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Introduction 

The initial idea of the research project first came to me in China in 2006, when I 

was immersed in Zhang Yimou’s controversial movie CURSE OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER.  

That day, two of my best friends and I were discussing about going out and doing 

some girls’ things together, until one of us suggested we could go to the movie 

CURSE.  So we decided to go to the multiplex for the movie that was all over the 

Chinese media then. The movie was scheduled in the evening but we spent a 

whole day in the multiplex. We went shopping and enjoyed afternoon tea there. 

Then we bought the tickets, and entered with cola and popcorn, which came in 

containers adorned with the costumed figures from the film. After the movie we 

had manicures, inspired by the extravagant nail decorations Gong Li had in the 

film.  

This cinema experience was quite different from what I had experienced before. 

Until I went to high school, going to the cinema was part of the country’s patriotic 

education system, organized by elementary or middle schools. And sometimes my 

father, who worked for the government, got tickets. Back then there were no 

multiplexes. The cinema theatre in our neighborhood had only one screen and no 

shops. During the screenings there were only a handful of small traders selling 

drinks and snacks.  

Sitting in the comfortable chair and amazed by the spectacular scenes of lavish 

costumes, massive armies, blood, fighting, and sumptuous palaces, I realized that 

a significant transition had occurred in Chinese cinema. This transition had taken 

place on a large scale, involving almost every department related to Chinese 

cinema. It is reflected in more than the highly spectacular film images. For Chinese 

cinema, not only how it looks, but also the ways in which it is produced, 

distributed, consumed and even perceived are changing. It is not exaggerated to 

assert that even before the premiere of the film CURSE, Chinese cinema had 

evolved into a radically different object and that Chinese consumers, especially 

the young generation such as my friends and I, had acknowledged the 

transformation of Chinese cinema. Although I was also flooded with news 
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covering Chinese films going international and Oscar nominations, I hadn’t made 

connections between these phenomena. At that time my curiosity was about 

what was going on in Chinese cinema and what had caused the transformation. 

This has motivated my interest in Film Studies and my PhD project. This research 

is an investigation into these two issues, and is thus an attempt to record a 

Chinese film history from 2002 to 2012.  

I. Methodology: A Film History and Historical Poetics 

Writing THE history of Chinese cinema, even for just a certain period of time, is 

from my point of view an impossible mission. As asserted by Kristin Thompson 

and David Bordwell in their introductory work of film history, there is no 

“essential” film history, “grand narrative” or “Big Story” that “puts all the facts 

into place” nor “accounts for all events, causes, and consequences.”1 They argue 

that the variety of film theories and methods lead to diverse and dissenting 

conclusions and perspectives.2 Writing film history is considered a big tent 

housing people who work from various perspectives and with different interests 

and purposes.”3 In recent years, a variety of recognized schools in Film Studies 

have all devoted efforts to write THE film history from their own point of view, 

resulting in a variety of film histories from many perspectives, including 

phenomenological, feminist, Marxist, political-economic and psychoanalytic. 

Chinese cinema historiography is dominated by histories taking political-economic, 

psychoanalytic and post-colonial perspectives.  

This dissertation takes the perspective of Bordwell and his methodological 

framework of “Historical Poetics” to attempt to record the history of the Chinese 

blockbuster between 2002 to 2012 in the context of Chinese cinema’s 

industrialization and globalization. As we have discussed, this perspective is 

relatively new in the discussion of the Chinese blockbuster, and even more so the 

Historical Poetics evoked by David Bordwell as “a response to the 

                                                             
1 Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell, Film History: An Introduction, 2nd ed. (New York, 
NY: McGraw-Hill, 2003), 2. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell, Film History: An Introduction, 3rd ed., 
international ed. (Boston [etc.]: McGraw-Hill Higher Education, 2010), XIV. 
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overdetermination of what he refers to as the ‘Grand Theory’ of the 1960s and 

1970s,”4 to which schools subscribing to such frameworks as psychoanalysis and 

post-colonialism pertain to. According to Bordwell:  

 In the academic setting of the 1970s, and with the crucial influence of 

French Structuralism and Poststructuralism, film theory became Theory. Here was 

a comprehensive account of representation in  which film took its place as one 

signifying system among many. Unlike classical film theory, Grand Theory 

constituted a large-scale account of how signifying systems constructed 

subjectivity within society.5 

Bordwell repeatedly and clearly indicates that his framework of Historical Poetics 

is not a method. He defines “methods” as attempts to understand texts by 

“applying a variety of doctrines”, such as those “a phenomenologist or a Lacanian, 

a follower of deconstruction or poststructuralism or cultural studies” subscribes 

to.6 With regard to Grand Theory, Bordwell has been suspicious of its wide-range 

applicability: 

