feel as if they are humgosjalue to the frequency
with which they are litedéy dropped into and lifted out dhe stagespace Characters whizave
the frame, who travel offtage do not so much move through spduoet, effectively cease to
exist, disrupting any illusion of a profilmic reality that exdsrbeyond the bounds of the frame.
Similarly, when charactetsavel between spaces and locations, thfegnseem to simply jump

‘between stagés the theatrical sense. Time is containedamy within the discrete unit of the
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scene, but within the pByi ¢ a | constr sit mtipghisavdy, theliuadarhestal u d i o
convention of the cinematic ellipse is pushed to a stylized extreme that pronounces its
contrivance.

In early film critiasm, theatricality in cinema wasaditionally treated with some
skepticism; the line between film and other art forms required firm boungangéss Galt
observes* t heatrical ity in particular was wusually
cinematic form” (Galt 1 5theatrichtjHooudeseemrtobe@dieor Y ue
seltreferential and flexible. is notarbitrali 'y | ocked i nto t h®méti xity o
Rather, it cooperates with a plasticity of the image, achieved through mobile framing and shot
composition, to create a mulkigity of autonomous frames. Chor draws upativeerse film
languageof cinematic techniques, theatrical devices, @sdal ars. | suggest that these
elements arerchestrated through patterns of visual or narrative interruption, to the end of
breakinghe vi ewer’'s sense of suture with that int

power of a beautified framea fantasy perceived, but not lived.

The Multiplying FrameQObstructiors, Partitions, and Miseen-Abyme

As a director, Chor Yuen was teal for setting his own camera positions on shoots,
always taking the time to arrange the frame to his liking. This predilection was unusual within
the Shaw Brothers studio apparatus, where the professional rese$ were highly delineated
(Chor 47), ad speaks to the persistence of his distinctive visual style over his career. The
characteristic approach to composition in Cho
traits of his visual style, exhibiting particular framing tendencies that p#rsighout his
oeuvre. Primarily this may be described as the use of sets and staging to create obstructions and
interruptions in the picture plane, fragment.
anamorphic frame, or compressing the frame arte or more suframes. This can be used to
conceal or emphasize elements of the staging, to create an effect ofianegrames, or
miseenabyme Depending on the arrangements, these compositions can also serve to abstract
the sense of space, magithe image seem flattened or unnatural. David Bordwell has described
this practice as a form aperture framing® Noting that the practice dates from the early days of

cinema, he identifies these fragmentations of space and blocked views as beirailyspeci

8 For a discussion of aperture framinglmpanese cinema, see David Bordwlietics of Cinemé347-351 ).
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characteristic devices in the Japanese cinema of the 1960s (Bordwell 2008, 348).

Whil e Noel Burch’s observations on the inh
aesthetics (Burch 89) have elicited criticism from other scholars over the’}/earsyld
nonet heless argue that in the case of Chor Yu
perform a kind of modernist function. Through the concealing and revealing of screen space, the

selective focus created hy aperntther é ifmiami nd o

(Bordwel | 2008, 348) by making the ostensibly
hidden. In this sense, the spectator is oblig
well as a transmitter of storynf or mati on (i bid. 349). Not all ¢

conceal, but his affinity for dividing his screen space through framing elements certainly draws
attention to the artistic construction of his shots as discrete images, and contrithges to
awareness of the artist’s presence in the wor
At Shaw Brothers, other directors have used aperture framing to varying degrees. One
audacious example is found GadentStwalowd finevyanzing sc e
(1968), wherein an entitgvo-minute swordfight sequence is shown (or rather, barely shown)
through small *windows’' in a completely bl ack
shown only in tiny squares, or in extremely narrow rectangular slots, arranged horizontally,
vertically, or diagonally in the picture plan
movements or props; in others they frustrate the eye, emphasizing julittllecs? an action
they are able to see. The effect is jarring and enigmatof iéntirely compelling. What is most
striking about Chang’' s use of this technique
slot views do not reflect actual or implied objects, or pedrfitgiew that are located within the
narrative space. Achied by simple placing black mattes in front of the camera lens, this
becomes instead a purely formal and graphical
aperture framing was fleeting; restricted to a-time use in this sequence@volden Swallowit
suggestan experimental caprice rather thapalient aspect of his wodh the whole
By contrast, the application of this visua
confrontational but far more pervasive. It emerges over dozens of films in hi® @euwmore

subtle ways, representing a predominant tendency in his aesthetic repénepkacemenbf

8 For a discussion of Burch anTteDiffaytypoh eBei ngs Rinedi cak” ke
Cinemas: A Reader and Gui&7-40).
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graphically obstructing or intersecting foringo the picture planes an observable technique

used throughout his career, but it is perhaps edpec@able in his swordplay films at Shaw in

the late 1970% | would loosely classify these compositional devices along four interrelated
categories: (1) the arrangement of diegetic elements within the frame to create structuring
partitions, usually arowd characters, (2) the placement of elements around the boundaries of the

screen space in order to create an i nner fra
objects and obstructions placed in shallow space to create implicit barriers bdteveedience

and the ‘“interior’ space of the film, often o
variable focus zoom lenses to push objects in the extreme foreground into blurred forms that eat

up the image space, or supepose themselvesamsparently over characters in the middle

ground, creating a flattening or abstracting effect.

Figurell: Images drawn with light on a screen within a scredviunder Plot(1979)

8 The predominance of thisvisualmoft i n Chor Yuen's work at Shaw Brother:
the new variable focus zoom lenses. In its most ostentatious form, the zoom lens is now seen as one of the staple

tools of the Shaw style. However, the flexibility of these lerdss led to other stylistic applications, such as those

used by Chor Yuen in his compressed compositions.

Bordwell has also noted aperture framing and zoom lens photography as being among the additions brought to the
Shaw Brothers film repertoire dog their technological modernization of the 1960s, when the studio hired Japanese
directors and film technicians in the effort to better
Shaw”) . I t i s mightjust as eakily looff wetthoa tt hvee wor ks of doiBavactors ik
during the same periothr similar standout examples of aperture framing iagk en-abymecomposition.
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Figure12: Overlgping screens break the frame into multiple framdairils of the Sentimental SwordsmAm®82)

Although all of the above methods are variations on the idea of using foreground
elements to create compositional interruptions, the first three mentiauerkkte directly to the
restructuring of the frame in ways that use aperture framing to create an effestefrabyme
The recreation of the frame (or frames) within the frame of the onscreen space tends to be a
reflexive gesture, one that oblige thpectator to become more aware of the bounds of the
i mage. As Steatiimean compositions a@nd abstract framing force utwemplate
rat her ttheanmage, while theinclusn of twodimensional materials . call attention
to the screen as a twdimensonal surface(Stam255) I n Chor ' s period fi
of the Chinese painted screen almost always serves to reframe the action of the film in a format
that closely echoes the dimensions of the widescreen projectiortjre@s&urning characters
into hazy figures drawn with ligtffig.11). When multiple screens overlap, the sensatiomisé
enabymaeis strongest (fig.12lt recalls the effect of a cinematic frame filled with framed
photographs or paintingsflat reprodutions within a flat filmic image-that challenges the
il lusion of deep space. The construction of
cinematographic composition, and redoubles it within the diegetic space, smudging the normally

invisible inesbet en t he fil mic i mage’s presentation

m

0 |
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Figure14: An artful branch steals our attentionDuel for Got (1971)

Unlike in the earlier example @olden Swallowthe apertures, frames, and interruptions
found in Chor Yuen’s shot compositions are 0Ss
filmed space, rather than being nondiegetically applied. Asaglés in the profilmic universe,
they frequently operate as a graphical barrier that rests ambiguously someethererthe
spectator and the diegetic world. Chor makes frequenbfp e o p | e ’, architecudal fans,
furniture, and elements of dédorshapevisud partitions in the imag (fig.13). As well, he
commonlyuses organic forms and foliage evoke or replicate ahetypical tropes of Chinese art,
such as a single asymmetrical branch that bisects the framgfigsl4), or a floral arrangment
that looms into the image, threatening to overwhelm the actors onscreen) (fBgabetric
structures like latticed windows or pieces of furnitare also used to create harsher structural
divisionsthat sectioroff portions of the frame, and isakcharacterdothfrom ead other and

from the space around them (fig.16).
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Figure16: Geometric lattice structure to create apertures in timeefr@lan of Amazongl978)

Another aspect of these compositions is the way in which they can disrupt the expected
angles and perspectives of the statintershot editing pattern. While Chor relies mostly on the
180 degree system to construct dialoguaesdetween his actors, departures from that
convention can surprise the audience, reminding us that we are not in control of what we see, but
are subject to the direct or sesmsagifitChosstcaneraeylr i ms y
lurks on tle outsideof conversations or action scenkxating itself behind bushes, beneath
chairs(fig.17) or gazing through painted screens (fig.18). The effect that this conveys is one of a
peculiar voyeurism, as if the spectator is spying on the gaings the swordplay world from
some hidden or removed location. This produces a hufire in the sense of suture, and a

sense of uncertain subjectivit{e might well ask Wwose poirtof-view we areexperiencing.
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Figure18: A fight scene from the other side of a calligraphy scr€tsm of Amazongl978)

These angles often seem to originate ftbmmmost unlikely psitions using shapes in the
studio environment to create carefully composed graparcahgementRather than the notion
of an invisible observer’s viewpoint that sut
t hat t hi s artig pergees’e nwt hsi ct hiewghatdoes ndt @eesessarily facilitate the
primacy of plot, or serve naturalism. Rather, thibjugateshe view of the filmic worldo an
increasingly absacted compositional sense tiflattens, obscures, and refransgpsmcs and
characters within various squares, vertical slots, diagonals, and keyholes (fig.19). Rather than
treating these formations as fully abstract geometric forms and voids, Chor Yuen will often
retain a sense of his wafrdamiohg devicésl As putatve decor at i
components of the diegetic wordeven if they only serve in many cases to mark the boundaries
of t he ' ftoey ard often thiaki with the surface of Chineseness. Adorned with gilt
devices, elegant blossoms, jewelexhds, opoetic calligraphy, these forms serve to overstate

Chor’ s presentation of a dream of China’ t o
overwhelming effect becomeme ofpeering iro the film, and enjoying thisolourful, artificial

world as one might approach a cabinet of curiosities.
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Figure19: A nonPOV shot composed through a decorative ey&he. Roving Swordsmgh9o83)

Figure20: Peering at the world through sheer scremmsdecorative framind.he Sentimental Swordsmg®77)

These types of framindevicescreate a sel€onscias aestheticizatigrwherein eaclshot
can become individualized by its contrivance,;
that often defies the requirements of spatial realism or continliitile decorative legs of an
antique tablgut into frameto enclose dueling swordsmeor if a fringe of flowers intrude®t
bracket the face of a herbhese objectmayhave naeadily apparentorresponding referents in
a wide establishing shofThe s e f o r mmarely carcy lmyetragretationship to the concrete
spatiality of objects in thdiegeticworld. Instead thefunction as covertlgphemeral devices
that rearrange themselves titshe decor at i ve n eoepashobpdshotliiabisor ™ s i m
Cheating space to create an autonomously appealing image is nothing new in cinema. Stephen
Heath observed that ®“the fiction film disresp
spectator and film in its fiction” (Heath 101
reality; the cumulative effect of his treatment of the image binds the spectator into his dreamlike

film world, while also pointing to its fiction.
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Colour ard Abstraction

Chor Yuen frequently employs a heightened degree of colour to denote the chimerical
gualities of the diegetic environment. Reflexively, extreme use of colour can be used to flatten
the i mage plane or “tofcdlill mtct erotlioaunm "t q Stt laen
everyt hi ng -enscengttaourisslefined Iy &s excessive nature, either in its
profusion (fig.21), or in its stark contrast when used as an accent (fig.22). In his-bjeedsats,
naturalistic colours becognaccentuated and intensified, pushed to melodramatic extremes in
order to evoke the maximal sentimentality of an erotic daydream, or an autumnal nostalgia
(fig.23). The deployment of unreal or excessive colour, even while wringing a surface affect out
oft he audience, also inevitably reminds viewer
‘“screen’ colour, breaking the realist spell (
expressionistic colour effects through coloured lighting and filters, @teimot always) to

indicate a heightened psychological state or an encounter with the supernatural.

Figure22: Colour contrast ifrull Moon Scimita1979)
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Figure24: Something wicked this way comes. Expressionistic colour usherEnchantres&l983).

In addition to his frequent use of colourechligy Chor also treats colour as a
compositional tool through inamera means, by using his lenses to blur the lines between
abstract colour and fornBy the outset of the 1970s, the valbie focuzoom lens was already a
cherished and c#mployed item irthe Shaw technical toolbokany directors, notably Chang
Cheh, “bombarded the sets with quick zooms th
120). While ChotYuenwascertainly wasot above using the notorious Hong Kong qezciom
to punctuatelramaticmomentswvith sudderexpressive motion, on the whole his use of the zoom
was more about its powep create distortions in the image. In the realist modbeof
filmmaking, theplay of depthpf subject and foregroundreates a sense of spatialinstead, a
favourite tactic used by Chor was to compithaesplanar fields of figure and foreground together

to produce an effect that differs from conventional juxtapmsstof recognizable subjects.
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Figure26: Killer Clans(1976)

Not quite satisfied with simply using décor to intrude into the picture plane, Chor Yuen
often pushed the radcus shot beyond its logical litnicasting foreground objects (often
colourful items such as flowers) against clogs of his actors with such a shallow depth of field,
that the resulting distortion and blurrin§the foreground reacheoh ultimate and abstract
diffusion. The result afhis technique transforms objects into colour fields that occupy frame
space (fig.25)Alternately, it can be used to creatseanitranslucent colour effect thaeems to
rest on top of the image, flattening depth and tinting his subjects (fig.26)e@tsto a
compositional restruicur i ng of t he fadtossimetheabstmet psychotpgicG&lh or ' s
spaceslef i ned by t h e kike thenuseenabymedidcussecdabave this .
amorphous colour aun intensify our attention towards thetors in the showhile also
addingan additional degree of compositional dynamism totaerwise conventional close
shot . I suggest t ha reflexiverstylk thie qreates@ fomnaltvdid, o€ h or ’ s
another screen, whichcan flatten space, obscure faces, or interrupt the naturalist reading of the

screen space witle play of expressionist colour. This technique effectively turns material
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décor-t he very stuff of Chor i thapamérhsfloveerstvérdgl | vy or i
leaves, and ornamental fixturegto floating formsor hazeof coloured light, liquefying them

into a raw, psychic, nerepresentational space around his adfioys27). In some sense, it

performsa similar semiotic function to the swirling dige fogs and coloured light gels

employed by Chor Yuen in his construction of a fantastical, plastic, and itlgeremnterfeit

environment. It underscores the dreamlike mutability of the worlcha#liecinogenidoken of

Chineseness, inauthentic and therefaliable to the needs of the viewer.

