
CHINESE MOVIES

By LIU SZl'~-HS

Jt has bccn the poli y oj t//is magazine 1.0 call the allention oj iUt reudcrs to
outslandi"g Chille e jillll4, even at a time when Ameriwn moviu w ro still Jruly
"tering EII"t A 8ia. Not Ihat tee Jound the11l any better thorl IVMtcm film .... but w)

"aw great pos8ibililiC8 Jor them in the fulure. Clti1w'1I "Four Htmdred Million OWl.
10mMs" or potentially the /argC8t single film market in the world. Now thai China
has followed the e.cam1Jle of Ih6 r6..t of EONt Asia and since January 10, tlte d~y

after her declaration oj t£.'Qr againllt the Unilul Statu and OreaJ Britain. has
compluely 8tolJped the 4ltowing oj Amen:can and Briti8h jibM, the 1:nlerr.•t
oj all of tu, 1'" Ihe jilm production of Japall lind Ohilla sllCuul have ill~rc<,sed

conBiderablJl..

In our w"ue of Junc 1942 we preacrued an orlich: ellNlIed "Star" oj .Japon"
by Q110 of tJ,e /wding Jupa/lut!> film entiea. Hurt!> we arc publillhing an article by
a collaborator oj th /ii"a Film COllllJGlIy.-l\.M.

W ITH the historic merge in April
1942 oC all th leading film­
prod lIcing cOllcern. in Shanghai

into the China l'nitcd Film Production
Company, China' motion-picture industry
has entered a new pha e of it exi. tence,
with a solid financial and technical fOWlda­
tion and an expanded production capacity
never befor realized. The twenty odd
pictures which the new combine has so
far produced how a high standard, wheth­
er from the point of view of Bound,
story, montage, ideology, or photography.
As is generally recognized, the develop­
ment of the Chine e film industry had
been hampered by inadequlLte ca,pital,
being as long on brains as it was short
on budget, Thi pecuniary obstacle hll~

now been removed, and tho industry as
a whole haa been enabled to produce a
turnout never equaled ueforc.

ELlRLY BEGINNTNGS

The making of pictures began in }909,
when pictur were produced Wlder for­
eign management and financing. Among
t.he earli t movie-minded Chine especial
mention should be made of the late
Chow T u - chih. one - time Mini tel' of
Finance and Prime Minister in the early
day of the Republic. He had an ambi­
tious plan of producing pictw'es to show
the cenic beauties and legends of China,
with the ulterior moti"e of accelerating

the phonetic writing and unifying the
different dialect of the country through
the memwn of the screen. His plan,
however, failed to materialize owing to
his Wltimely death. The Commercial
PI: ss, Ltd., the largest publishing com­
pany in China, waa the first bu ine.
concern to enter the film-pro luction field,
and for ten years (1917/ 27) it produced
many pictures, most of them educational,
thu contributing coniderably to the
initial stage of the film indu try in China.

The industry received a great impetus
in H1l9, when a cinematographic expedi­
tion of the Universal Pictures Corporation
of America arrived in Shanghai to take
outdoor scenes in differ nt pll.rts of China.
The expedition had ought the assistance
of the Commercial Press Film Department,
and through this contact the Chine e
gained a good dea.l of technical experience.
Meanwhile, it must be stated the enor­
mous profits realized from film produc­
tions had attracted mu.ny ot,her concern
and individual into the film-production
field and thus brought about a mushroom
growth of film-producing companie in
Shanghai during the period 1020/25.
Among these concern wero the Star
Motion Picture Company, the Canton se
Motion Picture Company, and the lnique
Pictures, Ltd. Although influenc·d by
Hollywood, the e compani s were finan­
cially independent of American eapita I.



CHl~ESE MOVIES

When the powerful United Photoplay
Service was organized in Hongkong in
1930 by a group of prominent oversea
Chinese (including the Tiger Balm King,
Aw Bon Paw), the film industry as a
whole experienced a further substantial
development. Under the capable manage­
ment of Lo Ming-yu, this concern later
operated three studios in Shanghai and
one in Peiping, and produced a large
number of good pictures every year, in­
cluding the fa.mous A Pisherman's Sony,
inspired by the Soviet picture Volya
Boatman.