 If I am bent on substantiating the belief that every film constructs an 

ongoing process of “subject positioning” for the spectator, nothing I find in a film 

will disconfirm it. Given the roomy interpretive procedures of film criticism, I can 

treat every cut or camera movement, every line of dialogue or piece of character 

behavior, as a reinforcement of subject positioning. The theory thus becomes 

vacuous, since any theory that explains every phenomenon by the same 

mechanism explains nothing.7 

Answering these concerns, Bordwell establishes his own framework of Historical 

Poetics for approaching film history. It is outlined in a number of his works, 

including “Historical Poetics of Cinema”, Making Meaning, Poetics of Cinema and 

                                                             
4 Felicia Chan, “In Search of a Comparative Poetics: Cultural Translatability in Transnational 
Chinese Cinemas” (PhD, University of Nottingham, 2007), 40, 
http://etheses.nottingham.ac.uk/386/. 
5 David Bordwell, On the History of Film Style (Harvard University Press, 1997), 140. 
6 David Bordwell, Poetics of Cinema, 1st ed. (New York: Routledge, 2007), 11. 
7 David Bordwell, “Historical Poetics of Cinema,” in The Cinematic Text: Methods and 
Approaches, ed. R. Barton Palmer (New York: AMS Press, 1989), 380. 
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put into practice in Film History, Film Art, Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema, and The 

Classical Hollywood Cinema.8 Bordwell describes the framework of Historical 

Poetics as both descriptive and explanatory and as an attempt to answer two 

broad questions: 

1. What are the principles according to which films are constructed and by 

means of which they achieve particular effects? 

2. How and why have these principles arisen and changed in particular 

empirical circumstances?9 

With respect to the constructive principles and analytical objects of cinema, 

Bordwell’s Historical Poetics looks primarily at ‘thematics, large-scale form, and 

stylistics’.10 Besides developing the ontological and epistemological inquiries of 

the media, which dominate classical film theory, Bordwell’s innovative 

contribution lies in that he involves a historical dimension through evoking 

concepts of norm and convention.11 As Bordwell states, “poetics can reveal both 

change and continuity among norms by reconstructing a historical context.”12 

Approaching films in relation to “sets of transtextual norms”13 also essentially 

contributes to the framework’s explanatory power. Bordwell proposes one of his 

explanatory schemes as a rational-agent model, which ‘follows from the concept 

of the filmmaker’s choosing among constructional options’.14 A further primary 

causality of Bordwell pertains to another of his explanatory schemes, an 

institutional model, which attributes filmic phenomena to “the social and 

                                                             
8 Bordwell, “Historical Poetics of Cinema”; David Bordwell, Making Meaning: Inference 
and Rhetoric in the Interpretation of Cinema, Harvard Film Studies (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, [etc.]: Harvard U.P, 1989); Bordwell, Poetics of Cinema; David Bordwell, 
Film Art: An Introduction, 10th ed., international student edition (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
2013); Thompson and Bordwell, Film History, 2010; David Bordwell, Ozu and the Poetics of 
Cinema, 2nd print (Princeton: Princeton U.P, 1994); David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and 
Kristin Thompson, The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style & Mode of Production to 
1960 (London: Routledge, 1991). 
9 Bordwell, “Historical Poetics of Cinema,” 371. 
10 Bordwell, Poetics of Cinema, 17. 
11 Ibid., 24. 
12 Ibid., 22. 
13 Bordwell, “Historical Poetics of Cinema,” 381. 
14 Ibid., 382. 
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economic system of filmmaking, involving tacit aesthetic assumptions, the division 

of labor, and technological procedures.”15  

The three-subject analytical mechanism and two historical explanatory schemes 

constitute the domains of Bordwell’s Historical Poetics and determine the 

perspective he takes in his film history writing.16 One of the most illustrative 

examples of Bordwell’s framework is the film history he co-authored with Kristin 

Thompson.17 In this book he exemplifies his style of writing a film history by 

introducing three questions film historians should answer in their version of 

history. The first question inquires after “the uses of the film medium”, 

conducting descriptive analyses of the medium in terms of film form (which often 

involves storytelling), matters of film style, and a balanced conception of modes 

(such as documentary, avant-garde, animation) and genres.18 The second question 

concerns “the conditions of the film industry – production, distribution, and 

exhibition”. Different modes of production are investigated in terms of their 

affections on the use of the medium. The third and final question encourages 

attempts to understand the medium in an international context. Bordwell’s way 

of writing a film history is further illustrated in his canonic book The Classical 

