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At the gala premiere of the restored Colourful Youth, the Hong Kong Cultural Centre was filled with an
audience totally enthralled by the charm of their idols (pp 3-5). The Union Film retrospective has also
drawn widespread interest (pp 7-14) over these few months.

Po Fung continues with his ‘search’ in this issue, while Sam Ho, citing family dramas The Wall,
Divorce Brinkmanship and thriller The Three Murderers, discusses a rare motif — divorce — in Hong
Kong cinema. The husband in The Wall (1956), desperate to guard his ego, strongly refused to let his
wife work, Half a century on, the role and position of the wife has undergone a sea change, but the
untold emotional tensions between husbands and wives have remained constant over time. Pak Yin
and Ng Cho-fan's tumn in The Three Murderers defines once again the meaning of dramatic power.
[clkwok®@lcsd.gov.hk]
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Colourful Youth
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Davide Pozzi, Head of L'Immagine Ritrovata Film
Restoration Laboratory of Italy, sharing with HKFA staff
the restoration process of Colourful Youth.

121825 | Restored Treasures R

EiE (EEEFE) E’J (£#) Eﬂ:‘I/I (BDT
I ) ~ fAfE ~ BREEER - BESRH - BREESY - B
;‘QHE‘*%EEIU{;AMFEEEFEW

Main cast of Colourful Youth, (from left) Leo
Yam Pak-kong, Woo Fung, Connie Chan Po-chu,
Nancy Sit Kar-yin, Stephen Chan Chu-kwong,
and executive producer Kwan Chi-sun at the gala
premiere of the restored cut.

alk about Cantonese-speaking youth

musicals from the 1960s, and the mind
conjures up Connie Chan Po-chu and
Josephine Siao Fong-fong. While the two
mega-stars were constantly paired up in
costume dramas (with the former playing the
male role), they have co-starred in only one
contemporary film — Colourful Youth.

Yet, the original negative of Colourful
Youth, deposited at the HKFA film vault, was
found in badly damaged conditions. With the
authorisation from the film’'s owner, Chi Leun
Film Company, we performed restoration
work so that the gem could grace the screen
again in its full splendour.

The project was done in collaboration with L'lmmagine Ritrovata
Film Restoration Laboratory of Italy. Initial restoration work involved
image stabilisation, reduction of flickering, colour grading, removal of
scratches as well as synchronisation. Mr Davide Pozzi, Head of the
Laboratory, came over this past January to give us the low-down on
the restoration process.

Colourful Youth was a box-office hit upon its release in 1966. After
four long decades, the restored treasure sparkled again in all its glory
at the Grand Theatre, Hong Kong Cultural Centre on 28 February.
Stars from the movie including Connie Chan Po-chu, Nancy Sit Kar-yin,
Woo Fung, Leo Yam Pak-kong and Stephen Chan Chu-kwong were
also there. Sister Po-chu, in particular, was very happy with the overall
quality of the restored print. The evening closed amidst a tumult of
applause and cheers. We at the HKFA will continue with our search for
the parts missing in the current copy for further restoration. ®
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Rediscovering Colourful Youth

=& Wong Chi-fai
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Glamour reinstated after restoration

s part of our research efforts on

Colourful Youth (1966), HKFA
staff and | pored through some old
newspapers stored on microfilm for
clues. We also interviewed the main
cast of the movie, namely Connie
Chan Po-chu, Nancy Sit Kar-yin, Woo
Fung, Stephen Chan Chu-kwong,
and Leo Yam Pak-kong (then named
Kong Kei). During the process, | came
across some interesting anecdotes
about the film and the era it belongs
to.

According to Woo Fung, market
rules in those years dictated that
black-and-white films could play for a
week at most, while colour pictures,
with better production value, could
enjoy a longer run up to ten days.
Colourful Youth ended up running 15
days from 17 to 31 August, 1966, an
achievement to be proud of indeed.
Box-office takings of the initial release
totalled over HK$700,000; the fact
that it had reaped $430,000 during
the first six days was also highlighted
in the film advertisement. At a time
when a movie ticket cost just a dollar
or so, the figure alone speaks volumes
about its popularity.

Another interesting find is that the
Paris Theatre in San Po Kong opened
its doors while Colourful Youth was
showing. The Theatre chose Colourful
Youth as its opening film, and invited
Chan Po-chu to grace the occasion
and greet the audience before
screening.

When asked about their
memorable moments making Colourful

Youth, the cast all mentioned the
scooter ride. There was a scene
in which they galloped through the
streets on scooters. The vehicle was
a novelty back then and the cast,
who didn’t know how to drive it, had
to learn the ropes on the spot. Hip
and happening as they might look on
screen, some of them were actually
injured during the shoot.