Figure27: Swordsman and Enchantrgd978)

Figure vs GroundMartial Spectacle and Visual Occlusion

The use of elements of the misescene as visual interruptions or obstructionsseame
metaphorically to emphasize the thematic importance of deception, disorientatielsandss
over conventional martial exploits or physica
must ravigate through and around the stusipaces, with tsir aesthetic, sometimes oneiric,
contortions and barriers, sdmetimesnore imprtant to the eye of the camehanto the visual
gratification offered byhysicalizednartiatarts action. Although theuxiapianas a genre has
traditionally emphasizedhe elements adociality, chivalry, andantasy over authentic martial
arts, the action is still treated as a spectacle. However, ensconcethiaziad ornate Chinese
mansions, ruied temples, and lushinddoror est s t hat cjangputlee Chor Yu
perfunctory role of sensational martial display (ewdr®n mosgracefully choreographedpn
very often besublimated to the gyrations of obfuscation aenxklation.

A Chor Yuen battleoyale differs from those ohis contemporaries. While King Hu

orchestrated his space through editing, and the choreographed motion of his characters around
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obstacles, thgia as performer was still emphasized. Chang Cheh, for his part, fixated on the
interactions (physical and emotional) between his male characterspaith subordinated by

mi ni mal use of establishing shots, and heroes
mostly in medium shots that olLbhusKareungteriddtiee b ac kg
exalt the physical displays ofgwessto ugh t he use of oprethemisgper f orn
enscene, or in an energetic montage that exploded the action with pmesiseps in order to

highlight the complexity of the fight choreograplyy c ont r as tcomb&dntsme Yuen' s
invariably erfiolded in a game of concealing and revealing; they are obscured behind, bushes

hemmed in by architecturet rendered indistindty layers of sheer drapery. The thrill of a

mortal combat thus becomes seconded to the relative movement of the histolsahmund
themChor’' s environments are typified by obstruc
of space, such as in his labyrinthine Chinese manors, segregated by screens, drapes, partitions,

and furniture; or through a compression of space foitbgrounds that press into or occlude easy

access to the film s worl d.
Chor Yuen's fragmentatiaof the frameand his visual occlusion tactics become
intertwined in his use of mobile framinghisis most evocatively displayed Ii3hor's affection
for longlenses and lonkateral tracking motions that attempt to keep pace with characters as they
walk, run, bound, or fight their way through the decoratively congested horizontal domains of
the impressive studio stages, creating "layers of pulsing foregroawement that yield
intermittentvievs of hi s protagonists”" (Bordwell, Thom
Conventionally, action captured in wide shots and long takes is associatedenatisthetics of
realism a least in the Baziran senseThis is alsopertinent tahe martial arts cinema on the
whole in the way that it facilitates capturing sielled physical prformances of their players,
bolsteringtne@ ppeal to real i sm t hrmaiadahsathldétigsmaByt hent i ci
contrasti n t he f i ght s equenc aypesoftfacki@thshots invadablypn* s f i | r
encounter a series of barriers and objects that obstruct or interrupt our view of events.
For some time, the directors of the New Style had been employing the metlitetiog|
their frames with foreground and background activity, as other combatants dart past the camera,
or maneuver in and around the center of the action. A readiding of this tendenayight
suggest that it creatas ambiguity that challenges thevleged view of thespectataorin order

to give the impression of an expansive world around the atteyend the borders of the frame.
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Il n Chor’' s case, however, he instead seems to
spectator and hisombatants as they move through sp&¢b.at ever confl i cted de
of spatiality and camera movementghmi seem to owe to realist space #malspectacle of

authentic fight choreography, | feéeimust be undone by the ways in which panels, objects,

walls oftenserve to conceal and break up thereography of the performers into brief

snapshots of bodies and limbs in motion; fragments of time that provide clipped views of

incomplete gestures.

Discussing the montage techniques of King Hu, Bortlaeerved that Hu calls upon
“constructive editing, which is supposed to lay out the action clearly, and then does all he can to
sabotage it" (Bordwell 2000, 163). In Hu's case, this is achieved througkcjutspr by shaving
frames out of shots to cresa jarring disjuncture in our perception of conventional cinematic
space and time, contributingtothee nsor i al effect of a “glimpse’
conceptual effect through tls¢agingof objects and décpand using therto disrupt the
exposition of narrative action. Two primary methods emerge in the way he films action; the use
of framing devices that split the picture plane into a muttiplit y o f d i witbinteet e * s pa
temporal unit of the shot; and the use ofri@bile frameto create a rapid scrolling of the
structural foreground. Thigrovides a dynamic fragmentation that interrupts the movement of
characters througtheir space, leaving us with only a flickering serieglifnpsesn alternation
with the material blockages sightWal t er Benj amin, writing on Br ¢
effect of Brechtian "‘epic theatr-@ntheumairabd t ha
arresting of motion into individual gestureghat the illusionism of the fiction wagdken,
prompting a reflexive awarene®sThe dialectic purpose of Brechtian theatre methods was to
defamiliarize the illusionism of the medium, and to remind viewers that what they were engaged
with was not truth but only an imperfect representation. Femjd@nin, the potency of the gesture
was gquantitative and cumul ative, concluding t
engaged in an action, the more gestures we o0b

't must be acknowlaewdagreed °tehudidic calathémcabisintde s e | f

disjunctures and confrontational shifts in register to signal its reflexivity, and this is a

8 Benjamin called upon the example of the physical filmstrip of a motion picture teelchairof fixed gestures,

stripped of the naturalism of movementt o i | | ust r at elndBed,eht btrict framéker eaciosed e :

nature of each moment of an attitude which, after all, is as a whole in a state of living flux, is one of the basic
dialecticalcharacteristics of the gesture . . . ithie retarding quality of these interruptions and the episodic quality

of this framing of action which all ows34.he gestural t hg¢
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methodology that is difficult to recuperate into the commercial format of the studio mass

entertainment f i | m.ncyNocconeetlthe dwerdpky onsCrhen,rsémetimese n d e

offering only furtive views of the fights through various impediments, serves in part to frustrate
the spectator’s eye, by hiding what woul d
martiakchivalry film. Bordwell mused on the viewing process, as encouraged by aperture

f r a mi ergust stfaiwto pick out the characters and follow their action, all the while
appreciating how graphic modulations within the grid are crdatesthifts in charactergsition'
(Bordwell 2008, 349)By advertising the formal aestheticization of his framing, and the

choreography of his figures through these spaces of visual occlusion, Chor unseats narrative and

generic expectations in favour of his formalistic distraionornamental beautifications. In the
moment of voyeuristic disorientation, the spectator disengages (if only slightly; briefly) from the
compulsions of the narrative just long enough to recognize the full artful contrivance of the

frame.

Ornamentalismand Material Orientalism

ot h

Chor Yuen’ s camer a s &k opsaposidion thit s slighttyer pos s

removed from the story space of the film, outside of the bdikksroften decorativetructures
that he constructs around the edges of his fratnex;cupyan interstitial space between the
audience and the diegetic worldhor's treatment of space often seems to refuse both historical
naturalism and the authority of the characters within that space. Instead the environment
becomes an aestheticalytonomous entity, reconfiguring itself to suit the requirements of
thematic obscurity and deceptionoftenantagonizes the swordsmeho must dodge around or
chop their way througthesilk veils and ornamental fixtas as if they were a dense jungle,
providing what Teo notes is an appropriate
traditions (Teo 2009, 154). Chor subvartgions of subjectivity by framing, reframing, or
interfering with the spectator's view of the story. The ponderoushisaefglowers or oriental
antiquities allegorize history as, at best, an affective beautifying construct, and at worst, an
impediment, a suffocating enclosure that must be escaped from.

Arif Dirlik used the termlocalized orientalisnto refer to Chineseeatorations in modern

western’ architecture in Chi na;Wedteonsgacenv ey
(Dirli k 1994, 123). TwmeiafilmsaftClkor Muenlservesraisimitait a |

sm
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function. It conjures a signification ah eernal and mystical China counterpoint to the Hong

Kong viewer’s context, |ifestyle, and indeed,
t hemsel ves. However, t he 4eresteperisinatktcontenttomenetyal i s m
suggestChinesenss; ather its character is overdetermined by the density of materials on
display. Chor presents a world that is at the saturation point of Chinesenesss, straining against
credibility.

Chor Yuen frequently constructs Hiramesin terms of visual obstrtéions, relying upon
natural, ornamentayr architectural fans that speak of a sensuous,wl ent Ori ent, a
many peRbesmeshd Gal the Orierd, Bke theefeminind) ia associdtet with
an excess of pleasure in material thingstipularly deorative, sensual, pretty thifgs ( Gal t
145) Our view is often occluded by those objects that are seen to be most reminiscent of a

mythical or historical China. In one sense, this suggests a primacy of Chinese cultural sentiment,

an injectim o f oriental flavour into his images.

Yuen’'s style, and t he e n-eonstious atohmodenistn st r uct s,
interruption. One cannot insert themselves into the filmic world, becausathis always
blocked, reinforcing the barrier between reality and fantasy. The culturalist-disdandscape

contains and constricts the characters and the narrative, and reinforces their value as signs.

Figure28: Swordsmarand Enchantresgl978)

Such formal techniques workhamdh and wi t h Chor’' s affinity f

and the use of, to borrow Galt’s phrasing, *“a
props, and col our t o .leeldeploymerddformamentalsmtoay”™ ( Ga

surplus degree has the effect of distracting the spectator from the plausibility of the surroundings,



Campbell142

immersing them in the purely aesthetic, sensory realm of artistiestivaulation. When Chor
Y u e méroes fightheir way through the ornate gardens and interlocking chambers of a
mansion, they do not navigate these spaces and the assembly of paintings, screens, statuary, and
furniture that fills them. Instead they violently transcend it; crashing into it, diviogghrit,
kicking it over, and sweeping it aside with their sword strokes. If Likhlani ang’ s met i cul
arrangements of decorative antiques in his history films displayed the expository care of a
museum curator, Chor’' s treamenmot aloif| it deofor @laim
past often becomes an act of literal iconoclasm.
The play of figure and ground is not limited to the lordly interior settings. Chor
acknowl edged the influences of the ‘pnaedtic |y
set desiga (Chor 47), and this is nowhere more evident than in his recreation of the picturesque
landscapes of the timeleasixiasetting.In the studiereproduced outdoor spaces of Chor Yuen
films we find a world expressly arranged to recreagestylizedcraggy rocks, luxuriant flora,
gurgling streams, and misty pastel luminescence of traditional Chinese landscape art. The
guestion of Chinese art as representation and as a sign for China becomes interesting here. In his
discussion of the aestinet of King Hu, Hector Rodriguez described the underlying premises of
traditional Chinese art:
Chinese art is not centrally but at best only peripherally or optionally

concerned with referentiality. Its goal is not to provide accurate information about

adual people and places. A Chinese artwork shifts our attention away from denotative

content toward its principles of stylistic construction and, more specifically, toward

the spirit or state of mind embodied or "lodged" in its style. King Hu has thus

descibed the formative principle underlying Chinese landscape painting and theater

as a purely aesthetic interest in "expressing art in itself (Rodriguez 80).
I n Chor’' s case, elements of nature, most ofte
will assert themselves artfully into the frame, continually vying for attention with the actors
themselves. On one hand this unseats narrative expectations from their classically privileged
focus, and asks us to contemplate the unchanging splendour of te waild in contrast with
the transitory concerns of human conflicts, rendered small, nonsensical, or futile when framed by

more elegant beauty.
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Figure29: Heroes Shed No Teaf$980)

Figure30: Heaven Sword and Dragon Sabre Partl®78)

Of course, these compositional devices may not always serve a connotative semiotic
value. A sprig of autumnal foliage may not always be a sign for the natural world; a flower is not
always a signification of pudeve. As purely formal constructs, these shapes play to a more
expressionistic interest, one that unseats reality in pursuit of affective abstraction. By the same
token, the contrivance and inherent artificiality of these objects cannot be wholly destount
Chor Yuen rarely makes use of Rdiegetic images of nature for us to meditate upon. Indeed,
his natural objects are themselves always ersatz; too colourful, too picturesque, and too
specialized in their shapes to truly impress any sense of natutgd@mthe spectator. Rodriguez
was careful to add a caveat to his conceptual
such generalized conversations can | ead back
culture by treating it as an atosical, unitary reality reducible to a few distinctive and pervasive

traits (Rodriguez 74). This seems to be of |
use of such hyperbolized and essentialized iconography that unlocks the affeetitalisti

appeal of these culturalist symbols, and lends them their seductive and uncanny air. His
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cinematic world is one that cannot, in the eyes of the spectator, loosen itself from the armatures
of formal artistic caprice, or exist outside the confinethe frame. Nature, in verisimilar terms,
cannot exist here; instead there is only the simulacrum, the aestheticized caricature of Chinese art,

expressing an imitation of its own stylized artifice.

Figure31: Descendant of th8un(1983)

Through the adoption of asAfundamentalytaral i st st a
artificial, idiomatic construct of cultural identityChor's films present the character of Chinese
history as all too theatrical, too excessive, and too tiolisu Chor achieves this predominantly
through the employment of reflexive techniques and acegl§cious artistic formalism, that
continuously reiterate an alienating, orientalizing distance between viewer and its subject. The
result is a climate of petrating romantic ennui, projected upon an orientalist screbat is to
say, an image of China as escapist emotional reverie rather than as a tie to a concrete ethnic
history or sense of belonging. This space never purports to take one back to osie'eveot
attempts to instill an assertive ethnic pride, and never incites cognitive dissonance between
history, ethnicity, and politics. This is a place of exotic abandon, a commodified simulacrum of
China that may be possessed by the diasporic Chinestatgpeas they were an outsider, and

enjoyed for its sensual and otherworldly dreaminess.