Sound pictures in China were first
made by the Star Motion Picture Com­
pany in 1929, the sOlmd cquipment
having been brought here by the Fox
Pictures, Inc. the previou~ year.

Government interests entered the film­
production field iIi 1933 when the Chinese
Institute of Educational Cinematography
was formed in close collaboration with
the International Institute of Educa­
tional Cinematography of Rome. In 1935
the elaborate Central Studio was inaugu­
rated in Nanking with La Ming-yu as its
managing director.

BallANOE AND mSTORY

In the matter of themes, most of the
dramatic productions prior to the estab­
lishment of the Central Studio centered
around romance of a melodramatic na­
ture. A definite change in this respect
took place in 1936 when most of the
films undertook to expose the dark side
of medievalism and to point out important
social problems. Movie critics, scenario
.writers, and screen artists at that time
advocated the making of '.'national de­
fense pictures." The stories and scenarios
were supplied by such well-known drama­
tists as Tien Han and Hung Shen, now
both in Chungking.

Following the outbreak of hostilities in
August, 1937, all the film-producing com­
panies in Shanghai were closed down,
and the Central Studio was evacuated to
the interior, together with a group of
screen artists.. It was not until towards
the middle of 1938 that the film industry
in Shanghai, the Hollywood of China,
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was resuscitated, with the reorganization
of the Star Motion Picture Company into
the Utopia Studio, and the establishment
of no less than eight new companies, in­
cluding the Hsin Hwa and Yi Hwa
Companies.

This revival started the fashion of
making historical and folklore pictures.
Within the space of barely two years
(1938/40), a total of at least 120 classical
pictures made their appearance, and the
box-office receipts from anyone of them
exceeded the highest mark ever registered
by a modern picture. Though, techni­
cally speaking, these productions may
have left a good deal to be desired, they
did help the prod ueers to get on their
feet again.

It must be stated that the historical
pictures blazed a new trail for China's
film industry. Moreover, they had won
over a large portion of the Peking opera
audience, since most of the pictures were
based on stories dramatized on the con­
ventional stage for centuries.

When the China Film Company eame
into' being in the latter half of 1938, it
introduced for the first time in China a
uniform distribution system and the
traveling mo"ie units. Following the
outbreak of the Greater East Asia War
on December 8, 1941, the China Film
Company, the only Sino-Japanese joint
enterprise of its kind in Central China,
was granted the right by the National
Government in Nanking to take full con­
trol of the distribution of all Chinese
and foreign films and to supervise the
work of all the film-producing concerns
in Central and South China. In April
this year, under the guidance of Mr.
Nagamasa Kawakita, Vice-President of
the China Film Company, the various
film-producing concerns in Shanghai, in­
cluding the Rsin Hwa, Yi Rwa, Kow
Hwa and the Golden Star, merged into
the China United Film Production Com­
pany. This step was taken to strengthen
the production machine and to provide
greater scope of display for talent. Hav­
ing augmented its capital from $3,000,000
to $12,500,000 towards the end of
1942, this company now has among its
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directors several financial leaders of
Shanghai, including Percy Chu, William
Gockson, and Alfred K.M. Huang, and has
worked out a detailed plan to produce at
least four pictures a month in the future.

STAGE AKD SOREEN

The Chinese people are theater-con­
scious, and in no other country has the
stage influenced the screen so muoh as in
China. In some historical pictures, the
actors and actresses imitated the acting
of the conventional stage to a ridiculous
extent, without realizing that the man­
nerisms of the Chinese stage are peculiar
to the Chinese theatrical tradition. How­
ever, the Chinese people like it. The
same Peking opera audience goes to
see the screen versions of the stage plays.
They want to see what the same plays
look like on the screen, in a more con­
creto and less symbolic form. Most
Chinese show greater interest in things
within the range of their comprehension
and, as their minds revolve around a
limited number of historical stories and
figures, they could never fail to find
fascination in them. But the unfortunate
thing is that most of the historical pic­
tures with a strong appeal to the middle
and lower elasses were not treated in a
proper cinematographic manner, though
they have proved finanoial successes,
having enabled their producers to make
more than enough to compensate for the
1088 sustained during the first eight
months of the "China Inoident," when
they were practically idle.