A major attraction of Colourful
Youth is surely the colourful wardrobe
of the cast, which meshes perfectly
with the film title. As it turns out,
during that period, actors working on
contemporary films had to prepare
costumes all by themselves. The
director generally had no specific
requirements, and neither was there
the art director nor wardrobe advisor
to help out. Both Chan Po-chu and
Sit Kar-yin said it was their mothers
who took care of their wardrobe. Sit
recalled the cast had discussed in
advance what they would wear so that
their clothes would go well together.
The chicest costumes belonged not
to the actresses but the leading man
Woo Fung, she added jokingly.

Also worth noting are the song-
and-dance numbers in the film. The
credits indicated the choreographer
as Wong Shing, a name unknown to
most of us. When Chan Po-chu told
us it was another name of Ha Yu,
the television veteran who recently
scooped the TVB Best Actor Award,
we could hardly believe our ears. We
took this opportunity to talk with Ha Yu
in person.

Ha Yu said at the time he was
new to the Southern Drama School run
by Shaw Brothers Studio, which set
out to produce youth musicals. They
hired a dance instructor from Japan
to train the students, and it was then
Ha picked up a thing or two about
Western dance. Later on, the producer
of Colourful Youth approached him
with an offer to choreograph the dance
sequences. Ha confessed that he, a
rookie not even 20 yet, took up the
task just to earn a better living.

Although Ha Yu reiterated that
his choreography left much to be
desired, the dance numbers had a
distinctive style of yesteryear, and in
the ensemble scene at Sit Kar-yin's
birthday party, the high-angle shot of
the cast dancing in a circle was quite
a feat by standards of the day.

The runaway success of Colourful
Youth owed much to a confluence of
favourable circumstances, including
time, place, and people, which
filmmakers exploited for all they
were worth. The 1960s were a time
when Hong Kong was increasingly
modernised, and the post-war baby
boomers entering adolescence.
Amidst a growing desire for novelty,
legions of films were made with
a youthful audience in mind.
Colourtul Youth was one of the more
representative works from that period.
(Translated by Elbe Lau)

Wong Chi-fai is a video and visual artist and a
film critic. His publications (in Chinese) include
Photography Sets Off Again (2000, co-authored),
Shanghai 101 101 Reasons for Finding Shanghai
(2002, co-edited), etc.
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A First for Hong Kong and Australia

BRAREBEMThe Movie
E3 company R R1975ESIEIRE
B C(EBERE) @ E8I8RED
5Bk BERESHIENER
BREZBEFNLTCEREES
2000 @ BNBIZX 2 SEREEKE
ﬁf%&Atlab AustraliaPEN/AT) » &
FBE 3ESLRIEE - SE483
B XEB=ER (BBEER) R
KB RDZ » MBS ERIMNEBZH
%%ME’E nEXRBIBEIBERE 0
RezA SR IRN LRI ETE
[BIRIBEEERE o

he Man from Hong Kong (1975) is the very first

Hong Kong—Australia co-production financed
by Golden Harvest and The Movie Company
respectively. In 2000, the National Film and Sound
Archive of Australia (NFSA) partnered with Kodak and
Atlab Australia to restore this significant work that had
remained largely unknown to film enthusiasts.

On 3 April, the HKFA showcased The Man from
Hong Kong in a brand new print on loan from the
NFSA, followed by a talk with Quentin Turnour, NFSA
Programmer, and Roberta Chin, daughter of the fim's
producer Raymond Chow.

Sam Ho, HKFA Programmmer, began by paying

A EEE B SR BEE e © 2010 FHURBESE  REFEER tribute to Raymond Chow for producing this risky
TN 0.

© 2010 Fortune Star Media Limited All Rights Reserved.
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Ozploitation film, which touched upon some taboo

subjects in the Australian society. For instance, there was a scene in which Hugh

Keays-Byme, the Australian police officer, criticises the ‘uncivilised’ work methods of

BIRBATREFROES - Hop—
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LR BRI TR Z R
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Jimmy Wang Yu, the Hong Kong detective. The scene, thought to be suggestive of
racial discrimination, was eventually edited out during the US release.

Roberta Chin recalled that the
film was made at a time when Golden
Harvest was all set to go global. In

the mid-1970s there were direct
e,
RRERDIBOEN.2—  MEX flights from Hong Kong to Sydney.

LIRBIESBERSE ~ BEZE  Through The Man from Hong Kong,
RMAR - FSEBEBREELR Hong Kong moviegoers gained a
BLBXRETS « MEIPE ~ BB first glimpse of many of Australia’s
ABRBEBANETEDES © tbfﬁﬁigf%% landmarks.