Reflexiviy and Genre Fantasy

Extricating the elements of styeparticularly those seenasselfe f | exi ve or ‘ an
— from a broader vocabulary of geieeconventions can be a complicated affiefhen Neale
argued that t h ebetomesambiguswmhen sisedrid describe fimes’
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particularly with regard to how genres are assessed according to their relationship with objective

notions of relsm. Instead, he advises a separation based &ldn@ n o generin s o f

verisimii t ude’ ( b a s eedpeatapoasnof wdnat shouéd wraneist happetinms of a

certain genre), an(that whechis$ culwralls Wnerstoedrta bsposablelini t u d e’

life) (Neale1990,47). This brings forward thguestion of how deeply we can delineate the

boundary between whatisselfe f | exi ve, and what is accepted a
verisimilitude’ wi tengeme. Théaaimdooreahsm thewuwoapianisof a ¢

complicated; martiaarts folklore has established different cultural expemtatof what may be
considered believable in the genaidhistorically-displaced settingTherefore, the fantastic
wire-assistedeaps,strange powers, and superlative dextesitthe xia characters, while perhaps
transcending cultural verisimilitude, remain well within the bounds of the generic verisimilitude
of thewuxia pian.

Howeverf ol | owi ng Neal e’ s sesofesystencafizatidfiégher es as pr
parameters of generic verisimilitude are not permanently fixed, and may be reshaped by

challenges to these systems of expectation made by new strains of the same genratlyn the e

phase of thevuxia shengudiilm, the displayof magical power# the overt form of handrawn

animated representationsfyfing blades and internal chi energies was a normalized convention

for expressing the specialized and refined maatitd prowess of the literarya knights in a

visual medum. Likewise, the use of ioamera supempositions could be used to impart high

flying abilities to the heroes and heroines of the eatlyiacinema without disrupting the

expectations of the audiences. However, spurred bMeineSchoolwuxialiterature movement

of the 1950s, whicplaceda more realistic and actiesriented spin on the old mystical

conventions, studios like Shaw BrothéBowed suit with their moder ni z edbramdhd r e a
of wuxiapian. Magical powers were toned down, becomirgglerazen and flashy, and instead

more suggestive in their depictions. The stagey, performative style of the Cantomnessas

repl aced by t he Sh alarger nattiraistic settings, reoyencegammobility,y i n g
and a more somattgpe of comlatbes ed (nomi nal | y) anartighartsand i c al |,
pronounced, gory viscerality. In this way, the New Style represented a pointed shift in the

systems of generic verisimilitude within theixiagenre.

8 See the discussion of Nealedagenre in Chapter 2, page 21 of this paper.
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Pl acing Chor Yu e nthisstylstiv genrd qgohtiauym, e seenhew sonme
aspects of the older Cantonesgxia pian found their way back into his mohexuriously
mounted Shaw films. With his densely decorated sets and ornamental compositions, Chor
created simultaneously an exomeiminousvision of China, an@lsoa reinscription of an older,
discarded Cantonese film iconography of thetdstic. In his use of tightigontained highly
expressionisticandplayfully unreal spaces, he presentecdudiences an image not just of a
monumental, mythologized China, but also the-Essient memory of a cinematic past with a
local dimensionTeo observed that for the Cantonesxiac y c 1 e, “t he fantastic
were basic to its culture and formalistically transhistorical, somebfiacting the Cantonese
identity of Hong Kong and its existence on th
go further to suggest t hat wuxiamancarybs seenasd a mbi e
carrying forward of his Cantonese sensipititrough his Mandarin swordplay films,
transforming the genre in the process, and contributing to the climate of cultural convergence
occurring in the colony at that time. In this sense, the culhastalgiain his filmsprovides a
dual function, as bbtthe enshrinement ofsymbolic indentitary ideat in this case a
progressively more localized form of the 'dream of Chinahd atadt self-awareness of this
dreambeingalsoits own subject.

Of course, lte fanciful, stagdound and artificialbentof the earlier Cantoneseuxia
cycle was likely not an outght attack on verisimilitude, but in some measuratural growth
out of theatrical traditionsand &unction of budgetary ahtechnological limitationdts purpose
wasalmost certainlyot the modernist subversion of its topic. titeatricality was instead
contained by itehronologicaland economic specificitiesn thewuxiafilms of Chor Yuen-
particularly those made in the late 1970s, a full decade after the advent of the Shawsistevision
New Style—the affectedgdecorativefalseness of the setting and action draws attention to itself.
Chor does not evoke the fantastic by way of immersing the spectator in a verisimilar world of the
marvellous, but by inducing instead an awareness chitefullycomposed fabrication; a
facsimile ofbothmythic Chingand of theCantones&vuxia shengudilm. In doing so, he
invests the swordplay germneth a revised modef generic verisimilitude, one that echoes not
only art and theatre, but also ane itself.In this way, his deployment of fantasy and artificiality
in the highconcept studio context of the 197sacs an increased distance from thexia

genimpaddatvweorig ns in China’s materi al hi story, whil
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The reflexive tendency i n t€Chsswordplayfdms.’ s ci ne
Instead, it is observabbeross his filmography, acting as a tygevisual signature on his wark
However, it is in hisvuxiapianthat the use of these selivare edments became most energized
in its union with thevuxiagenr e’ s pot ent t r Ehedctuinssoftieer i cal myt |
Mandarin New Style prescribed a regimeedlism tore-naturalizethe youth of Hong Kong and
t he diaspora back &ailtutallpenof-odrriegaim .o fC hGohri’nsa ’w oarsk s
upended thign favour of a more aesthetically effusive and playfeatment of such historical
identities. Tis reflexivity operats in concert with hishemes of illusion, subjectivity,
disdfection, andromantic escapisntontributing b anorientalist depiction foa feminized,
consumable China that is naturalized instead to Hong Kong.
Andrew Sarris once wrote of the ambiguous metrics that must come into play when
attempting to delineate the quality ofiaematic auteuf> Leaning toward the example provided
by the studio system, he suggests that, when placed under the constraint of subjects that are not

exclusively of the director’”s own choosing, t
treatment of form. Over a body of work this produces a discernible stylistic consistency that
becomes identifiable with that director. Acco
is to be discerned in the tension generated between the pesgsohalidirector and his or her

materi al . | t ipat ofat is imbadded in theestufbaf theecineana and cannot be
rendered i n nonci nelmbetcase of CherrYoes, the én&gymeleassd by 6 2 ) .
this tension occurs at the nteg of his romantic sensibility with the very stuff of genre. Seizing

the interior meaning in his work can be a fraught process, shot through with experimentation,

playful visuality, and deceptive affectation, to say nothing of the overarching culteaahst

that his works were immersed in. Through the preceding section, | have attempted to provide a
preliminary overview and investigation of Cho

tease out the fibres of stgedrhisélhsat i on bet ween

% See Andrew Sarris in “NoteS6l564 the Auteur Theory in 1
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CHAPTER 6

Film Discussions

In the following chapten, have selected fodri | ms f r o mwuRik manoeuvre e n’ s
to serve as signal films for analysi®old Blade / LongMuxiang( 1 970) i s Chor ' s ve
in the swordplay fan, made during his brief period with Cathay. Nonetheless, this film
establishes many of the distinct elements of his personal aesthetic that will be seen to persist
through to his Il ater works in his Gubllyong cyc
prior to becoming part of the Shaw studio machiheel for Gold / Huobing1971) Chor

Yuen’'s first film with Shaw Br ot her wuxiger ves a
displaying his early interest in the thematic use of emotion areptien as a weapon, as well as

an array of reflexive structures and aesthetics to destathiBzamoral and political stability dhe

traditional chivalric settingMagic Blade / Tianya MinyueDgo1 976 ) was Chor ' s se
Long adaptation, presentingleematically stylized and metaphorical take on the tropes of the

swordplay film, with a powerful current of identity crisis and destabilizing reflexivity running
throughout. IrDeath Duel / San Shaoye De Jid®77)Chor s soci al sefnsi bi |
history is brought to the fore through his use of an intensified romanticist and orientalisinmise

scene, anchoring the chimerical and artificial aesthetic that would define his Gu Long cycle.

Cold Blade

"Although Cold Blade was my first swordsnfdm, | established my style. Those of the same
genre that followed were actually very much the same, stylistically. To speak the truth, without

the maple leaves and dry ice, | would be.fstChor Yuerf®

Before Chor Yuen joinethe CathayOrganizatim in 1971, he had never touched the
swordplay genre as such. Tleaxiafilms he would go on to make during his years with Shaw
Brothers have become the most defining chapter of his career, representative of an evolution of
the genre propelled by Chor's owearsonal themes and sensibilities. Through acgeicious

romanticism, Chor Yuen helped to reshapevib&iaparadigm and provide an alternative vision

8 From Chor Yuen, Directorp.35



Campbell149

of the martialarts film in contrast to the more machisaiiven models that had become
dominant sine the mid1960sWh i | e dortributionsto the swordplay canon are very
nearly exclusively a product of his involvement with the SK4w@old Blade / Londviuxiang
(1970)is the notable exception, and a telling testament to the uniqueness of hisespite
the temptation to attribute much of Chor Yuemisciastyle to the overwhelming influence of
Shaw Brothers' powerful production machine, if we may judge by the examptdcdBlade-
made during his brief stint at Cathiaypecomes apparentthdth or * s di st i ncti ve a|
swordplaygenre was already close to its mature form. By 1970, the Slcalesirwuxia
century'project had firmly established tiNew Stylewuxiapian, and largely pushed the
Cantonese industry into collapse. In Charlseenscene, we can detect the influend¢¢he
New Stylewuxiafilms, perhaps most notably fro@ome Drink with MeThe prominent
appearance of a female knight in male drag, the vertical staging of a confrontation ifeagiwo
inn, and the frenetic @osions of constructive montage all seem to be nods to the work of King
Hu. Nonetheless, Chor Yuen's flair for the genre is immediately his own. Contrary to the gritty
and unvarnishetbne espoused by tiNew Styleswordplay,Cold Bladequickly announcean
exotic, magical tenoiThe opening credit sequence introduces e her oes of the fi
and Thunder whpracticdheimsavard stances in an otherworldly studieated
mountain setting. Blossoms crowd the foreground and unnaturdépuigts swirl around the
swordsmen as they perform a stovotion, gravitydefying ballet. Here, the film asserts a
definitive break from the tone of realism and the generalized historicity foundse sedttings
favoured by the New Styleuxia.Here, thefantastical context is rendered digestible through a
visual language of expressionist stylization and a degree of abstract formalism that borrows
heavily from Chinese painting traditions. Tdeesam of China’'epresented by th&uxiapian
here becomes meliterally oneiric in style; there can be no mistaking that this dream is stuff of
myth, and depicts a Chinese history that is not just tacitly disappeared, but wholly artificial, well
and truly berthed in the plastic domain of a Hong Kong soundstage.
These technical flourishes may not | mmedi at

social realism, but it could be argued that the unreality ofvthea pianwas a natural extension

87 During the very brief interlude between Cathay and Shaw Brothers, Chor Yuen has one credited film a
scriptwriter and calirector:The Ghost's Reveng&ijian Gouhunreleased in 1971, attributed to the Eng Kin
production companyirector Chor Yuerl06) Although, it is a film in thevuxiastyle, a lack of availability
unfortunately precludes its disssion in this study.
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for Chor. The romantic and expressionistic charge of his domestic mekxrand the breezy
convolutions of his spy capers would seem to transition easily to this form, where excess
emotion and surplus affect ate rigeur.The extravagant gestures, unfettered expression,
aesthetic hyperbolism, and pressurized sentimental®/lofo r Y u e n 'wexiawasld our f ul
were in full effect in his first foray into the genre.

Ratherthan adapting a story from thdddr New Schoolwuxialiterary canonCold
Bladeis based on an original screenplay by Chor YUém® plotfollows the two swrd-brothers,
Ling and Tsaiwho are sent down from the mountains (the traditional abode of demigods and
martial mystics), charged by their wizened master with an important quest: they are to secure a
lost treasure in order to aid the patriotic efforbblster the Song {hasty agaist the
encroaching Mongol Yuanyhasty. The fantasy quest narrative and the tredsureaspect
represent a collision between the norms of the earlier Cantanesfilms (with their themes
of Confucian loyalty between mast@nd student) and the more individualistic (and materialistic)
subjects of th&lew Stylewuxia, where lust for money and power often featured prominently.
These elements are bound together within a narrative of national empowerment, with ethnic
Chinese sinding together against a foreign power, represented by the Yuaesse of Chinese
solidarity was a key element in the historicisnita earliest New Style swordplay films.the
works of Chang Cheh, the ultimate apotheosisafdeals is achiged hroughunwaveringand
suicidal defiancén the face of oppressive forcesdso reinforcing a militaristic form of idealism.
However, inCold Blade these broad tropes become disturbed by the intercession of a more
personal and emotiondimensiorthat highights the inherent humanity of his protagonists.

UnconventionallyLing, the eldest of the two young knights rebellious, ambitious, and
romantic, while his brothan-armsTsaiis restrained and dutiful, staunchly committed to the
defence of thethric Chinese nationas represented by the Song Dyndstyhis case, history
will not be on his sideHere the brothers express a neat binary division between a Confucian
sense of duty to master and to country, and the pull of individual desires aedtsitéhe
conflicted duality inherent in this pairing is further reinforced by semiotic tokens of the story;
each brother receives one half of the secret treasure map, so that only together can they succeed
in their mission. As well, the "Wind and ThundswWordstyle they practice requires both
brothers to coordinate their actions in unison to unlock a mystical feiwayd technique that

makes them all but unbeatable. Theg and Tsaare functionally and metaphoricallyified
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into the figure of the trditional xia herq signifying the Chinese national spirit, lalivided into
thematic halves. In the opening sequencgédtal Blade Chor Yuen presents the two heroes,
standing shouldeto-shoulder in profile, each facing away from the other in Jéikesolemnity.
This compositional arrangement, which recurs througBold Bladeat key moments,

introduceso n e o f distntiver visumal motifs. Seen throughout his swordplay works at Shaw
Brothers, the recurrent image of twia (sometimes male, sometimiesnale) speaking to one
another while standing ba¢&-back while gazing in opposite directions, becomes a potent
externalization of a hero's interior conflict through a form of implicit doubling.