The modem stage has a great deal to
do with the Chinese cinema industry.
As it is, it provides a veritable training
ground for screen artists. The past ten
years have witnessed an abundant crop
of soreen artists ooming from the new
stage. Most of them have the advantage
of a good eduoation, which enables them
to give expression to the subtler and
more complex feelings. They have con­
tributed considerably to the improve­
ment of the art of screen acting in China.

LANGUAGE .AND EXPORT BUSINESS

Sound pictures have been instrumental
to a marked extent in bringing about the

popularity of the Kuo YO (national
language). Just as they had been a
handicap to the unification of the nation,
the various dialects of the different prov­
inces had, for a time, constituted a
handicap to the making of sound pic­
tures. It was through insistent use by all
the leading film-producing concerns that
K flO Y ii, which is being understood better
from year to year by the rising generations
of China, has become the official language
for dialogue. At present the pictures
produced in Shanghai are all in the
"national language," though Cantonese
dialect is also used for pictures made in
South China. There were two pictures
in Shanghai dialect five years ago. The
Fukienese dialect haa also boon used for
the commentating of a few documentary
pictures and newsreels, for the benefit of
the Fukieneso oommunities in the South
Sea regions. Uniqne Pictures was the
first concern to make films with Cantonese
dialogue for exhibition in K wangtung
Province and in the large Cantonese
centers in the Sonth Sea Islands.

Export of Chinese films is chiefly to
the South Sea Islands, and occasionally
to the United States. Sable Cicadn, a
historical spectacle produced by the Hain
Hwa Motion Picture Company four years
ago, was successfully shown for three
weeks on Broadway in New York. The
success of this and other Chinese pictures
in the United States is primarily due to
the curiosity they aroused with regard to
the ancient customs and habits of the
Chinese people. Besides, there are large
Chinese communities in America who
would not fail to avail themselves of
the occasional showing of Chinese
pictures.

The first picture ever exported was the
well-known feature Legend of tAe Willow
Pattern. It was released through Gau­
mont in tho British Isles, where it had
over 750 first-run releases, followed by
an equally successful run in the United
States and other parts of the world in
1926 and 1927. Recently, there has been
a continuous export to Japan and Man­
chukuo of Chinese pictures with superim­
posed Japanese subtitles.
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In view of the immense interest shown
by people a,broad in thillgS Chinese and
the tremendous changes that have taken
place in China during recent years, one is
inclined to belieye that there are poten­
tialities for Chinese pictures gettiDg into
the world market. Although they could
not possibly stand any rigid competition
from the viewpoint of technique, they
could certainly win a position by virtue
of their interesting stories. The language
handicap in the export business is not so
serious as is generally supposeJ, since the
superimpo"ition of subtitles in foreigu
languages could easily solve this difficulty.
With 110 'Western markets available for
the time being, \Vestern-Ianguage suu­
titles a·re not being used. But it is rel1­
sonable to expect that this will be done
'as soon as export again becomes possible.

PAR..4.DE OF STAHS, OLD AXD ~EW

The Chinese cinema-gael's want screen
artists who are more than merc nice­
looking men and women. They want
intelligent and talented stars who are
well educated and have mastered the art
of acting. During the past twenty years,
the stars who have made marked impres­
sions upon the minds of movie fans in­
clude Miss Lee Min-hui, Miss Chwen
Lin-yu, and Miss Butterfly Wu; MI'.
Chao Tan, Mr. Wang Tzu-lung, MI'.
Kao Chan-fei, Mr. Wang Yuan-lung,
and Mr. Wang Na-tung.

With the exception of the last-mentioned
three, who arc now back in Shang­
hai, most of these screen luminar­
ies have either retired or died. Miss
Lee Min-hui who, as a well-known star,
had cut a conspicuous figure some eight
years ago, is now almost a forgotten
figure in screenland. Chao Tan is now
living somewhere in the interior, as is
Miss Butterfly Wu.