D AT BN R A W0 2 4 - B9 EDIE Finally, Quentin Turnour said (7€) @85 - HEHT - BiEEs

SEEE  BHBREIEEBHB  The Man from Hong Kong has been

(From left) Sam Ho, Roberta Chin and Quentin Turnour

B P HYREEIRBZIBIE o |REBY  an inspiration to Australian film and television programme makers, who have continued
BISIREY S THRRRENZL - | to take their cues from the action sequences of the film. M
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Gratitude to Mr Raymond Chow
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Mr Raymond Chow has played a pivotal role
in bringing Hong Kong cinema to the world. In
March, he received the Lifetime Achievement
Award from the 5th Asian Film Awards. He
has kindly agreed to sponsor the HKFA for a
new print of the restored King Hu classic, The
Valiant Ones (1975), which will be struck with
superior wet-gate printing to avoid scratches.
Here we express our gratitude to Mr Chow.
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Siu Yin Fei, a married woman, dies to make way for her love rival

and the male lead, an ending more agreeable perhaps to Cantonese

film audiences.
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The jealous Tsi Lo Lin (middle) is set to rat on Siu Yin Fei (right),
but lends Siu a helping hand instead upon knowing that she is her

benefactress.
3 MREITEE

The tumultuous life as an actress
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any of the films by The Union Fim

Enterprise were adapted from
literary works. Apart from such notable
tittes as Family (1953), Spring (1953),
Autumn (1954), and Anna (1955), there
are other productions whose origins have
yet to be delineated. The Tormented
Beauty (1958) is one of them.

But thankfully, The Union
Pictorial left us with a small clue: ‘The
Tormented Beauty...was originally titled
Tisbe, but was amended repeatedly
by the screenwriter...”" And after some
research, Tisbe was found to be one
of the titles for various translations of
Victor Hugo's play Angelo, tyran de
Padoue (1835).

The first Chinese translator of
Angelo, tyran de Padoue was Zeng
Mengpu, who translated the play
around 1906 or 1907 as a daily serial
for a newspaper. Extensive changes
and editing were made to the original
play, and it was not until 1930 that the
translation was published as a single
volume under the title Angelo.

In 1936, Kuomintang cultural
officer Chang Tao-fan, who had
previously studied in France, decided
to write his own translation of Victor
Hugo’s work based on Zeng's version.
However, Chang discovered that
Zeng's translation contained several
extra scenes that were not found in
the 1878 French edition. So Chang
decided to base his translation on
the latter instead.? He changed the
setting of the play to China during
the Republican era. The ltalian tyrant
of Padoue in the play, Angelo, was
changed to a military governor of
northern China; and the original title
Angelo, tyran de Padoue was replaced
with the name Tisbe, the play's
heroine.

Chang Tao-fan’'s Tisbe was
translated in 1936, and it was not
published as a book until 1943. But
the book was not the first time Hong
Kong filmmakers came in contact
with Tisbe. In April 1939, the China

Artistic Repertory Theatre, which
splintered from the famous China
Touring Repertory Theatre, put on a
performance of Tisbe at the Central
Theatre.® It is probable that those
filmmakers who later formed Union
Film, all passionate theatre lovers, first
came across the play at that time.
In The Tormented Beauty, only the
hero Rodolfo retained his name from
the translated Tisbe. The heroine's
name was altered to Laura Mui, which
originated from Gu Zhongyi’'s Chinese
translation of the title of Eugene
Walter's play, The Easiest Way.

A production of The Easiest Way
was also performed in Hong Kong by
the aforesaid China Touring Repertory
Theatre at the Lee Theatre in 1938." It is
likely that Union Film members watched
both The Easiest Way and Tisbe that
year, which left a deep impression on
them. Later when they were making
the screen adaptation of Tisbe, it was
natural for them to change the name
of the famous actress character from
Tisbe to Laura Mui.

Even though The Tormented
Beauty was adapted from Tisbe, but
as mentioned earlier, the screenplay
was repeatedly amended. The film
retained the two heroines (the actress
Laura Mui played by Tsi Lo Lin and
the governor’'s wife played by Siu Yin
Fei), who are both viewed by the local
tyrant as his exclusive property, thus
forbidden fruit to other men. And yet
they both fall in love with the same
man, Rodolfo (played by Lee Ching),
thus creating a love quadrangle.

However, apart from basic plot
similarities to the play, The Tormented
Beauty made some massive changes
to the narrative. The ending is the most
apparent among all. In the original
play, Tisbe finds out that Rodolfo is
really in love with the govermnor's wife;
in order to help Rodolfo save his love
from danger, she pretends to help the
governor poison his wife, but she has
swapped the poison with a less lethal

concoction. However, Rodolfo believes
that Tisbe has really killed his true love,
and is bent on revenge. By then, Tisbe
has given up all hope, so she does not
try to explain but allows Rodolfo to kil
her. The Tormented Beauty however is
totally different; after all the revelations
are made, the two heroines eagerly
unite to sacrifice for their country, but
in the end it is the governor's wife who
sacrifices herself so the other two can
be together. Finally, Rodolfo manages
to kill the governor — he does not Kill
the poor actress who loves him, thus
preserving his heroic image.