Over the course of #ir twistladen journey, thewordsnenLing and Tsaencounter a
flavourful array of characters and antagonists, all of them seeking the treasure maps. In addition
to Yuan conspirators and Song loyalist rebels, they also meet the eponymous Long Muxiang (of
the film's Chinese title), an alimg, androgynous swordswoman travelling in male guise. In a
scene that prefigures those seen in Chor Yuen's later swordplay films, the elderLngther
meets Muxiang in a moonlit garden laden with boughs of brilliant orange leaves. As Muxiang
plays the lite, they trade verses of melancholic po&tiandLing becomes smitten. Unlike Tsai,

Ling is disinterested in the machinations of government and nation. Instead he prefers to forge
his own path to renown and riches through martial exploits. In Muxiafigdeea kindred spirit

of sorts; the men's clothes she wears reflect her desire to be free of those strictures and
expectations placed upon her as a woman. She too seeks adventure, to excel in her own terms,
rather than to play the dutiful daughter or nestthat tradition would dictate.

In spite of his rebellious and pugnacious manner, in his scenes with Muxiang, we see that
Ling is far removed from the taciturn, stpar cynicalswordsmen of thdlew Styleyanggang
swordplay film.His romantic individuaBm is expressed through his sensitivity and love of the
literary arts, which presentsagenside to his initially brash persortdis encounter with
Muxiang leads him to further question the obligations of tradition and nétidthe same time,
the dark gle of this individualism is ego and mateisat. After Ling and Tsai meet with their
contacts, a gang of Song loyalists, he becomes disenchanted with the rhetorics of patriotic self
sacrifice, and decides to follow his heart (and Muxiang) instead. He @imiidai and his quest

in favour of striking out on his own.

8 The verses are excerpts from the works of Li Yu, a poet and ruler from the Five Kingdoms period. Li Yu's poetry
also features prominently latetuxiafilms by Chor Yuen, notably in similar sceneiitler Clans(1976) and
Return d the Sentimental Swordsmgib81)
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This leads to one of Chor Yuen's customary twists. After reuniting with Muxiang and
leading her back to the higwrit of the Song loyalists, Muxiang reveals her true identity as a
Yuan princessravelling in disguise. The entire charade was a means for the Mongols to uncover
the patriots' plan and obtain the treasure for themselves. Even as she betrays Ling, Muxiang
confesses that she has fallen in love with him. As will be demonstrated thro@jtorlsivuxia
oeuvre, nothing is as it seems, and the sword provides no defense when love is used as a weapon.
By the end, Ling and Tsai reunite and race to stop the Mongols. In the action finale, Muxiang
and Ling must reluctantly face each other in baéeh agonized by the conflict between their
feelings for each other, and their loyalties to their respective abstractions of nation.

The historical specificity of the storyline and its implicit patriotic message at first seems
unusual in consideration @hor's later works in theruxiapian. While otheNew Style
directors (King Hu perhaps most notably) embraced the historicist backdrop of swordplay genre
as a means to convey an authenticity to their retrospective view of Chinese ideftdld in
Bladethe history finds itself at odds with Chor's presentation, one wreathed letiased
culturalist fantasy. Despite the presentation of the story as a historical an&mldtBladedoes
not exhibit a researched depiction of its subject, the Song Dynagdeed, the flavour of the
mise-enscene is much the same as in any of Chawsaworks, a hazy and romantic ‘generic'
China, fixed in a vague state of antiquitjheinvading Yuans depict a panoply of imaginative
ethnic costumes, alternately luxuriamd barbaricwith a full helping of orientalistomanticism.
This contributes to a sort of orientalist doukision, where both the Chinese and the foreign
interlopers distinguish themselves as overdetermined cartoons of ethnic chadatitey to the
playful and fanciful exoticism of this unreal world.

The nationalistic currents that run througbld Bladefeel perfunctory in their way,
providing a somewhat arbitrary patriotic crisis, itself motivated by a materialistic hunt for lost
treasure. This adlict enables Chor to recount not an inspiring tale of national struggle, but a
tragic 'Romeo & Juliet' story that provides an ambivalent deconstructether than affirmation
— of the sinicizing rhetorics of Chinese unity.thefilm's conclusion, tke two brothers unite
their swords again to defeat theoRgol princess, showing the power of their Chinese unity
against a foreign power (and in this case, the power of brotherhood againstiadddiher).
The action is spectacular, but the outcome ignanphant. It is tinged with powerlessness and

regret lamenting the monolithic structugrboundaries (politics; natioethnicity) that make
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people into enemieand foreclose upon love as a possible avenue of reconciliaignand
Muxiangare forcel to destroy each other by their ties to these formatidvisy was | born in

the Yuan and you in the Song?" Muxiang asks Ling before they enter into their last duel to the
death.

As noted by Stephen Teo, @old Blade'the 'nationalism' of the genre taken a tragic
ironic edge" (Teo 2009, 108) that offers some challenge to the conventional metonymy linking
the swordplay hero (or heroine) with a unifying Chinese spirit. Rather thagistering the
Chinese masculine satientity in the New Style's erovering or defiant terms, Chor instead
offers a dissonant uncertainty and anxiety. After the haktéel saideclares "Brother, the
destiny of China is in your hanLhg dissatidfiedt n' t
anddespondent, asks "Why® reply, his brothesimply offers"You'd better ask Heaven." The
futility and the insufficiency of thiansweiis underscored by the final shots@bld Blade
ending on adittersweeflashback td.ing and Muxiang, exchangintpeir verses of poetry in ¢h
garden-a paean to what is lost.

As history will attest, the Song Dynasty will succumb to the Yuan Dynasty, casting all
the sacrifices into a nihilistic light. Ethnic pride, the quest for wealth, and the codified
obligations of theia to their school/ation, become hollow values when they are negated by the
vagaries of historyMuch lip service is paid to lofty ideals like the defense of nation, but
ultimately the two brothers serve to illustrate a fundamental rift between needs of the individual
and tletragicsublimation of the human self under the exigencies of political ideRbiyLing,
his membership in this order is symbolized by his enforced partnership with his brother in order
to manifest the 'Wind and Thunder Sword' technique, a loss ohgbH polity of China.
Martial-arts as a complex becomes an analog for China, a burden of culture and history as
obstacle for human setéalization. In this wayCold Bladeforeshadows the subversive apathy

to nationalizing impulses that would be seei€Chor's later, highly apolitical Gu Long films.

Duel for Gold

Upon first consideration, the bloody and nihilidiiael for Goldseems unlike the films
that would later define Chor Yuen's style at Shaw Brothers.visxafilm, the harsh mood and
lack of sympathetic characters seems at odds with the outright aestheticism and the romantic,

phantasmagorical sensibility of the earlizold Blade However, in the careful visual
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arrangement of his layered compositions, and in the serpentine path of thigenaomstruction,
Duel for Goldstill presages the reflexive aesthetics and air of peripeteian mystery of his Gu
Longwuxiacycle from the late 1970s. In the film, a seemingly upstanding swordsman named
Wen (Chan Chun) works as the house guard at a nasdyi prosperous bank. Two conniving
martialartist sisters (played by Ivy Ling Po and Wong Ping), their respective husbands, and a
debonair bandit named Lone Shadow (played by Lo Lieh) conspire amongst each other to
outsmart Wen, and make off with thedargold reserves in the bank. After the successful heist,
doublecrosses become triptosses, and the small association of thieves quickly begin to
destroy themselves through a dizzying chain of betrayals and murder.

The grotesque attention to gory \@ake, as well as the characters' stubborn, masochistic
persistence even (or especially) in the face of bodily mutilation, all feel like hallmarks of Chang
Cheh'syanggangmartiatarts films. HoweverDuel for Goldalso departs from Chang's model in
severalways. Rather than focusing on bonds of brotherhood between strident masculine heroes
in the face of a decaying society, this film presents instead a-b&ttie-sexes of sorts, by
casting the two swordswomen as equal and deadly partners in the prgseetiose martial
skills and capacity for violence make them equal to the men. As the various schemes unfold,
loyalties shift between the women and their male lovers, creating a chaotic rotation of ambiguous
and queetinged allegiances, with emotional nimation as the dominant mode of attack. The
traditional filial bonds of loyalty between family (the sisters), between the variouscagded
between these men and their female counterparts, all become both interchangeable and
meaningless, as all théagers are equally treacherous.

Not only does this serve to liquefy the genre's core values of chivalry and male fraternity,
but as well it presents a historicized martarld that is fundamentally rotten and dysfunctional,
with no champion or carrieof traditional virtues. The conventional currencies ofjidrgghui
duty, righteousness, love, and evenghesuit of personal statiisall become subjugated to the
vulgar lure of money. There are no uprighat here who represent chivalric values; imst¢he
ostensible hero Wen is revealed to be as duplicitous and cruel as the "villains" of the piece. In
this sense, the film becomes a savage morality play, where the real "hero" remains unclear to the
audience throughout most of the plot, and finally caly be defined only as a lesser of evils.

This also presents a world practically devoid of an anchored or consistent point of audience

sympathy or subjectivity. The motifs of deception and intrigue, already a common obstacle for
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the heroes of thEew Stye wuxia pian here become the very substance of the genre in the
absence of a truea figure.

Chor's revisionism is instilled into the fabric of his formal style, as exemplified in the
very first sequence @uel for Gold.Many New Stylewuxiafilms make use of stylized,
performative opening credit sequences that introduce the heroes and their martial abilities. One
early and influential example may be seen in Chang Chagsificent Trio/Bian Cheng San
Xia (1966), which uses dramatic slawotion to shacase the three titular heroes in re
enactments of key moments in their story. This sequence is presented againsilladvasd
abstracted theatrical set, enthroning the characters' deeds and raising them up to icon status, like
noble figures out of Ahese operaDuel for Goldalso features an extensive credit sequence,
though one that operates on a more radical visual and narrative aesthetic. The film opens on an
establishing shot depicting the aftermath of a ransacked gold caravan, held in frézaan tab
Chor Yuen follows this with shots of an acrobatic swordfight in extreme-slotion, composed
in very shallow focusThe foregrounds are dominated by elegant elgseof rocks, branches,
and swaying grasses, while the airborne fighters are litthe than hazy blurs in the background.
Each of these dreamy reveries are interspersed with sequences of joltindadtlimontage,
featuring a stream of inserts of bloodstained gold and contorted dead bodies, with shots lasting
only a few frames. The effeis both rhythmic and jarring; the inversion of the usual figure
ground relationship in the slemotion shots seems to efface the combatants and their struggle,
and instead recreate serene nature compositions reminiscent of traditional Chinese phaating.
radical bursts of montage shatter this culturalist dream with harsh detonations of modernist speed

and fragmentation.
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Figure32: The opening flastiorward credit sequence Duel for Gold(1971)
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Figure33: Shallow focus on foreground elements while a slow motion battle rages behigldor Gold(1971)

Structurally, the very beginning &fuel for Goldis also the film's ending. Here Chor
takes a page from his Cantonese productionslileeMadWwoman,The Natural SomandThe
Joys and Sorrows of Youtim which a narrator appears (typically Chor Yuen himself) to
introduce the audience to the story about to be recounted onscreen. Here, the narrator is off
camera and speaks Mandarin, but the effettie same. Surveying the aftermath of the battle
half-shown during the opening sequence, the storyteller explains that the story has already
finished, but that he would be happy to recount it to the viewers. While this device offsets the
initial disoriertation caused by the flashback structure and eases the audience into the narrative,
it also performs a more subtle, subversive function. Through the reflexive presence of the
storyteller, the fiction of the film itself is made all the more apparent, detigdhe sense of an
authoritative voice and giving question to the presumption of historicity.

By Duel for Gold'sapocalyptic conclusion, the gold lays unclaimed on the road by a
desolate temple, all the main characters are dead, and any semblaacertfe has been long
since stripped away from them. Here, the idea of a historical and cultural Chinese past that
provides a recoverable source for values and identity is instead aggressively deconstructed as
myth. In the last moments of the film, a squédfficial investigators arrives at the scene of
carnage. As the amused narrator informs us, they conclude that the treacherous swordsman Wen
must have died protecting the gold from the others. "People judge matters from outward
appearances while no on#ten knows the real truth” the storyteller muses, and the film closes
on the image of the officials ceremoniously bowing their heads to honour Wen's passing as a
venerable knight. With this cynical turn, the nature of truth collapses under the weight of

surfaces, by implication leaving the entire heroic genre in a state of entrdpyelwe see how
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very early on at Shaw Brothers, Chor Yuen's work was already, in aesthetic style and in narrative
content, inducing a confrontation between the romanticisitraditional resonance of the

wuxiagenre, and a modern, more subversive iconoclasm.

Magic Blade

Following immediately upon the succesdfer Clans,(1976) Chor Yuen's nextuxia
film, Magic Blade(1976) goes even further with its revisionist depictof thejianghu Working
again from a Gu Long story, Chor takes a more baroque and existential path. Rather than
depicting the martial world as a labyrinth of familial dysfunction and treacherous ambition on a
model of organized crime, here it appeararagrsatz, nightmarish kind of limbo, full of lost
souls and ghoulish schemers. The story follows Fu Fhsugh (played by Ti Lung), a notorious
but reclusive master swordsman who lives on the margiwsixisociety, and who practices an
unconventionasword style (a blade worn on his hip, with a handle on its side, brandished like a
blend of sixgun and police baton). Yen Nd&i®i (Lo Lieh) is a refined gentleman knight of
means, who was defeated by Fu a year earlier. Yen requests a rematch, aendfges from
his selfimposed obscurity to accept. Although Fu wins the rematch, both men then immediately
find themselves the target of assassins sent by the mysterious Master Yu, a hidden figure who
seeks the "domination of the world of martial arts." Rd ¥en suspend their rivalry and set out
to prevent the villainous Yu from stealing the most powerful object in the martial world, the
Peacock Dart. After the duo foils an attack on Peacock Manor, the dying custodian of the
Peacock Dart bestows the weapgon Fu, asking him to protect both the Dart and his-now
orphaned daughter Miss Chiu (Cheng Li).