At present, as in former years, the best
movie talents are concentrated in Shang­
hai. Miss Nancy Chen (or Chen Yung­
shang, as she is better known to her
Chinese admirers), is still riding high as
the "Queen of Chinese Movieland." Her
name is a household word throughout
the country, and she is regarded as a

model of modernized life for Chinese
WOUl~n. Her most popular starring ve­
hicle is Hua .1110 Lan (China's Joan of Arc)
which recently scored a great triumph
in Japan, where it was shown in ten
first-rull theaters simultaneously.

Miss Chen's most valuable possessions
are charm and youthful exuberance.
She also has that prime requisite-she
knows how to make thc hest of life and
enjoy it. She would have had a happy and
well-rOlmded life even if her star had never
zoomed up China's Hollywood horizon.

Miss Li Li-hwa the beautiful eighteen­
year-old actress, is generally regarded as
the most unusual case ill Chinese screen­
land. She has had a metcoric rise to
fame within the short space of two years.
Acclaimed as one of the most talented as
well as the most lucky screen artists,
this petite star has alrcady played tho
leading role in fifteen pictures and holds
hypnotic sway over millions of movie­
goers. Miss Li started her film career
at the age of sixteen, when she joined the
Yi Hwa Motion Picture Company, and is
now one of the high-salaried stars in the
China United Film Production Company.
Her tirst starring vehicle for this company
was The Flower Girl, which had a run of
four weeks at the Strand Theater some
months ago. Beauty, candidness, and
intelligence are the valuable qualities that
have enabled her to become one of the
nation's favorite stars.

For the time being, the most popular
glamour girl of the screen is :Miss Violet
Koo. Her success should be attributed
to two pictures, Vamp (see The XXth
Century, March Hl42) and The Merry­
making Milady, in which she played the
title roles and won acclaim by her daring
acting. Starting her film career some
ten years ago, Miss Koo did not receive
more than casual attention until last year,
when the above-mentioned two pictures
appeared. Her maturity as a woman as
well as an actress, together with her
lllldeniable "sex appeal," arc the main
reasons for her present popularity.

Other top-notch film actresses include
Yuan Mei-yun, Chow Mai-hwa, Wang
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Tan-feng, and Chen Yen-yen. Miss Yuan
was a well-known Peking opera star
before she joined the movies. She haA
an almost classio beauty, so that when
she played the role of Rsi Si in Beauty of
Beauties she achieved the greatest success
of her film career. Miss Chow Mai-hwa
is a typical middle-class family girl and
is very popular with housewives and
shopkeepers. She is also noted for her
trained expression of pathetic emotion.
Miss Wang Tan-feng is a budding flower
full of loveliness and brightness and is
popular with both young and old. So
far she has not yet played any role of
importance; but it may be predicted that
she has a future. Miss Chen Yen-yen
represents a picture of thwarted love. In
M ada1M Butterfly, the first picture of the
China United Film Production Company,
she acted her best, for in her daily life
she is just that type of girl.

THE FORGOTTEN MEl'

In China, movie actresses receive great­
er attention than actors, yet everybody
knows at least four prominent male
stars: Wang Yuan-lung, Kao Chang-fei,
Liu Chuen, and Mei HBi. Wang Yuan­
lung is the oldest of the four and
has been on the screen for about
twenty years. He is noted for his
ability of characterization and faultless
acting. He has a good foundation in
Peking opera acting and is unrivaled in
his representation of middle-aged histori­
cal figures.

Kao Chang-fei, who returned from
Chungking in the spring of 1942, has
been facing the camera for about
twenty years and has achieved a
position worthy of attention. He is a
close friend of Wang Yuan-lung, both
being graduates of a military academy
in the North. Throughout his ca.reer,
Kao has never been known to oommit
the fault so common with Chinese
actors and actresses, namely, that of
overacting. In the forthcoming film
Toward Eternity he plays the coveted
role of Viceroy Lin Chih-hsu. Because
of his fine physique he is always given
the role of a. righteous man in both
historical and modern pictures.

Liu Chuen is a favorite with the younger
generation. He lives a Westernized life
a.nd plays the roles of progressive young
Chinese. He always takes care to learn
something from Hollywood actors and
shows it in his own acting. He is now
regarded as a prototype of modern youth,
with all its fancies and whims and
psychological contraditions. And he is
proud of it.