Similarly, the plotline of sacrificing
one’s life for the people is a reflection
of Union Film’s attitude towards the
collective good. The person to die in
the end turned out to be the governor's
wife, which could very well be the
lesson learned from Anna's failure at
the box office: to the conservative
audience of Cantonese cinema at
the time, a wife who left her husband
for love, even if he did not love her,
was still a character that could not
garner any sympathy from the average
moviegoer.® Therefore, if a character
had to die, the only reasonable choice
was the governor's wife, and not the

passionate and brave Laura Mui.
(Abridged version co-translated by Cindi Chwang
& Hayli Chwang) H

Notes

1 The Union Pictorial, No 26, Hong Kong: The
Union Pictorial Publishers, December 1957,
p 7 (in Chinese).

2 Chang Tao-fan, ‘Foreword to the
Retranslation’, Tisbe, Nanjing: Zhengzhong
Publishing House, 1943, pp 1-2 (in
Chinese).

3 See Law Kar & Frank Bren (eds), From
ARTFORM to PLATFORM — Hong Kong
Plays and Performances 1900-1941, Hong
Kong: International Association of Theatre
Critics (Hong Kong), 1999, p 74.

4 Ibid, p 72. In the book, the play was
translated as The Scent of the Meilo Flower.

5 Lee Sun-fung concluded in his manuscripts
the reason for Anna’s box-office failure. See
Wong Ain-ling (ed), The Cinerna of Lee Sun-
fung, Hong Kong: Hong Kong Film Archive,
2004, p 151.

Po Fung is Research Officer of the HKFA.
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Myriad Faces of Union Film
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s ‘all for one and one for all' what the

Union Film spirit is all about? On 16
April, film researchers Law Kar, Grace
Ng and HKFA Research Officer Po Fung
gathered to examine the lesser-known
dimensions of Union’s cinema.

Grace Ng shared her experience of
putting together the book, One for All:
The Union Film Spirit, in which the Union
Film spirit is discussed together with
the present-day ‘Hong Kong spirit’. Po
Fung, on the other hand, suggested that
the Union Film spirit was a coalescence
of different values by turns literary,
philosophical, and educational.

Law Kar, while paying due
recognition to Union Film’'s contributions,
maintained that its works should not be
canonised. He couldn't find a consistent
train of thought in the studio’s output,
but agreed that ‘all for one and one for
all' and ‘steering people towards better
morals’ were the basic beliefs behind
its films. The strong social-realist flavour
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was, in his opinion, more of a natural
outcome than a deliberate design.

That said, Union’s cinema was not
confined to family
melodramas or
social realists. On
30 April, HKFA
Programmer Sam
Ho, film critics
Thomas Shin and
Bryan Chang,
currently President
of the Hong Kong
Film Critics Society,
shared their views
on Union Film’s genre pictures.

Sam Ho indicated that 1956 was
a pivotal time as Hong Kong cinema
became increasingly diversified. That
year, Union Film changed its creative
directions and brought out genre titles.
Although genre films have long been
bracketed with crudely-made low-budget
fare, they have enormous creative

(Z#e) fa!

B B RES
(From left) Sam Ho, Thomas Shin, Bryan Chang

viability, Ho insisted.

Thomas Shin added that according
to preliminary studies, 1956 saw the
emergence of
contemporary
detective genre in
Hong Kong cinema.
Union Film was
quick to follow social
trends and, the next
year, began offering
quality works in the
same vein.

Bryan Chang
noted that the
emergence of genre pictures reflected
Hong Kong's quest for modernity. During
the process, Hong Kong cinema did
not always imitate Western movies, but
assimilated a wide range of new ideas
and forged an identity uniquely its own.
Union Film’s genre titles, for instance,
made respectable breakthroughs in
terms of narrative and visual design. ®
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Divorce, Hong Kong Style
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Divorce Brinkmanship: the undivorceable couple
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fter winning our freedom to love,

do we live happily ever after?

The right to freely follow one'’s
heart in romance is a major rallying
point of the May Fourth generation
and a key dramatic concern of many
1950s Cantonese films. This is true
of the Torrent Trilogy, the three-pack
of flms adapted by Union Film from
author Ba Jin’s novels of the same
title. The trilogy — Family (1953), Spring
(1953) and Autumn (1954) — helped
make Union Film'’s reputation as one
of the most important companies in
Hong Kong history. It focuses on the
household of a feudal family, its sons
and daughters forced by authoritative
elders to marry against their wishes.
The trilogy ends with the family in
collapse, the young men and women
leaving the oppressive environment
behind to pursue their love.

But the story of love does not end
with winning the right to pursue one’s
heart. Two years after the release
of Autumn, Union Film explored the
dangers that lurk behind that victory in
The Wall (1956), a film about divorce.

The company is known for
its declared dedication to artistic
excellence and the moral functions
of film, manifested by a fabled Union
Film spirit. A key tenet of that spirit is
the revolt against the extended family
as embodiment of archaic, corruptive
feudalism and the embrace of the
nuclear family as symbol of future
hope. Yet the path to that hopeful future
is not without roadblocks. Lovers who
get married on their own free will still
have to live with the matter of getting
along with each other. The Wall is a
remarkable effort to examine problems
that confront nuclear families.