From this point forwardViagic Bladeunfolds into an episodic chain of encounters
between the swordsmen and Yu's minions, each incident themed on symbifficderoted
from Chinese art forms (such as poetry, chess, calligraphy, or painting) and each more surreal
than the last. Over the course of these scenes, Yen is presumed killed and Miss Chiu is captured.
Fu travels to Master Yu's mansion in order to tili@ePeacock Dart for Miss Chiu's life. Here,
Fu must overcome a series of temptations, ri
concubine Ming, a femme fatale who was earlier believed to be an ally. Fu finally secures Miss
Chi u’ s f r e eaiogrihe Dayt, asdisoon ater e confronts the masked Master Yu and

his gang of assassins. During the fighting,
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Yen, who then explains how he faked his own death and manipulated Fu at each step of the
journey. This revelation however is also quick
finally appears. The true mastermind Yu is revealed to be an old man, a martial patriarch who

spent his whole life playing the powers of jflamghuagainst edt other to achieve total control.

He offers Fu a chance to join him, but Fu refuses. When Yu attempts to use the Peacock Dart on

him, Fu defeats it with a previously unknown device, the Peacock Robe, and in the subsequent

duel, Yu is finally kiled. Minghen appears to inform Fu that no
name, riches, and empire. Fu refuses outright; leaving it all behind, he foreswears the world of

martial arts once and for all.

A synopsis oMagic Bladecan scarcely do justice to the twistingiosyncratic structure
of the film. The themes of deception, performance, and dissimulation run throughout. At every
turn and in every scene, the audience is rocked by subterfuge and false revelations which
reinforce the sense of a world where evenghimust eventually be exposed as a performance
and nothing can be considered wholly real. It is in this manneMigic Bladefunctions as one
of Chor Yuen's most subversively sedflexive films. While never fully eschewing the conceits
of dramatic logt or narrative construction (the hallmarks of a commercially viable studio
project), these themes of unreality and artifice are thoroughly embedded into both the narrative
and the elements of the misa-scene, contributing to a tone of surrealism andyahg that
pervades the normal structures and conventions efib& pian The motif of theatricality (and
its impostures) recurs throughout tagic Bladein the form of several highly stageanaged
encounters that can be seen asaatiscious disrupdtns of generic verisimilitude.

The most pointed example of this effect comes in the opening scene of the film, where
Chor depicts what can be best described as an
Opening on a ramshackle village in thead of night (complete with Hollywood westestyle
tumbleweeds blowing through), the disembodied voice of a narrator welcomes the audience to
the deserted Phoenix Town. The eerie silence is then broken by the fading in of traditional music
and Chinese opa cymbals. Growing louder, the festive music is revealed to be diegetic, as a
cavalcade of musicians and other extras in courtly period costumes quickly file into the gates of
the town, and set about building a performance space. Lights are hoistet§ asepaid down;
flowers, furniture, ornatehinoiseriesand other props are carried in by hand, changing the

setting from a dark, desolate ruin, and into a lavish banquet venue over a the course of a brisk
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montage. Swordsman Yen's name is announcedcbyréier, and he appears in frame on cue,
before striding down the middle of a symmetrical, frontal stigetableau flanked by servants
and guests. As he takes his seat on the viewing platform, a troupe of dancing girls in colourful
raiment begin perfoning a traditional dance number for both Yen and the film audience, framed
by floral arrangements and Chinese lanterns. Abruptly, Fu appears as a backlit silhouette on the
outskirts of the scene, accompanied by an ominous roll of percussion and azfmitngo
indicate Yen's sudden awareness of his presence. Yen dismisses his party, and the music and
dancing stop. In seconds the performers rapidly 'strike’ their set, rolling up carpets, removing the
lights, and packing up their props. They retreat iheortight, leaving Yen and Fu alone on a
once more windswept street in an empty town. With both main characters present, the stage is set
(or ratherun-se) for a completely different scene, that of an archetypal western showdown, and
the men begin theimgord duel.

In this opening sequence, Yen is established as a-icbsed aesthete, who
orchestrates his own elaborate party before his possibly fatal duel, a grandiose gesture that casts
him into stark contrast with the drakdytired and solitary FiWhile serving to illustrate the
differences between the lead characters, this radical transformation of the scene, and the
subsequent deconstructireversalof this act, alsaelf-consciouslyhighlights the pointedly
artificed nature of the narrative spmand the audience's place in it. The emphasis on the process
of mounting a quaint oriental showpiece (the dance number) under such oddly discordant
circumstances within the spectacle of the film story, serves as a slyly Brechtian episode that
immediatelysets the tone for the rest of the film, blurring distinctions between the diegetic and
nondiegetic worlds.

ThroughoutMagic BladeChor Yuen builds the various episodes around similar themes
of theatrical presentation. Each of Yu's strange assassins halkeder appearance upon some
kind of stage, in many cases in quite literal terms. These confrontations always place a
pronounced emphasis on the constructed nature of their facade. In one scene, Fu and his
companions arrive at a small night marketastr When the whole encampment is discovered to
be a trap set by the villain Yu, the merchants dim the lights of their stalls, as the lights go up on
an outdoor stage to reveal a killer who is a clmeaster. This appearance of the villain is
presented ndimply as a stylistic flourish achieved with cinematic techniques, but as a

dramaturgicatoupde-théatreorchestrated within the diegetic world. The chessster invites
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Fu to play with him, at which point his minions quickly rearrange their marked@eostumes,
and rapidly draw out the lines of a Chinese chessboard around the heroes. This places Fu and his
friends at the center of a bizarre trap, where all their opponents follow the prescribed movements
of the chess pieces they are dressed to repires another scene, the idea of performance takes
on a layered aspect. Fu and Yen arrive at a country inn only to find that all the people in it are
dead, but have had their bodies artfully rearranged in a frozen imitation of bustling daily life.
Amongg the dead are the killers, sitting motionless around a chessboard waiting for their
moment to strike; living men pretending to be dead men who are pretending to be livifly men.

In a later sequence, Fu must confront a mighty armoured warrior, attireddeiéed
general out of classical Chinese mythology and carrying an immense sword in its scabbard. Fu
fights his way through the general's entourage of acrobatic swordsman, whose fanciful
formations involve t he s pe bphywitlgthem awn bodids. t he wo
When Fu advances on the general, the man breaks down, revealing that his giant sword is a fake,
and that he is in fact only an actor with no martial skills who was hired to intimidate Fu. These
motifs of performance and artifiége repeated over and over agaiMiagic Blade taking on by
way of repetition an absurdist and sometimes satirical quality. While some of these scenarios feel
playful, the themes of illusion and deception permeate, lending the entire world through which
Fu travels a quality of uncanny falseness.

Apart from the overt invocations of reflexive theatricality and performance, the theme of
the untrustworthiness of appearances is at the caviagic BladeYen’' s decepti on t h
the film functions to displ the romantic notion of male mutual admiration and friendship that
traditionally arises in New Style films when matrtial artists meet and test themselves against each
other. Here, the masculine brotherhood ofjidm@ghuand the sense of a righteous oritet
exists through these interpersonal bonds are shown to be a lie. Even when Yen is shown to be the

ulti mate architect of the film's treacherous

actor playing a part, while playing another p&sten the McGuffin of the Peacock Dart is

initially revealed to be a |ie. After a prolo
which are eventually breached by Yu’'s men, th
gaudy baubleinthe hr one room’s opul ent set dressing, f

89 Chor would later revisit (and virtually recycle) this concept with an extremely similar scene in his later gothic
psychedeliavuxiathriller Bat Without Wing$1980).
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Here the film demonstrates its subversive attention to surfaces, while pointing characters and the
audience in all the wrong di-seere The safest place‘isThe s e
the most unsafe” quips the master of Peacock
echoed by the Da#tthe ultimate weapon of the martial world and the ostensible object of the
f i | m’—andtd negation with theeacock Robe, rendering it again nothing but a bauble.
Both objects- a shimmering gown andgilded decorative featherare realized as
ornamentation, as signs of artifice that are ultimately empty of substance.

Magic Bladealso marks an importantseag i n Chor Yue wuxmheroevi si on
type. Fu Hunghsueh, as played by Ti Lung (a longtime muse of Chang Cheh) evokes at first a
strongwu sensibility. Fu is @olemn indecorous swordsmawith his shaby poncho and crust
of stubblehisstyle chenel s CIl i nt East wo gudfighter charaatéronrwi t h no
the westerns of Sergio Leone. As suchséems the epitome dfdé rugged masculine individual,
and a clear counterpoint to Yen's decadence and splendour (throwing a party before &nsiduel,
going to the most expensive restaurants). In this sense, Fu appears to be quite different from the
more refined and gentlemanly roles Ti Lung become known for in Chor Yuen's later Gu Long
pieces. Still, in spite of appearances, Fu betrays the tfalie wenscholar hero as the film
proceeds. Belying his rough surface, he is exceedingly perceptive aredwedited, quickly
deciphering clues and confounding the various traps set for him. Frequently, he will act first, but
then afterwards explain hisipulsiveseeming actions with deductive reasoning. Although
evoking the image of the scruffy cowboy, this makes him far more akin to the swordsman
detective figure ofonganfiction. The structure of the story also relies upon the mechanics of
the detectie genre, with a trail of clues that make use of poetry, painting, and chess knowledge.
The thematic placement of the arts at the heart of the story encourageseading of Fu's
character.

Fu’' s char act erwenmpananicaspsct B orseens lherslmmega moment
with Miss Chiu in a ruined moonlit courtyard overgrown with fronds and russet leaves. Here, Fu
reveals that aftdeaving his trudove to seek fame in thj@mnghu,hereturnedo his hometown
years later to find that shead tiredof waiting for him, and left the village to marry another man.
In the garden of yellow flowers théyad once tended, the plants étled, and on the wid
were writtentheversé&t | n | ust of power an/Onwmaadins dld,thet he ha
pi ne and b aBebeatlohisdardextariordreveals a soft sensibility. Haurses a
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wounded hed, and now wandeithe world,not in search of martial renown, uihing for his
lostlove. He expresses the lonelines®oé who climbed to the tapf the swordplay world only
to lose what was truly importanthe use of poetrgnd the yellow flower imagemnhancd= u ' s
sentimentakide, anchere act as a counterpointtte wu allure ofthe martial gallantry lifestyle.

The use of the colour yellowe c omes a recurring magici f f or
Blade.When he reminisces forlornly about the woman he failed to marry, Miss Chiu plucks a
fresh yellow fl ower, and gives it to him, tea
in his present. Later, when Fu finds a sickly orphan girl selling herself on the street, dressed in a
yellow shift, he gives her food and money for medicine. When she asks his name, he presses a
yell ow fl ower into her hands,| smagitnlge “ Wegl In@awnel
Shortly after, the girl is injured in the crossfire between Fu and assassins. She dies cradling the
bloodstained flower he gave to her. For Fu, the yellow flower can only represent bittersweet
memori es. Thi s u ressilatenpsrtocescapE fiomdis nostadgia.cyellow is
the colour of memory, but even the most cherished memaories cannot be grasped; they can only
live in the past, serving to remind us that time lost can never be regained.

In addition to the romantic #ening of the hero, Chor Yuen also emphasizgis a
aesthetic in other ways Magic Blade Eroticism is introduced into the film when Fu reaches
Master Yu's palace. He i s greeted by the conc
encourages Fu to joimith Master Yu to rule the martial world. She offers him riches, and then
later in the night, she offers him her body, tempting him across the courtyard as she bathes near
her open window. She attempts to seduce him first with the presentation of her naked
handmaidens writhing and cavorting on his bed, and then by disrobing and pressing her own
exposed body against his chest. She teases hi
can resist temptation.” Fu pauses, oantdhobenfe
Chor again employs elements of sexuality in his remolding oivthéa pianmodel and uses the
taboo charge of nudity and lesbianism to energize the sense of temptation Ming presents.

In truewenfashion, and unlike theutype, Fu does not treat the presence of women as a
threat to his resolve, ndoes he violently reject them. Instead his forbearance is found in the
cultivation of his mind over his body, illustrating how tkenmal e “demonstrates m
by givinguperot desires in order to fulfild]l et hical

desires Miss Chiu, and agrees to give up the Peacock Dart only if she is brought to him. Once
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they are alone, Chiu removes her blue dress to reveal a golden yellow rebeeatid, and then

begins to undress behind a gauzy calligraphic screen that creates a voyeuristic frame around her.
The scene ends with the implication that Fu and Chiu consummate their love, but we discover

later that this was in fact a ruse. Facing thhe Master Yu in battle, Fu produces the golden robe

and wraps it around himself. The secret of Ch
only thing in the martial world that can protect someone against the power of the fearsome
Peacock Dart. Suédn | v Fu and Chiu’s tryst is cast in a
transgression itself to be yet another deception, one played against both Master Yu and the
spectator.

Figure34: Dead brush encircles a tiny, afénte battle for supreme swordsmansiiagic Blade(1976)

Figure35: Aperture framing irMagic Blade(1976)

I n Yu’'s pal ace, Chor makes use of | arge sh
panels to create a plenitudiefames (fig.36). By r&eomposing the characters, in this way they
become incorporated into these *fl at’ spaces,

even ‘electric shadows’® flickering on a movi e
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Figure37: A moving paintingMagic Blade(1976)

Where Fu as the central hero is largely colourless in his simple black attire and grey
poncho, Chor depis colour througiMagic Bladein either quick moody accents, or
occasionally in bursts of splashy opulence. In the opening duel, when Yen draws his sword, he
becomes drenched in an unnaturalistic and mystical red light (fig.38), expressing the semiotic
linkages between the sword (the sign ofxiag and the cycle of violence represented by this
lifestyle. In other instances, yellow flowers and women in yellow dresses recur through the film
t o s i gn atlromantc past, and lisgegret for decisioredmlong ago. In the Peacock
Mansion segment, the interiors feature elaborate, decorations flooded by stylized purple and
green lightingChor ' s penchant for orientalist excess
the unreal colour palette, highlighgj the sense of fantasy. Peacock castle is also a space of
mechanical traps, secret doors, and supernatural weaponry, including the Peacock Dart itself.
This strange weapon consists of a fan of gilded, bejewelled peacock features, which when

thrown can slg multiple enemies through magical explosions of coloured light and smoke. All
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of these elements not only emphasize the imaginary, mythical qualities of the story, but also

serve to recall the tropes of the old Cantoveseafilms.