Mei Hsi is one of the finest actors in
China and today the only actor. qualified
to portray the mellowed man of affairs.
His part in CQ8tle on the W}/angpoo was
so well played that he was given an
almost similar role in the all-star super­
production Po Ai ("Humanity"). Mei is
a man of grand vitality and one of the
few actors in China able to express his
individuality in the course of his acting.

Han Lan-kan and Yin Hsiu-keng, the
Chinese counterparts of Laurel and Hardy,
have injected sparks of comedy into
Chinese films and have taught the Chinese
to look at the lighter side of things.
This is an achievement which has con­
tributed considerably to the improvement
of Chinese movies; for, before these
comedians appeared on the screen, jovial­
ity and humor in the modern sense of the
words were conspicuous by their absence
from both stage and screen. Modern China
owes much laughter to these two men.

Han Lan-kan started his career 8B a
slapstick comedian in the amusement
centers of Shanghai. He joined the
United Photoplay Servioe some ten years
ago to play supporting roles. His first
starring vehicle was Unexpected Bliu,
produced by the Hsin H wa Motion
Picture Company. He is now with the
China United Film Production Company
and appears in most of the pictures
produced by that studio. Yin Hsiu-keng
is a graduate of the now defunct Li Hwa
Screen Artists Training School operated
by the United Photoplay Service in
Peking. He came to Shanghai in 1935
and is today an important asset of the
China United Film Production Company,
being part and parcel of Han Lan-kan,
just as Han is of him.
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According to recent investigations the
maximum sala,ry for actors ami actl'esses
is bctwpen CH H fS.OOO and 10.000 pel'
month. Nan('y ('holl makes S10.000.
Vinlet Koo, Li Li-hwa, and Chow Mu,i­
hwa ca('h about '5.000 to 7,000, Tue
averngc 'alury is t.LJ'ouud '1,000 or n little
more, with the lowest pay being about
$;;00. Extras genera.lly get 820 a day.

MEN WITH MEGAPHONES

Among film directors we should men­
tion S. K. Chan!!. Po Wan-chang, Li
Ping-t.<;en. Ma-hslI Wei-pang. and Wang
Yin, MI'. Chang, ohief director of
HlIlIIa1/.'ily, was very prominent in the
development of China's movie industry.
Mr. Po studied film direction in Hollywood
and has at least ten universally recognized
excellent pictures to his credit, including
Hua Mo Lan and Under Peony Blo8so1ns,
both starring Miss (Nancy) Chen Yung­
shang. ~Ir. Li Pina-tsell po esses a
solid foundation in art ltnd literatw'e,
and his productions are remarkable for
beautiful effect and camera tricks. Mr.
Ma-hsu is regarded as a scholar-director.
'" bile a student of fino arts in his young
days he was fond of directing plays on
the amatew' modern stage. He joined
the Ulovit's some ten years ago u.nd now
has the unique distinction of being the
only qualified director of horror pictures
in China.. M.r. Wang Yin started his
<;arepr a, an actor and played leading
1'010 in /lIall~· an u{)tion picture. He has
beeu on the job of direction only two
years and is rega.rded a a capable director
with a deep insight into the life of the
lower c1as!<es.

Outstanding scenario writers at present
include Chow Yi-pei, Y110 Ke, Koo Chung­
yi, and Fei Mo. Film dinlctor Li Ping­
tscn has also written several good scena­
rios during the pa t two year, .

LITERARY THEMES .~ND MANOARIN DUCKS

While the themes of Chinese pictures
produced hefore 1936 were m8.inly about
romance and tragedy more or less on the
pattern of the plays for the conventional
stage, government leaders after 1936
came to know the value of publioity

thl'OlIgh the screen. and at the same time
cultural leaders anvocated the making of
pictures for educational purposes. Cou­
S>qllClltly, stories dealing with malprac­
tices and corrupt socia,) conrlitions in
wadord days were, crooned. For a hort
timo, pict~.res of the "national defeuse"
type wore produced. When historical
and folklore pictures became popular
some three years ago, there was a wild
hunt for stories. Anything in history
that might be adapted for film themes
was made use of and nearlv all historical
ann legondal·.\' figw'es ha;'c had thoir
share 011 the screen. Among them are
China's all-time sage Confucius; the ever­
victorious Geneml Fo Fei of the Sung
dynasty; Wu Sung, the Samson of
China; Empress Wu Chi-tien, the only
woman ruler in Chincse hi tory; Yang
Kwei-fei, the beloved of the scapegoat
Emperor Tang ~ling-huang. The human
types consist of kings and queens, scholars
and soldiers, satraps and traitors, beauties
and trollops, heroes and villains, courte­
sans and singsong gil'ls, swordsmen and
magicians.