It's the story of a young couple.
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The daughters take a central role in

marital disputes
3 (&Y The wall

485 (—=Y5LF) Three Murderers

They have been happily married for
seven years when trouble begins to
brew, though not of the itching kind.
Money difficulties lead to a fight over
whether the wife should find work to
help alleviate financial pressures. The
husband worries that he would lose
face if his spouse has to work and the
wife responds with challenges to his
conservative views. What starts out as
minor feuding boils over to bitter anger
and the couple soon find themselves
in an attorney’s office, negotiating
divorce.

A comedy tinged with social
realism, The Wall is at once serious
and light-hearted. The film is animated
with interesting details of marital life,
from the joys of parenting to the
frustrations of living in a crowded
tenement. The partition in the title
refers to a blanket the husband hangs
in the middle of their room as the
couple go through a trial separation
but do not have enough resources to
live on their own. The piece of cloth,
obviously inspired by the Hollywood
film It Happened One Night (1934),
triggers much laughter as it fails
to serve its intended purpose, its
absurdity an effective metaphor of the
obstacles that stand between modem
couples.

True to the Union Film spirit,
director Wong Hang and his
scriptwriters Chun Kim and Cheng
Kang strive to provide a provocative
treatise on gender equality, expanding
on an issue that has been tentatively
addressed in the Torrent Trilogy but
is overshadowed by the more urgent
message of standing up to feudalism.
Shifting the focus from the extended
family here results in not only a vivid
portrayal of the modern nuclear family

but also an exploration of women’s
role in a society undergoing rapid and
drastic changes.

Women's role is central to
another comedy about a nuclear
family that faces dissolution. Divorce
Brinkmanship (1967) traces the
marriage of a young couple in its first
few years, starting with connubial bliss.
Things start to go wrong as the groom
begins to enjoy career success,
demands of his work leading to long
absences from home and heated
arguments with the neglected bride,
followed by a declaration of divorce
that takes the form of separation.

Cantonese cinema has a
tendency to take the woman’s side
in battles of the sexes and Divorce
Brinkmanship generates much drama
and comedy by contrasting the wife's
ability to survive on her own with
the husband’s inability to divorce
himself from the taxing protocols of
his job. The film is a production of
Sun Luen, a left-wing company, and
this contrast is necessarily mounted
along the lines of class difference, she
enjoying independence working in a
factory and he struggling to keep his
dignity in the business world. Despite
these ideological requisites, the fim
manages to provide a vivid portrait of
a nuclear family as it tries to strike a
balance between career and family
and between the interests of the
husband and the wife.

[t's worthy to note that divorce
is never consummated in both The
Wall and Divorce Brinkmanship. Both
couples go through a separation, but
eventually they reconcile, giving the
audience the satisfaction of believing
that the feuding husbands and wives
will live happily ever after.

Ironically, one of the best
depictions of divorce in Cantonese
cinema — one of the best in all of Hong
Kong cinema, in fact — is not a family
comedy or marriage drama but a crime
thriller. The Three Murderers (1959)
is a murder mystery, part of a genre
that enjoyed moderate popularity in
the late 1950s and early 1960s. The
film, based supposedly on a real-
life homicide in Guangzhou, centres
around a broken family comprising of
a middle-aged man, his ex-wife and
their teenage daughter.

Both husband and wife are bitter
over the split. Their divorce is actually
caused by a misunderstanding
engineered by a wily third person
but they blame each other for the
marriage’s failure. They fight for the
love of the daughter and over her
custody (not through legal proceedings
but on whether the daughter’s interest
is best served by the father or the
mother), driven as much by love and
self-interest, the latter in the form of
possessiveness of the daughter and
spite for each other.

In one scene, the father tries
desperately to win the daughter’s
allegiance, going from stern
reprimands to manipulative questioning
to passive-aggressive pleas to tearful
apology to, finally, fierce demand to
stay away from her mother forever.
This is followed moments later by
a confrontation between father and
mother, each holding his or her ground
and each offering strong arguments for
his or her position, culminating in their
cornering the daughter, asking her to
choose between them on the spot.

This is an exceptional examination
of the divorce issue in Hong Kong
cinema. The comedies The Wall and
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Divorce Brinkmanship are conscious attempts to address
the topic at a time when Hong Kong was going through
high-speed urbanisation and the institution of marriage, the
freedom to enter which only a recent hard-fought victory,
was beginning to face challenges in the form of the very
modern notion of divorce. Both films offer light-hearted
treatment based on astute observations, especially of the
gender conflicts generated by clashes between traditional
beliefs and the changing reality. Yet both fims do not finish
what they started, opting instead to end with reconciliations.

It is perhaps the very goal to address the topic
that prevents the films from taking the marital strife to
conclusion. Union Film and Sun Luen, the production
companies of The Wall and Divorce Brinkmanship
respectively, both had stated mandates to provide moral
guidance to their audience through their work. Depicting
the realisation of divorce runs the danger of showing
support for the practice and is therefore avoided.