Figure38: Expressionistic lighting prompted by violenceNiagic Blade(1976)

Even so, in this film, the condensed, past®inched decorative settings that would come
to epitomize Chor's style are less in evidence. IndWsgic Bladefavours amore graphical
expressionism that composes scenes in open fields, courtyards and plazas. These sequences
frequently occur at night, where bright swaths of artificial lighting define the space of the action,
and everything else falls into inky blacknesss lin such places that various assassins construct
their deathtrapsumperformance spaces; creating stages within a stage, outside of which there
is only a void of darkness. This view externalizes the viewer by a degree, where the construction
of the scae within the illuminated profilmic space is revealed, while the world beyond is
neutralized into an urendered abstraction. Outside the immediacy of the plot and the
illumination of the floodlights, the existence of anything else becomes suspect. Baegesc
and tone changes are almost instantaneolM&gic Blade bridging spatial gaps between-set
pieces in a way that denies integration into a larger world. This reflects both tmipence of
the psychology of the characters over their environmantsthe abstraction of reality that
occurs in by creating these contiguous ‘sceni
The world inMagic Bladefeels curiously depopulated, presenting a japstcalyptic
vision where it often seems as if only the only people left alive are theedsrot thgianghu, as
if no other world exists beyond its reaches. This nihilism underscores the abstracted nature of the
sets and scenarios, and places the storyonatrictive realm that functions largely in
metaphorical terms. Here, the themes obion and domination of the martial world take on a

particularly hollow ring. As noted by Tony Rayns, the settinilagic Bladeis wholly different
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from the fantasized historical settings in eanieixiapian mar ki ng t he shi ft in
the sword becomes its own negation, when the rhetoric surrounding the swecdsstiously
di vorces itself from any Magt Blaeetreatsé@salf partiajyas ( Ray n
expressionistic journey that turns the psychology ofstbeiahero n upon itself.

Fu’ s tragi c ess en gianghaanedlsohekpsessedmyge &metaon of t
textual allusionWhile the invocation of the western gunslinger was not uncommon in the early
days of the New Stylevuxia,in this case, a decade latkis appearancakes on a more
post modern touch. Here, Chor’' s anergedhefiguren fr om
of Fu with the i cplayedbdyEasmead hewrorty s of caursenthatrhis ’
‘nameé —that is to say, his past aha jianghustatus-is precisely the cause of his sorrows. As
thenumber oneswordsman in thenartial world,he is constantly sought by artibus rivals and
in the context of the film, his fame makes him the prime targst@afs t er Yu’ s @l ans.
motif that emerges iMagic Bladeis the phraséFu Hunghsuehis Fu Hunghsueh,"expressing

his adversaries appreciati on UWitmately, Fudoes i ves u
not seek membership in this masculine ordies;melancholy stemfrom his desire for love and
for life, both of which may be foreclosed by his paste Tepetition of "Fu Hun@gsuehis Fu
Hunghsueh'only reiterates Fu's attempts to escape his own name, and foretells the conclusion,
wher e t he r i ddKesonibssfmost aMistentiaktane. Yu’' t a

The last act of the film highlights the tension between the unreality efukia pian and
its ideological undercurrents. After unmasking and defeating Yen, Fu demands to see the real Yu.

Mi ng poi nt s t agiantudrnate, patishegbidenirror & towered from the ceiling

before them. *“What do you see in the i mage?”’
and replies that he sees himself. “Noagei t’' s M
It represents wealth and power” (fig.39). Her

swordsman hero, laying bare the underlying symmetry between meritgienagiicu society, and
the capitalism of the modernizing Chinese diaspora; whoever leitén the world of martial

arts sits at the top, but they must be ruthless and uncompromising in order to retain that seat.
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Figure39: The golden mirrorNlagic Blade(1976)

Ming offers Fu her own carnal body, the regal paJdoundless wealth, and the very
identity of “Yu’ the master of the martial wo
symbol of the mirror, and the excoriation of
genre becomes almost compléthe temptations that Fu overcomesioney,sex fame, and
power—are in fact thoséhings that a traditional knight errant is expedted e s c h e w. Fu’ s
demonstration offiis xia virtue is both complicated and exemplified his final renunciation of
thexialifestyleeHi s answer t o Mi ng |wasttodve higké no intarastlin e mp h at
money and power ."”

When the ‘“true’ Master Yu makes his appear

stops Fu in his tracks. The voice urges himtoadcdpte mant | e of Master Yu
from the recesses of Fu’'s own ego. Then, in a
erupts from behind the gold mirror, smashing through the brick wall emblazoned with his name.
Brandishing the Peacockall, the revealed Master Yu declares "If you hadn't seelRe¢heock

Dart, you would have seen my grey hair, which has grown with fighting for money and'power

Hi s phrasing echoes the poetic words written
the time irrevocably lost in the pursuit of g
di mension of Fu and Yu’'s | ast battle is thus
externalization the inner ambitions that led Fu to abandon his Eveas the grizzled ghost of

Fu's future, should he fail to turn away from
with Yu exhibiting an array of weird magical abilities, and relying on mechanical traps built into

his palace. The set itsedf cast into shades of hazy purple light that suggest the unreal and

symbolic mode of the sequence.
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In the end, Fu triumphs, and the closing of the film frames him leaving the palace, seen
through the bars of a gilded cage. This dissolves to the final &lbloodstained golden throne
hanging from chains inside the cage and surrounded by bdigssthis last image, Chor Yuen
shows the symbolic prize (a secret throne occupied by the cypher Yu) as another illusion, empty
of true meaning. The ending bfagic bladethus offers both a correlative critique of modern
hypercompetitive capitalist culture, and a meditation on the anxieties of political statelessness.
Fu rejects the mantle of Master Yu, and in do
Instead he prefers to go nameless, and reject the historicized imposture of Chinajthagthis
represents.

The imbricated levels of artifice and thematic deceptidviagic Bladedefamiliarize the
culturalist fantasy and redraw it in terms of aigan and genre pastiche. By dispelling the
hero’ s resolve to participate i n tjgnghe degr ade
seems to negate the potential for recuperating values from an ostensibly nativist mythology like

thewuxiapian, andF u’ s e Xianghesodiety s seHmposed, a factor of his

disillusionment and regreRather than a stoic hero fixing his gaze forward and accepting his fate,
he is instead a lovelorn nostalgic, meandering in search of a lost past. As-aomaaytc figure,

Fu acts as an epilogue for the young heroes portrayed in @arkexfilms like Chang Cheh's
OneArmed Swordsmafi967) orGolden Swallar (1968) who choose not to suppress their
yanggangvalues and thirst for action. Instealete & no broherly order ofxia, no redemption

in death, and no recompense to be foundasting the best years of one's life; instead there is

only regret, from which is born a primal desirevant to live.

Death Duel

One of themost visually striking flmsilCh or Yuen’' s DBeath Dueli9y7)cycl e
functions as a discursive meditation on the s
and thematic dichotomies. With the use of a stylized pattern of lighting, cinematography, and
setdesign, Chor reinfices the domain of theuxia pianas a culturalist d r ef&hind. As
opposed to films likdagic Blade(1976) orSwordsman and Enchantrgd978) where there is
a sense of thganghuas being thenly world, a seHcontained existential construct witio
tether to reality, irDeath DuelChor creates panghufantasy that exists in opposition to a

parallel society of ordinary people. By crafting tHistinct yet unreal psychological spaeed
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contrasting it with class elements reminiscent of his sdcaanas, Chor heneflects a sense of
identity as it is pulled in two directions.
The story begins with an ambitious swordsarablack named Yen Stsan who seeks to
prove himself the top fighter of the martial world by defeating the famous Third M&stie+Ti,
the female leader of the sinister Mung clan, tells Yen where to find Third Master, but upon
arriving at his home, he learns that his target has already died. Demoralized, Yen retreats from
thejianghu We soon learn that Third Master hasydialked his death in order to start a new life
as ‘Hopeless Ah Chi’', a peasant with neither
a gentle courtesan, and love blossoms between them. He is taken in by a poor family, but soon

finds himself pursug again by woulebe challengersand Chili * s assassins. Afte
encounter, Ah Chi is poisoned and given just three days to live. He leaves to find an antidote, but
promises Hsiao that he will return to marry her if he survives. Near death, hegeaks
reclusive herbalist, only to find a retired, brooding Yen, who now lives as a nameless hermit.
Neit her man identifies the other, and after Y
kindred spirits. Returning to his peasant family, Ah @arnhs that Hsiao has been slain by an
unknown swordsman. Enraged, he takes up the name of Third Master again, and seeks out the
murderer. He finds a swordsman in black, but after a short fight, he recognizes him as Yen.
Chiu-Ti arrives,, revealing that stéled Hsiao in order to arrange their duel. She unleashes her
brother, a supernatur al madman driven insane
the young man goes berserk and slaughters his sister and her minions. In the wake of ¢feis carna
Yen declares that he and Ah Chi must still fight, in order to prove which of them is truly the best.
Ah Chi refuses, but Yen insists. After a furious duel, Ah Chi reluctantly kills Yen. Abandoning
his sword, he leaves thianghuonce and for all, witlthe knowledge that it has now cost him the
lives of both his lover and his friend.

In the miseen-scene oDeath Duelthe world becomes sharply divided along the lines of
t h e <theaanaitofthe common people; dusty, gray, androhgivn—and t he- ‘unr ea
the sphere of thganghu, whichexplodes with unnatural colours, and is swathed in gilded finery
and rich fabricsThis division is reinforced by the use of outdoor locations andaldighting

formanyof t he street scenes of the nor mal ci vi |

depictedexclusively as a detached and dreamy realm of invented studio land$adped,in

swirling mists(fig.40).
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Figure40: The misty world of thevulin in Death Duel (L977)

Structurally, the film is bookended by twloielling sequences that both occur in a
fanciful grove, laden with boughs of scarlet leaves, and with hazy vistas of pagodas against
pastel skies that are visible beyond the trees. This is a place where the accounisngjithe
are settled, and wheravishly-attired swordsmen seem to appear and disappear at will like
figures out of a fairy taleThis recurrent setting becomes a reification of the abstract concept of
thewulin—t h e ‘' ma r +tas anlautumoat tieal®st drchard, locked into a perfual sunset
ambiencdfig.4l)a pl ace with “no seasons, ndrhimati onal.i
evokes a reverie that is more fantasy than memory, a beautiful orientalist hallucination of a
Chinese cultural past in saturated and unchanging terms. Thedradificiality of this space
forms a binary opposition with the muted tone
inhabits while living among the common people. Whein instead sems to exist just beyond
the veil of quotidian life. While & world is alluring and sensual, it is also a patently false
construction, where romantic beauty only conceals treachery, spite, and false ideals that drive
men to empty glory.

With the swordfighting sequences that occur in these fantastical spaces, Chor performs a
curious stylistic subversion, framing shots of the action in unusual ways that seem to disavow the
importance of the martial arts display by insteaddoyanding elements of the elegant landscape

around the two swordsmen as they spin, leap, and lunge at one another. This tendency to

% FromLo Wai-luk, speaking on théantastcal setting of the early Cantonesaxia pianin his Rulai Shenzhang
Yishu Bji, p10 (as cited in Teo 200990).
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Figure41: Death Duel 1977)

priviiegesefc onsci ously beauti ful or abstracted comg
wuxiafilms, but in these spiences iDeath Duelt becomes especially pronounced.
Throughout the fagbaced and briskly edited final fight sequence, the combatants are constantly
under threat of becoming obscured or overwhelmed by their environment. Thick mists may cover
them, orclusters of coppery thickets may loom in front of the camera, yielding fleeting or
obstructed views of the deadly comb@anopies of leaves seem to press down upon them,
al most <cl osing t hem o0thertirhes, €mor makes thesegpnaen theirt or ’ s
battle seem small by using extremely long shots and foreground intrusions to place them into
distant or enclosed portions of the fra(fig.42), and leave them dwarfed by the counterfeit
natural beauty of the luxuriant s¢tig).43). The overall effect is one thhoth enthralls and
alienates the spectator in equal measures. By emphasizing the artistic excesses of the constructed
and mythical environment, the performers become lost in this dreamlike space, turning them into
just another formal element of the aesithized frame.

With the story of Ah CHirhird Master, Chor Yuen exposes the conflict between human
free choice and the obligations and compulsions of a toxic society. Here Chor makes frequent
use of tweshots to emphasize the duality inherent in this rift, constructing scenes that place
characers from different philosophical paths in the frame together, speaking to each other, but
while facing in opposite directions. This constitutes ¢rack in the mirrorxia societyis
superficiallyglamourous, while alsfinsteringa narcissistic rad sociopdtic lifestyle that is fed
by ambition and competition. Ah Chi flees from the phantasm oivthia in order to find his

grounding in the simple | abour of quotidian I



Campbell172

Figure41: A swordfightcaught between two immense maple leaiesath Duel 1977)
well, butin the face oflifes pr agmati ¢ concerns, acts of kinc
emphasized. When Ah Chi is found suffering on the streets with nothing to eat, it is another poor
person who takes him in. Ah Chi later learns that this is also the home of the prostitute Hsiao
who uses her brothel money to sustain her family. There is no judgment within this
unconventional family unit. Such transgressions against tradition are instead treated as quiet
necessities in the real worl d, assensdhat'he dvesact i s
|l ook down upon her either; “Poor people and t
emotional acceptance alternate with scenes gfdhghusociety, which is drenched in opulence,
yet obsessed with power and statusl angaged in deadly squabbles for dominance. Chivalry
and honour, l'i ke t he pvlioissimpys Geuhxiamflectldagke of t h
upon themselves.