Immediately following the tide of his­
torical and folklore pictures, the fashion
set in of producing pictut·cs based upon
the novels of what was known as the
"manda.rin duck and butterflies" school.
'uch novels were very popular in the

early days of the Republic. They deal
with the clandestine affairs of men and
women again t the social background of
early Republican China, marking a new
departure in the field of novol writing.
While this type of novel was decidedly
new to China at it.s time of popularity,
it offers nothing striking to the movie­
goel's of today.

Modern novels have been adapted for
film stories during the past two years.
Notable examples are Family (see The
XXth C'ent1try, November 1941), Spring,
and Autltmn-a series of novels wl'itten
by Pa King.

Since the outbreak of the Greater
East Asia War, it has been the genera.!
tendency, in the matter of scenario
writing, to encourage the people to help
in the gigantic task of constructing the
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fjreater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphel'e.
The much-publicized three-million-dollar
picture 1'owcml Eternity, a joint production
of the ehinu Film Co. and the Manchu­
kuo Movie Co. being filmed at the China
United :Film Product,ion Comp~~ny, teUs
the story, in a rather frank manner, of
how Britain came to force Chil1l\ to cede
Hongkong, and is designed at the same
time to bring home to the Chinefle people
the stark realities of suffering as a result
of British imperia,listic wal·s. The story
centers aroUlld the life of Viceroy Lin
Chul-h. u. one of ehim~'s greatest patriots,
who took upon himself the task of
eradicating the evil of opium-smoking.

Apart from the censorship exercised
by the China Film Company itself, the
films produced by this company have to
submit respectively to the censorship of
the Shanghai Municipal Council, the
French MWlicipal Council, and of the
Ministry of Publicity in Nanking. Owing
to the closo co-operation between the
China Film Company and the official
organizations in China, the censors have
rarely to exert their powers.

OHINESE CINEMAS

There are at present about one hundred
and fifty cinemas in Central and South
China. Of this number, sixty-five are
located in Shanghai. Movie entertain­
ment in South China is centered in Can­
ton, which is actually the cultural center
of South China. Jn rural districts where,
owing to lack of electricity, there have
never boon any movio shows, the Chim\
Film Company's traveling movie units
have rendered valuable service. These
units, now twenty-five in number, are
equipped with generators and projection

machine.s and composed of trained men
who have done excellent work in promot­
ing the film industry of China and in
propagandizing the policies of the Govern­
ment.

On an n.vorage, the making of IL picture
at the pl'esent time costs between CRn
5250,000 and $300,000. Last year, before
the commencement of the GreatCl' East
Asia War, each pioture oost about
SIOO 000, compared with 540,000 two
years previously. The present high cost
is mainly due to the scarcity and high
cost of film negative.

Of all the first-run theaters in Central
China, the Grand Theater in Shanghai
has the largest tioating oapacity with
1.953 seats, followed by the Diaward
Theater in Nanking with 1,700 lieats.
In Shanghai there are a further halI
dozen cinemas with a seating capacity
of from 1,500 to 1,700 seats.

Tickets in the first-run houses in Shang­
hai cost from CRB $5.00 to $8.00 and
the second-run houses from $2.00 to
$3.00.

Recent investigations reveal that the
average number of visitors to eHch first­
run theater in Shan~hai every month is
between 45,000 and 65,000. FOI' the
month of October 1942, the Grand
Theater had a total of 65,733 visitors,
with more than twenty full housos reg­
istered when the China United Film
Production Company's super-production
Humanity was shown in the middle of
the month. Among Shanghai's second­
run theaters doing good business should
be mentioned the Golden Gate Theater,
which registered a total of 54,000 visitors
in October 1942.

"fbe mind ought sometimefl to be diverted, that it may return the
bet·ter to thinking.

Phaedrus
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