The Three Murderers, on the other hand, is able to
tackle the issue head-on because it's a thriller. Divorce
is not the film's central theme but a situation on which
drama is generated and from which perpetration of crime
is motivated. Divorce is also depicted in the film in its
aftermath, years after the break-up. The conflict is focused
not on the dissolution of family but on the well-being of the
daughter, shifting the moral weight onto the future of the
next generation.

Divorce is an emotional experience, involving much
pain, sadness and anger, often for a very long time. It also
lends itself readily to drama, as the films discussed above
testify. Yet, although marriages had been broken up with
increasing regularity since the 1950s and 60s, the issue
remains largely avoided in Hong Kong cinema. This Thing
Called Love (1991) is a noted exception in recent years
and 20 years had passed since its release. That Hong
Kong films had been more focused on surrogate families
like triad societies and martial arts clans notwithstanding,
perhaps it is the very pain, sadness and anger that have
prevented divorce from being examined with meaningful
consistency. &

Special thanks to Bryan Chang for reminding me of This Thing Called Love
as arecent example.
Sam Ho is Programmer of the HKFA.

Related publications One for All: The Union Film Spirit and The Mission: Sun
Luen Film are now on sale.
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The Films of Kuel Chih-hung
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Kuei Chih-hung (1937-1999) is an extraordinary figure
in Hong Kong cinema, with The Killer Snakes (1974)
being hailed as one of the most representative cult
movies. On 8 May, Kam Kwok-leung (top, middle),
the film’s leading man, and film critics Ernest Chan
(left) and Tong Ching-siu discussed what made him
extraordinary. Among the audience was Mr Cheng
Kay (below), Kuei’s longtime deputy at Shaw Brothers
Studio. His insider stories made the occasion all the
more entertaining.
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Wong Cheuk-hon had worked in various
capacities including film scoring.
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Wong Cheuk-hon (1st left) with Cheung Ying (2nd left), Carrie Ku Mei (middle),

and Jeanette Lin Tsui (1st right)
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The International Secret Agents
(1967), a Hong Kong—South Korea co-
production starring Wong's favourites,
Ting Ying and Helen Li Mei.
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enowned producer Wong Cheuk-

hon has been honoured with a
Golden Horse Lifetime Achievement
Award. Though the prime of his film
career was spent in Taiwan, he never
forgot about the place where his fim
career began — Hong Kong. He is
credited with discovering and launching
the careers of many of the shining
film talents. He also produced and
distributed many film classics that figure
prominently in the history of Hong Kong
cinema. However, his contributions
have received little recognition from
local film historians or the Hong Kong
Film Awards. | would therefore like to
take this opportunity to list Wong's
massive contributions to Hong Kong
cinema.

One. During the early 1950s,
Wong was responsible for distributing
many Cantonese films directed by
Chun Kim that helped establish the
reputation of the master director.
In particular, A Mother Remembers
(1953) was a commercial and critical
success upon release and is now
considered a Cantonese classic. Prior
to A Mother Remembers, Cantonese-
speaking movies were relegated to
smaller cinemas, but it was screened
at Hong Kong's largest, Roxy Cinema
and Broadway Cinema chain venues
that specialised in Western film fare.
Eventually, the film played to packed
houses throughout its two-week
run. This production attracted new
audiences to Cantonese-speaking
films. It marked a historic shift in Hong
Kong cinema. His achievements are
discussed in detail in Wong's memoirs.’

Two. Wong founded the Liberty
Film Company in 1952 and began to
produce his own films. The company’'s
inaugural production, The Secret Life of
Lady So See (1953) featured the debut
of Helen Li Mei. So See played at the
King's Theatre to critical success, and
Li Mei became an ovemight sensation.
After So See, Li Mei began producing
her own pictures. She is credited with
inviting director Chang Cheh (who was
relatively unknown at the time) from
Taiwan to Hong Kong.

Three. Wong recruited the talented
Chun Kim from Cantonese cinema to
direct Mandarin-speaking pictures for
Liberty Film. Their collaborations also
made Jeanette Lin Tsui a star. Wong
and Chun started an acting studio to
nurture new talent. As the top student
of her class, Lin was given the lead
role in Sweet Seventeen (1954) to be
directed by Chun. The pair soon fell
in love with each other. Because of
Chun’s known leftist leanings at the
time, Wong worried that the Taiwanese
censors would not approve the film.
He added a clause in Lin's contract,
forbidding the actress from marrying.
If she committed a breach of contract
and hindered the film's release, she
would be sued for damages. When
MP & Gl signed Lin Tsui, Wong served
as a witness and the same clause
was included in her new contract. As
a result, Lin and Chun dated for over
nine years. After Chun joined the (right-
wing) Free General Association, he
and Lin were finally allowed to marry.
The couple chose Taiwan for their

honeymoon.