I n the film s opewilndg madene,s twhe rsysiholridc M
first mentioned. Symmetrically, in film s fin

for the first ti me, not in his shabby peasant
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reinforces the threshol damerlt of thevaolin,andthel i nar y | i

transformation of the self that is required to traverse these boundaries. When Ah Chi is

confronted by swordsmen earlier in the fil m,
sword is. Ah Chitakesup aleafyreedinsieadand uses it to defeat the
my sword.” he replies, affir minaanghistwhaponsAh mbol i ¢

Chi is no longer a hardened, forged weapon, but something alive and growing.

InDeathDuell i ke i n mawoxiaf of m€hot he * name’ i's tre
and a source of anxiety. While empoisoned and searching for a cure, Ah Chi is helped by a
woodcutter with no name. In actuality, he is the former master swordsman of the martial world,
Fu Hunghsueh (TiLung in a cameo, reprising his role frovtagic Bladg. He now lives a
simple life, with neither name nor sword, and cautions Ah Chi that it is never good to be too
famous.ChieiT i ' s br ot her is driven mad by piomoEti ci nog
becoming number one in tlianghu When ChidTi instructs him to kill Yen and Ah Chi to
bring glory to their family name, it is this invocation that causes the young man to snap and turn
upon his own clan.

Here one’ s ‘ name’ comes as$ymmlic caarierfor am Inhemtelr | d b e
cultural history that prevents human growth and progress. When Ah Chi first meets Yen, both
had forsaken their names and positions in the martial world in order to live peaceful lives. Later,
both take up thesenas agai n, with only tragic results.
his peasant identity before he embarks upon the path of revenge as Third Master. This act of
retribution is negated at the film lserconcl usi
murderer is instead slain by her own brother) but also must kill his new friend. Yen too, feels this
crisis of identity, a rift between his heart, and his name which ties him veulive When Ah
Chi asks why they must fight, Yen repliesthathe ébnyt ed one per son’ s name
own. “Had it not been for that name, |l coul d
front of the dead” he tells his xfadantgyraddis Unl i k
instead destrad by it. Ah Chi swears this will be his last duel; his final strike breaks off the end
of his sword, | eaving it embedded in Yen’s he
Third Master, leaving his broken sword as a cenotaph marking hisseedrom the world of

martial arts.
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CONCLUSION

Although he spent almost his entire career working within the studio systems of Hong
Kong, Chor Yuen cannot be s inmefpelbrgnsacerel. e g antset de atdo,
through his filmography @ can see structural consistencies and a prevalence of personal style
that mark him not only as an auteur in his own right, but also as an important figure of the Hong
Kong cinema whose influences may be tesemtced t h
moment. Thevuxia pianhas not only grown in terms of its international recognition, but also in
terms of its power as a global signifier of Chinese identity. Although he has largely eluded
serious study, Chor Yuen is arguably as important to thelolewent of thevuxiagenre as
Chang Cheh or King Hu. Just as the New Style works are seen as critical and formative in the
moment of the 1960s, by the |l atter half of th
similar force. @&hechoedsmoie goftly imtkerschelarshi al weetial arts
film due to the relative inaccessibility of his work during the period of the late nineties when
Hong Kong’'s cinema hi st evaypatedas being most fer

What i s r emar k aixis the vaapinwhich hi swomdplay films both
perpetuated and transformed the existing trends at Shaw Brothers, which promoted a cultural
nationali st nostalgia through the use of peri
works exhibit a slly reflexive and selorientalizing tendency that interrupts and complicates
conventional readings of orientalism and nationalistic amyetking. This becomes particularly
significant when considered against t¢t he backd

Mainland China and its sense of an increasingly independent Chinese identity.

A Revisionist 6Dream of Chi na

Sek Kei once described the cinematic output of Shaw Brothers studios as revolving
around two main modes of cultural production, which he ddiithe China dream" and "Hong
Kong sentiments* This reflected the Shaws' efforts to appeal to their Chinese audiences, both
in Hong Kong and around the world, through two largely discrete approaches. With their

1 Kei 2003,Shaw Movie Tow(pp37-47)
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“traditional ' g e rchkiokssts, they éxalted Ghinasslolg cugtoens and rich b a
cul tural hi story in order to create a ‘' China
universal and glorious Chinese identity, excavated from an essentialized iconography of the past.
On the other hand, by depicting settings, situations, and attitudes that reflected the-gtdony
language, its history, its youth, and its urban specificitidtge Shaws also attempted to capture

the 'Hong Kong sentiments' of the localizing and modernigogulace which, through its rising
economic status and a generational drift, was forging a new Chinese identity for itself. While
Shaw Brothers, with their contemporary subjects, contributed significantly to the development of
Hong Kong's local charactet,must be said that the Shaws always leaned most heavily upon

their 'dream of China', operating on the assumption that this appeal to a mythic cultural nostalgia
would transcend the times.

With the New Stylevuxiacinema, they renewed their vision of {hest through an
injection of modern violence and aitaditionalist rebellion. For a time, this struck a chord with
local audiences, but by tlearly1970s, attitudes were cooling; the middle class was expanding,
and Hong Kong was settling into a stateomfort, growth, and apolitical seilfiterest.

Cantonese media culture was surging, and the allure of the imperial past was giving way to an
appetite for cinema that reflected the new colonial lifestyle; urban comedies, gambling movies,
true crime, soferotica, and irreverent kurfg pictures. These films didn't allude to a faraway

land or play upon an ethnic filial bond to a long lost Chinese nation. Instead, they appealed to
modern Hong Kong sensibilities, local people who nonetheless saw themsétiezeas of the
world', caught up in the streams of capitalism, entertainment, and instant gratification. 'Hong
Kong sentiments' were beating out a '‘Chinese dream' that was beginning to feel increasingly
outmoded and irrelevant.

David Bordwell quippedtat “ i f t he auteur thoughtfully
masspr oduced cinema bl indly rHopeverdhisdoesnotitraly ( Bor
accountfoh ow Chor Yhazrapparentipeloevek the formewhile in the context (and
at thepace of production) of the latté€hor is among those auteurs that worked withamd
were in their way defined bythe masgproduced commercial cinema miliebh or °' s swor dp |l
films were expected to satisfy ,afdaltu@haw Br ot h
nationalist ambitions, but at the same time, the ideological significance of a text or a genre,

according to Neale, is always contaxp e ¢ i tannot;simplyibé deduced from the nature of
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the institution responsible for its productiordasirculation, noican it ever be known in
advance ( Neal e 1990, 65)

The stylistic approach that would come to characterize Chor Yweria piandid not
spring solely from the Shaw vision of a cultu
Longbut al so may be seen as emerging from Chor’
Yuen was himself aouthlerner and an avowed cinephile; in combination with hiseshlication
in European literature and film theory, these traits had already leninhss&ihybridized
sensibility. By the time Chor was contracted to Shaw Brothers, the new action style ushered in
with the ColoutWuxiaCentury by directors like Chang Cheh was the dominant form. The
swordplay film at that time was seen as a powerfully Mendzbject, both in its cultural
associations with the North, and in practical terms, since Cantonese whak&gtinema was
virtually extinct. However, even so, within a few years of Chor joining the studio, they were
once again producing Cantonese eonfor the local markethanks to the successkbuse of
72 TenantsiIn an environment as dynamic as Hong Kong irstheentiesthe interpenetration of
Mandarin and Cantonese cultural streams was inevitable, and in Chor Yuen's films we find a
accelerat for this process. A Cantonese tendency may be felt in Chor Yuexiafilms,
forming a coherent trail back to the earlier Cantonese cinema. Drawing upon the social
consciousness and modernity of his work at Kong Ngee, Crargaged with the fantasél
imaginary of theolderswordplay cinemand integrated it with his romantic expressionistic style
helping to erode the indentitary barriers between Mandarin and Cantonese owneiship of
wuxiapian s form of Chineseness

Chor Yuen'svuxiafilms digtinguished themselves from the previous Mandarin
swordplay filmsby way of subversive spirit, invoking traditional Chinese art forms and the
mystical tropes of the old Cantonesexia, and binding them together with antirealist and-anti
traditional elemenstto create a modern pastiche. These films pushed an increasingly dreamlike
vision of the past where historical reference points were wholly ephemeral. Chor's environments
were pliable expressionistic fabulations, aestheticized with an orientalist dasitamehat
increased the sense of fantasy and rendered a China that was at once enticing and absurd. Heroes
wandered in a tangled, idiosyncrgtenghureminiscent of the Cantonese serials, but where
anchors of Confucian obligation and familial stabiligd become destabilized or upended, and

replaced by a cutthroat economy of greed and political jockeying.
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Chor Yuen’s swordplay films were built wupo
but were not satisfied to simply reproduce the same valueseatitetics set out by the
ostensible architects of New Style swordplay like Chang Cheh or King Hu. Instead these films
may be treated as constituting a transformative shift in style, representing a further permutation
of thewuxia pian Compared to the histicizing realism and sinicist belligerence of the New

StylewuxiacinemaChor Yuen’s films of the Gu Long cycl
from the subject of China, making it more appealing to a globalized rutitiie identity which
was no longr defined by colonized alterity but instead by an advantageous positioning between
China and the worldlhese workffer, in a sense, a more postmodern, syncretic, diasporic
Chineseness, one reflecting a rupture with history and traditional id@yifgcusing on
elements of the romantic and the emotionalvibain preference to theru, Chor Yuen's
approach served to unfix the genre from the combative Chinese chauvinism and machismo that
had fuelled botlthewuxia pianand kung fucinemaout of thesixties. He replaced the working
class masculinized vocabulary of disempowerrsnpowermenharratives with a
polymorphous anéeminizedyin aesthetic, and a4iavestitureof the Chinese hero with the
gualities ofwenmasculinity. This suggests a renegthbalance between masculine and
feminine, that does not shut either out of the process of foraireyv Chinese global identity.

Theseshifts are not without their class associations. yidreggangneed to revolt against
authority in such urgent, sedfefining terms spoke to an artolonial and rebellious mindset
emergingfromaseif denti fying undercl ass. However, i n t
miracle, the sense of subordination was being dissolved in a growing middle class lifestyle, and
inmany ways, Chor’s heroes reflect the concern:
harsh world of toil, but a place of relative comfort, where the luxury of introspection and
personal selindulgence prevails, if still interrupted by anxieties causg the currents of
internecine ambition and the threat of politicization (being forced to choose a side). The conflicts
faced by his characters express not the practical needs of emancipation and thatethab
struggle for recognition by a peoplepken the periphery of the global economic community,
but instead a malaise with the capitalist strictures of society, and a reflection upon the place of
love and social responsibilityithin the community.

The underl yi ng t he me sedthrbughGafamaiful gostthoddrnms ar e
iconography of escapism witihn a@Ghemx'od ifci frax ed o ¢
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to recover a sense of continuity with Chinese history, nor does it seek to reforge its sense of self

in a remythologized pastinstead it invokes a far more abstract domain of Chineseness, one
decentralized and freely mesha&dh contemporary sensibilities. Thesexiafilms perform a

kind of deconstructive mockery of their iconography, which serves to empty it of meaning,

leaving an exoticized ethnic caricature in its pldt®strangeness and asienation, both from

history and from its own genre, substitusegurely metaphorical landscape in which to play out

interior psychological questions.récreate a China as viewday one who sits comfortably on

the outside. Just as the Orient of Edward Sai
self-definition, an Other to use as a dark, fanciful mirror, theselfi ent al i sm of Chor

wuxiapianpr od uc e s Hahergn the iormgf as ersatz Chinese culturalist oddity.

An Orientalist Gaze

The Orient widxiai€ihmany ways a simukcrum, a copy without an
original, the “generation by models odér a real
Yuen crafted hisvuxiacinema through an engagement with a-aetare artificiality and a
reflexive formalistic stylism. When applied to his intensified invocations of the iconography of
an ‘“ancient China,’ this sethehistwidizedonytagfhe oach s
wuxia and offered it instead as a playful ficti@stentatious deployments of stdée art f or ar
s a k-ark frequently interpreted as being both a symptom and a strategy of a postmodernist
reflexivity. In this senset bffers one possible tool with which the Hong Kong subject may
articulate a subversion of the memory of an etbultural China, sliding it out of its historical
and geopolitical moorings on the Mainland, and into a more globalized milieu.

To this end, oe means to contend with teehismbetween the diaspora and the
Mainland, both in its lingering traditionalism and in its looming political implications, was to re
draw the parameters of the relationship, and to divorce the source culture from its piioblema
|l ocality. By creating an orientalist subversi
Chor’ s swordplay films concoct a ‘dream of Ch
atavistic. In the words of Stami s precisely the normalityfadeology that necessitates art
whi ch makes (Stam 21 By disnbantlengtigeeredibility of theuxia pian s
essenti al i zi n dfiimsyotonlgrdinboiged a sk€phicem ofatebased powers

and tradition, but alssubvertedhe image of a coherent, unified, and substantive Chinese
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historical identity. This shifted the focus away from China or ethnic based nationalisms, and
towards a local and individualized senof Chineseness based on the nmareediate concerns
of the middé class Hong Kong subject; tharsuit ofhappiness, social and sexual liberation,
one’ s unc e capitalist ecorromy, and above al, a freedom from prescribed
memberships in overarching sociatlers. As with Brecht, the extravagant gestures and
interruptions of Chor ' sbotkgogidl lite and @rtarerhuhgan t h e
creations and therefore can be changed, that the laws of a predatory society are not divinely
inscribed but subject to huan interventioh (Stam 211)

It is difficult to sayto what degree Chor drovieis process, as opposedsimply beingn
the process, but regardless, in scafaprocesses gather speed and momentum through the
circulation of ideas, hig/uxiafilms were significant in remaking the genre, andash,
significant in helping to remake Chinese identityn s h or t , wuiafiims bothu e n ' s
suppl ement ed Run-n&Rionalist frojectwhraughdtuhighlyvessantialized and

orientalized ‘“dream of C Harmula hew stnaihsiofl déferemde,s o

representing alternatives to culturationalist machismo, and offering criticism to both the

spe

i n

traditionalism of the past, and the capitalist system of the present (which was in many ways, the

very means odmandipatios, bycway of thereeohomic miracle as one of the Four
Asian Tigers).
C h o filmssare apolitical, butheycannot besaid to bewvithout ideology.nstead, they

reproduced thevuxia pianas an essentialized form of cultural nationalism, whith@ssame

time undercutting this effect via stylistic choices that emphasize the artificiality of that affective

project. By heightening the factitious, orien

interrupted its capacity to work in ideologlly nationalistic terms. This act also served to move

China as an entity to the peripheral, backwar

means, Chor aligned Hong Kong with the globalized, modern vedititge, highlighting its

quastnatioral autonomy in relation to the Mainland, a practice that would become increasingly

pronounced in the preandover years, and persisting into the films of certain directors still
working in Hong Kong today , such as Tsui Hark and Johnnie To.