Four. Wong founded the Lan
Kwong Film Company in 1959. He
recruited expert comedy writer—director
Mok Hong-si to create a string of
Cantonese comedies for the company.
The comedies offered an alternative
to a market flooded with martial arts
films. The Dairy of a Husband (1964) in
particular was a tremendous hit. Even
Pak Yin, the top actress of Cantonese
cinema, was lured into participating in
the Lan Kwong production, Madame
Kam (1963).

During its eight years in business,
Lan Kwong produced a total of 54
films, all box-office hits. The company
also discovered the ‘Student Prince’,
Alan Tang, who went on to become one
of the most popular stars of Cantonese
cinema. Tall, handsome and smart,
Tang was a rare find in the film circles at
the time. His stardom continued to rise
even after he made the jump to acting
in Mandarin-speaking films in Taiwan.
He became more popular than ever
when he returned to Hong Kong, and
later financed Wong Kar-wai's legendary
work, Days of Being Wild (1990). His
glorious career was however cut short
by his sudden death in March 2011.

Five. In 1956, in search of a
vehicle for his latest star, Ting Ying,
Wong decided to produce Hong Kong's
first 36mm colour feature, The Mermaid
Princess (1957). He negotiated with
AGFA's head office in West Germany
to handle the film processing. A
heavy amount of special effects
cinematography was planned as part of
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the ambitious film. Special attention
was also given to the colour of the
costumes, sets and props. Later,
Wong went on to direct Prince of
the Sea (1958), another spectacular
colour and special effects film. The
Hong Kong film industry owes a
debt of gratitude to Wong for his
pioneering technical achievement in
the use of colour and special effects
cinematography.

Six. Wong generated a wave
of light-hearted musicals. He invited
Wong Tin-lam to direct Lilacs in
Bloom (1956) and took the directing
reigns for both The Imp (1958) and
The Unexpected Marriage (1958).

Seven. He opened up the
Korean market for Hong Kong
films. In the 1960s, South Korea
restricted the import of motion
pictures. Outside producers could
gain entry to the market, provided
that they produced the film through
partnership with a Korean company.
In 1962, Wong Cheuk-hon became
Hong Kong's first producer ever
to successfully mount such a co-
production. Shaw Brothers followed
suit only after the fact. Wong
recruited Korean director Kim Soo-
yong to come to Hong Kong and
co-direct The Flaming Mountain
(1962) with Mok Hong-si. The film
was a box-office success when
it was released in South Korea.
In 1967, Wong brought Ting Ying
and Helen Li Mei over to Seoul for
the production of The International
Secret Agents. The film also did
well at the box office. As a result,
Korea became a viable market
for Hong Kong cinema. Korean
distributors began to acquire the
local distribution rights for Hong
Kong films.

Eight. Wong Cheuk-hon helped
his son, Wong Hoi, found the Golden
Flare Films Company in Hong Kong.
He provided half of the funding
for each Golden Flare project and
also participated in pre-production.
Apart from Hong Kong, Wong Hoi
also shot in exotic locations such
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as Nepal and Shanghai. Some of
Golden Flare’s films include Prince of
the Sun (1990) and the adaptation
of Eileen Chang’s novel, Red Rose
White Rose (1994). The latter was
presented at the Berlin International
Film Festival to critical acclaim. Joan
Chen also won the Golden Horse
Best Actress Award for her role in
the film.

Wong Cheuk-hon was born
in Chaozhou in 1920. He received
a Bachelor of Law degree in
Guangdong. In 1927, he travelled
to Hai Phong, Vietnam to teach
Chinese. During the Pacific
War, Wong retreated to Guilin
and assumed the post of Book
Censorship Commissioner for
Guangxi. The following year, he
travelled to Chongging to serve as
the Secretary to the National Military
Council. He moved to Nanjing
after the war and took up the post
of Deputy Editor-in-chief for the
newspaper Yishi Bao. After the
Communist Party assumed power
in 1949, Wong moved to Hong
Kong and subsequently founded
the Liberty Film Company. He
successfully launched the careers
of many newcomers. He took great
pride in the fact that he had worked
with acclaimed Hong Kong and
Taiwanese directors from across all
generations.

Another fact that distinguished
Wong from other filmmakers was
his strong background in journalism.
After entering the film industry, he
mastered the art of scriptwriting,
directing and editing. He was
nicknamed ‘the ultimate filmmaker'.
His track record in terms of
distribution, promotion and theatre
management was also remarkable.
(Abridged version translated by Sandy Ng) Il

Note

1 Wong Cheuk-hon, A Life in Movies: The
Memoirs of Wong Cheuk-hon, Taipei:
Variety Publishing, 1994 (in Chinese).

Huang Jen is a seasoned Taiwanese film critic
and historian. His publications (in Chinese) include
Japanese Films in Taiwan (2008), A History of
National Cinema: Fioneer in Tum-of-the-Century
Chinese-Language Fims (2010), etc.
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he Hong Kong motion picture rating
Tsystem introduced in 1988 created
a wave of erotic (Category lll) films.
Spawning a slew of small theatres that
specialised in erotic fare, the popularity
of Category Il films reached its peak
in the 1990s when there were over a
dozen such theatres operating in Hong
Kong. As interest subsided, however,
these altermative venues closed one by
one. One of the last remaining theatres
to survive, Kwun Chung Theatre recently
announced that it too was closing.

Our acquisition team was to contact
the theatre’s management and thanks to
Mr Tse Pak-keung who suggested that
we approach the Hong Kong Theatres
Association, we were finally able to
meet with Mr Lo. Never one to accept
interviews, Mr Lo agreed to talk with the
HKFA, partly because he supported
our mandate to preserve Hong Kong
cinematic heritage, and partly because
we were interested in the theatre in terms
of its historical context. Mr Lo felt assured
that we would not have a biased view of
the theatre or its staff.

There were only 103 seats in the
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The Last Night of Kwun Chung Iheatre

Kwun Chung Theatre. Mr Lo said that
the used seats were salvaged from
an abandoned theatre. Including Mr
Lo himself, there were only four staff.
Formerly a film distributor, he was
responsible for a multitude of tasks
at Kwun Chung, including acquiring
films to be exhibited and screenings.
What set Kwun Chung apart from other
theatres was its ‘all-day-pass’ policy.
Mr Lo installed two sets of projection
equipment, and videotapes were run with
alternating tapes on two players to avoid
interruption during tape changes. In spite
of their limited resources, they clearly
strived to offer the best.

Don't assume for a moment that
only lowlifes frequent these theatres.
Mr Lo told us that their customers were
well-mannered, mostly regulars from
the neighbourhood or salesmen who
stopped in for a break. The theatre
even allowed customers access to
the refrigerator and microwave oven to
store or reheat their food. It's a wonder
that this tiny ‘porn theatre’ was filled
with the warmth and intimacy between
neighbours.

During the visit, we secured a
donation of production stills and videos
as well as notice signs, censor permits,
seating plans, stamps, etc — all to be
collected on 31 March, the theatre's
scheduled closing date. A few days later,
we suddenly learned that the closing
date had been moved up because the
landlord had decided to terminate the
lease early. Despite the setback, Mr Lo
was still able to set the closing hour of the
theatre at 10:50pm. The time, read as ‘ten
hours ten’ in Cantonese, auspiciously
connoted a perfect ten out of ten.

At dusk on 14 March, the staff kindly
offered us the reserved items and even
gave us permission to take the production
stills and the screening schedule on
display. But with the endless stream of
visitors taking photos and bidding farewell
to the theatre, we decided to leave the
displays up and retumn later that evening.
When we retumed we met Mr Tse Pak-
keung who has been documenting Hong
Kong movie theatres. A few moments
later, the wiry, soft-spoken Mr Lo retumed
to prepare for the final closing. We
removed the displays on the wall.

.
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The tiny entrance lobby serves multiple functions as
ticket office, merchandising area, and pantry.

< BREEHS -

When the time came, Mr Lo
slowly closed the theatre’'s gate from the
inside while cameras flashed from the
crowd outside. Kwun Chung Theatre
brought down its final curtain at precisely
10:50pm. Inside, the cleaning staff
arrived and began vigorously mopping
the floor as usual. Mr Lo and his staff also
completed their closing duties without
interruption. After thanking our gracious
hosts, we stepped across the wet floor
to the outside, carrying with us the last
remnants of Kwun Chung’s history.
(Translated by Sandy Ng) Il

Karen So is a freelance writer and Project
Coordinator of the HKFAs Acquisition Unit.
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Stars Shine
Agal

xhibitions curated by

the HKFA are not only
held at the Archive, they
also reach out to schools
and universities in a scaled-
down format as a means
to widen film culture. —

This past March, our ‘Film Poster Exhibition” was restaged
at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology Arts
Festival 2011. On 21 March, Po Fung (above, far right), our
Research Officer, was invited to lead a talk on the multiple
award winner Gallants (2010). (From left) Male lead Teddy
Robin, executive producer Gordon Lam, and director Derek
Kwok sat down with the students for a fruitful exchange.

Later in April, the HKFA co-presented with Lingnan
University’s Centre for Humanities Research ‘The Glamorous
Black and White — Hong Kong Movie Stars of the 1950s’
photo exhibition. On display was a collection of approximately
60 star portraits, part of them accompanied by introductory
texts written by the students. (Bottom right, from left) HKFA
staff Winnie Fu (Programmer), Lau Yam (Project Researcher),
Cass Wong (Programme Assistant), and Lingnan University’s
Dr Mary Wong attended the opening ceremony on 8 April and
shared with the students their research efforts. Some of the
photos featured here have also been included in our Glamour
Everlasting star cards box set. B
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