Self-orientalisn is a tricky toal The $ a w’ soriesitalinf was ethnoationalistic—
aimed at Chinese audiences and stemming from a cultural pride and nestatglaas well what
Stephen Teo might-orciad nt & lpiosm moxthiEaisoio say@med ,

188)
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at selling astereotypicavision of China to Chinese audiencsdto the global community.
However, when Chor Yuen reimagined the Skawxia pian his orientalism can be seen to be,
initsway,much closerte d war d Sai d’ s uanbmpressivestrudturdsg of |1t a
obser ved b yoloRi@gdnrrepodutes itself as‘the anticolonial nationalist elite's
attitude toward their own pagqtP. Liu 14) By relegating China to a dislocated and artificial
imaginary,and aligning Hong Kong whta globalized Western perspective, we see how the
structures of European orientalism are replicated, turning Chinaintacanh her ™ f or di a s j
ChineseWhether seHorientalism is used as a form of cultural capital, or as a form of self
repositioning, Aif Dirlik offers some concerns about this process of identity formation:
Self-essentialization may serve the causeobilization against Westedomination;
but in the vey process it also consolidates Westeleplogical hegemony by
internalizing the fstorical assumptions of orientalism. At the same time, it contributes
to internal hegemony by suppressdifjerences within the natiofDirlik 1996, 114)
Dirlik questions the deployment of sealfientalism as a form of agency in transnational identity
politics, due to the degree to which this form of nationalism only reinscribes, through these
forms of cultural capital, the same underlying capitalist modernizing agendas that drove the
colonial and imperial ag@irlik 1996, 117) Nationalism, after allapresents the chauvinistic
impulse to iron out the inherent striations of ethnicity, class, gender, and other differences under

a totalizing rubric of nation, and disavows the possibility of alterity.

A Legacy in the Hong Kong New Wave

Stylistically, hewuxiafilms of Chor Yuermay be seen as an influence on g
Kong New Wae directors of the eighties and nineties. In addition to overlaying the fantasy of
the swordplay genre witbentimental, psychological angetaphorical dimensions, he also
played a major role imn-anchoring thevuxia pianas asemiotic signifier of Chinanstead
allowing it to become a signifier for Hong Korithewuxiafilm provided in the prédhandover
era, just as it had in the Shaw daasideal vehicle for embodying Hori{pong's aspirations
Fusing cultural themes and technological modernity, cinema was a forceful means to
communicate an authoritative visioh@hinese identity to the world his defiant act of identity
formation was all the more urgent in the narrowinggires before an anticipated dissolution

into Communist China. Indeed, in the {11897 age, this sellefiningemergence into the global
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cultural community took on even greater urgemfnguably, this practice of cinematic self
definition continued even aftéhe handover in 1997, though the politics of inclusion became
more striated. Did Hong Kong now speak for itself, for China, or for more a more universal
Chineseness?

The Hong Kong New Wavelsuxiaboom afteiChinese Ghost Stot987) and
Swordsmar§1990 reformulated thevuxiapian as something simultaneously nostalgic,
transnational, and culturally exotic, while remaining assertively anéhself i r mi ngl y * mad
Hong Kong.'’ l't scul pted its own stylistic and
platform of the past. The stylistic echoes of Hong Kong auteurs like King Hu, Lau Kar Leung,
Chor Yuen and Chang Cheh are all heard in the genres and filmmakers who followed them. The
convention of the muscular and dynamic Hong Kong masculinity inhertedthe kung fu
heroes anganggandknights persisted into the new wave with the images of John Woo's
gunmen and Jackie Chan's at hratonalconfidenoe thraught ol | i
the mix of modern, urban localities and outw&rdking trarsnationalismFilms like Tsui
Ha r ®rcsUpon a Time in China / Wong Fei Hqa§91) placed the hero at the almost literal
intersection of Chinese and Other, tradition and modernHyatienalizing him as a Chinese
patriotic figure, while remaining indibly souttern. In this instance however, both the kung fu
genre and Wong Fei Hong were merely continuing what was always a localized
southern/Cantonese phenomenon and set of cultural markers.

The geopolitical identity of thevuxiafilm has a more contesténistory, making its
Cantonese Hocalization a far more politicized endeavour. Inculcatiniainto Hong Kong's
bentudianyandg “ | ocal cinema”) is tantamount to takir
cultural identity, and placing them into thenkia of its exiles and emigres, its periphery, its
southern inheritors, and its diasporic descendants. As such this disavows the PRC's lived

experience as a cul tur al Chi na, and its abi
The presentation of feminine power as metaph the New Wavevuxiacarries forward

many of the qualities of ambiguity found in Chor Yuen's films, but with a more pressed

overtone of anxiety. Across the board, this is perhaps most forcefully felt in the prolific

undertakings of Tsui Hark as a ditecand producer. The fluidity and ambiguous nature of

gendered identities in these films project an uncertainty of cultural identity framed by an

exoticized, orientalized Chinese settingDiragon Inn / Xin long men ke zhétirected by Tsui
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Hark and Chag Siutung in 1992) the positioning of female leads Brigitte Lin (a@ad) and
Maggie Cheung (as an opportunistic, oversexed bandit/proprietor of a desert waystation) are
used to reflect the divided Chinese nation and identity, struggling under tfessipp weight

of their associations with tradition, authoritarian government, intrigue and violent power. The
figure of Asia the Invincible, the gendehanging anthero from bottSwordsman 2 / Xiao ao
jlang hu zhi dong fang bu b&Ching: 1992) and heEast is Red Xiao ao jiang hu zhi dong

fang bu ba(Ching: 1993) (both produced by Tsui) may be seen as an expression of a hybrid
but unstable nationalistic pride, simultaneously energetic and dangerously volatile.

The explosion of new, effectaden Carinesewvuxiacinema through the pigandover
decadeoften presented China as an ephemeral construct, a geographically dislocated,
transhistorical locale, where heroes defied forces of intrigue with fantastical magical powers.
The films of directors like Chig and Tsui Harkmake a diagnosis of nationalisrifTeo 2002
152)while entrenching it in an essentialized Chinese iconography to make it appealing to
out si Hlmmenporaty&hinese are also outsiders to, and veyduthis earlier
Chinesenesqibid.). As in the cinema of Chor Yuen, these directors put forward a vision of an
orientalizedianghuas a complex for China itself.

When Baudrillard wrote of simulacra and hyperreality, (166) he invoked Disneyland,
and its uncanny, communicable experieatAmericariness as his example. Beginning with
the Shaw Brothers ‘dream of China’, and refas
by turns, thevuxiagenre, in its metaphorical dislocations from time or space, performs similarly
for China, a transational and transhistorical encapsulation of overdetermined Chineseness.
Baudr i | I arWwhenvitre cetil & naldnget what it used to be, nostalgia assumes its full
meaning. There is a proliferation of myths of origin and signs of reality; of séwomtitruth,
obectivity and authenticity”™ (171).

Chor Yuen may certainly be identified as an important transitional flgetveeen
Cantonese and Mandarin cinemas, and between the studio era and the Hong Kong New Wave.
However, rather than affirming thelua of his work in solely transitive terms, as if locked
between two teleological saget at e s , | suggest we can treat Ch
synchronic and transhistorical, as a fst@nding artistic body of work located in its moment,
andas discursie texts that recur and inform across the historical discontinuities vicissitudes of

the genre.
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I n Ch o rwuxauwe s& ageformulation of genre that has remained both definitive,
andas wellquite conversant witeubsequent expressionstioé swordplg cinema, both through
the nineties Hong Kong cycle, aatso in the more contemporary iterations by Maidlan
directors like Zhang Yimou, whose sly evocatioryiofaesthetics, spiralling intrigue, and
ornamentalized orientalism are in evidence in filrke House of Flying Daggers / Shklian
Mai Fu (2004) andCurse of the Golden FlowetMan Cheng Jin Dai Huang Jin J({@006). In
spite of this legacy,isce theHong Kong handover to the PRC in 198#d sincehe
Hollywood-Taiwan ceproductionCrouching Tger, Hidden Dragon YWo Hu Cang bng(2000)
broughtwuxia pianfully into the global imaginary, China has beerncgun seizing upon the
genreas means to reonstitute the idea of a Chilmsed identity, using higtonceptwuxia
films as a form of alturd capital. This imotsounlikeRun Run Sh thoughsf vi si on,
coursenow both theabstrachationalismandthe geopolitical nationalisnof the genreare once
again united. The nationalizing and historicizing power ofathgia pianhas largely lost its
anxiety and ambivalence, and now is very much devoted to the act echmkihg, rather than
myth-breaking.

Thewuxia pianin the past decade of ostensibly reunified Chineseness is largely
understood as a transnational commaodity that deploys stylizédesirt the construction of
Chinese invented histor i e¢derg/Ym Xiong2002), buewhat ase o f
end is now served by this totalized vision? It seems as if the edge of mockery and self
reflexivity has been replaced by one of otédized reverence of an ethmational myth, as
noted by Teo:

... as China has become a rising power on the world stageytiesfilm seems to
have become an instrument of the stat@xiaas a means to maintain the myth of a
warrior tradition and ithistoricist concepts of chivalry and knigitrantry in order to
justify the modern concept of the natistate (Teo 2009, 8).

In light of thewuxia pian° r epatri ati on to the Mainland, wil
floating signifier be reharnessed to the needs of such nationalisms? Or has it become simply a
componentof e o’ s post mo diedeed, cansidereng theadleiit played during Hong
Kong’' s br i e tindgpendenoe,dve mifht weleaski whethernthiiagenre was ever

truu y unshackled from these questions. Per haps

genre was simply stretching between a nostalgic diasporic nationalism and a truly stateless,
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individualist, global Chinese identity, when it wasmeunted by the Hong Km New Wave as

an iconoclastic form of localized quasationalism.

Reflexive SelOrientalism andhe cinema of sui Hark

In recent years, it appears tfi@ui Hark has retained, or even redoubtld qualities of
orientalism and reflexivity in hismog recent films, all largescale blockbusters shot on the
Mainland, and made with the tacit approval of the PRC governigntay of exampleT s ui ' s
wuxiafilm Detective Dee and The Mystery of The Phantom Flame / Di Ren Jie Zhi Tong Tian
DiGuo(2010)shaes stri king structural and stylistic
Gu Long cycle at Shaw Brothers. These include a sophisticated but inde pevirdedwent
styled detective hero and a dizzyiggnganmystery plot that leads him through an
ornanentally decadent, highly imaginaandoften absurd caricature of Tang Imperial China,
one that includes faeghanging intriguers, killer puppets, martial dighting deer,
subterranean rivesities, deadly magical poisons, amd 0006foot tall goldenBuddha statue.
Stylistically, Tsui employs a peculiar visualigsaturated colours and flattening planirreetr
overlapping composition®call the graphism of Maoist propaganda imagery, and confront the
viewer with an uncanny sense of pagdd artificiality. This is accompanied by strong
themes of social responsibility and skepticism of government authority. The tableau of
gueerness woven by TsuiDetective Deeesonates with an added subtext; lhdge Diseries
of novels from which the movie takes inspirations were not Chineseixiaserials, but in fact
written by the noted Dutch orientalist Robert van Gulik in the 1950s. In this way, Tsui reframes
the film in a playful recursive intertextuality that places the Chinese viewer in the role of the
orientalist, looking in on a facsimile of his or her own culture.

The reflexive distortion of histong even mora ggr essi ve in Tsui’s mo
The Taking of Tiger MountainLin Hai Xue Yuar§2014). In this casehe film isnot based on a

traditonal wuxia, but ratheuponthe highly romanticizettistoricaltaleo f t he Peopl e’ s
Liberation Army reclaiming the North from warlds after the Chinese Civil War, a story which

was itself adapted intBeking opes. As one of the fevoperaghat was notdrbidden during the

Cultural Revolution, the story dfiger Mountainh as a speci al pl ace as onc¢

founding myths. Tsui toys with this status, by reimagining the military campaign as the idle

fantasy of a Chinese student returning home to visitamily after accidentally catching a
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snippet of the 1960s film adaptation of the opera in a karaoke bar in Manhattan. With an array of
bizarre distancing techniques (sucHraneesinchar ac
the midst of action, nkang them resemble cardboard -quits), Tsui interrogatebe
nationalism inherent in his subject. This culminartes finale that quite literallyewinds,
rewrites and replays the actigmackedclimax of thefim(nordet o make it ) more e
demonstrating the capricious and arbitrary mutability of historicized propag@éfittaboth
Detective DeandTiger Mountain Tsui Hark gleefully subverts and throws into question the
cherishedhationalizinghistorical fictionsof China, both Imperial anddhmunist.

Now in 2016, Hong Kng audiences awaitthereleasé T s u i Har k’ s | at estt
blockbustemvuxia pianr e ma k e o f Ch Deaath NuelProduced by 9sdi and directed
by Derek Yee (who starred in the origindlj)je Sword MasterSan Sha Ye De Jiar{2016) has
been in production for almost two years, and has reportedly been a decade in the planning. Forty
years after Chor Yuen initiated his romantic, surrealistic;agHre Gu Long cycle, and
deployed the genre towards a critique of @smhistory, it seems his lasting influence on the

wuxia pianhas not been forgotten.
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