Hollywood Cinema (co-authored with Janet Straiger and Kristin Thompson).19 In 

the introduction, Bordwell et al. introduce their approach to Hollywood cinema, 

which entails examining it as “a distinct artistic and economic phenomenon” and 

as “a mode of film practice”.20 As stated in the book, Bordwell’s history takes the 

perspective of centralizing the concept of a mode of film practice, which “situates 

textual processes in their most pertinent and proximate collective context. This 

                                                             
15 Ibid. 
16 Bordwell has proposed three models in his historical explanation schemes. The 
third of these is a perceptual-cognitive model. It is not discussed here since it is 
outside the scope of my discussion. See David Bordwell, Narration in the Fiction Film 
(Hoboken: Taylor and Francis, 2013), 31–47. 
17 Thompson and Bordwell, Film History, 2010. 
18 Ibid., XV. 
19 David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson, The Classical Hollywood Cinema: 
Film Style & Mode of Production to 1960, Reprint edition (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1985). 
20 Ibid., xiii. 
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context includes both a historically defined group of films and the material 

practices that create and sustain that group.”21  

The reason I pick Bordwell’s framework and utilize it in approaching the Chinese 

blockbuster owes to its concentration on what Bordwell calls “the middle-level 

questions”, 22 which include both text and context, and associates the two 

research agendas. Bordwell has assessed his contribution within the framework of 

Historical Poetics by situating it within the landscape of Film Studies in the 1980s: 

Recent academic film criticism has focused more and more exclusively 

upon the text. Sophisticated methodologies drawn from anthropology, 

semiotics, psychoanalysis, and literary criticism have dramatically 

broadened our sense of how a film works. But too often the critical 

analysis has been unable to specify the historical conditions that have 

controlled and shaped textual processes. On the other hand, the new 

generation of film historians, while an exciting development, has generally 

avoiding confronting the films themselves.23 

Bordwell’s description parallels with the recent situation of the discourse on the 

Chinese blockbusters. As mentioned previously, the existing research on the 

Chinese blockbusters highlights either critical interpretations or industrial 

configurations. In the latter discourse, concrete film texts are absent. In the 

former, though filmic texts are closely investigated, the interpretations draw upon 

general and abstract human subjects, and thus the specificity of the cinema within 

a particular historical era is overlooked. They point through the filmic texts to a 

more general social and cultural structure, a “grand picture”, while remaining 

incapable of addressing a particular period or a concrete mode of film practice. As 

stated by Bordwell, “concepts constructed at this level of generality and 

abstraction are not well suited to answering questions pitched at lower level”.24 

Consequently, Bordwell’s framework suits the research questions I proposed at 

the beginning of the dissertation.  

                                                             
21 Ibid.,  xiv. 
22 Bordwell, Poetics of Cinema, 3. 
23 Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson, The Classical Hollywood Cinema, 1985, xiv. 
24 Bordwell, “Historical Poetics of Cinema,” 379. 
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Taking a perspective following Bordwell, I set film texts as the center of the 

research and understand them in light of the historical context of the Chinese 

blockbuster industry. I conduct a historicized textual analysis of the Chinese 

blockbuster films, understanding their stylistic aesthetics in such ways that I call 

horizontal and vertical orientations, which covers historical, industrial and other 

contextual dimensions. In the vertical dimension, I seek to understand the group 

of films known as the Chinese blockbusters by locating them within the history of 

Chinese cinema. Every individual aesthetical decision of the Chinese blockbusters 

is perceived as a balance between a reminiscence of filmic conventions and the 

necessity to innovate. The accumulation and alteration of filmic conventions 

covers the integral history of Chinese cinema. Norms such as continuity editing, 

centered framings and shot/reverse-shot constructive patterns from classical 

Hollywood cinema have been adapted into Chinese cinema for a long time, as well 

as the Soviet socialist-realistic tradition, but there are also the modifications 

contributed by Chinese filmmakers. Many essential contributions come from 

traditional Chinese culture, such as the filmic appropriations of the high cultural 

forms including painting, choreography and indigenous music. Furthermore, the 

directors of the Chinese blockbusters in most cases have established their 

reputation as members of the Fifth Generation or with Hong Kong kung fu films. 

Their aesthetic characteristics as individuals, as a school, or as a generation, also 

contribute to the existing conventions on another level. The filmmaking practices 

are confronted with these norms, with options to work on the basis of them. The 

Chinese blockbuster films utilize the existing norms, alter them innovatively, or 

substitute them with new norms.  

The horizontal dimension of the dissertation seeks explanatory schemata for the 

aesthetic choices of the Chinese blockbusters by associating them with the 

Chinese blockbuster film industry, a particular mode of film practice shifting the 

orientation of Chinese cinema. This mode of film practice has been generated in a 

critical and transformative moment in Chinese film history. In this dissertation it is 

perceived as representing both the globalization and the industrialization of 

Chinese cinema. In this way, the blockbuster film practice performs on both 

domestic and international markets in response to Hollywood blockbusters. On 
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the one hand, it imitates Hollywood blockbusters on many levels, such as setting 

commercial profits as the ultimate orientation, emphasizing merchandising and 

marketing, and actively participating in global markets. Furthermore, Chinese 

blockbusters attempt to align with Hollywood cinema on a textual level. The 

dominating trends in American films are adapted for the Chinese blockbusters, 

such as the predominance of spectacle and astonishing display, as well as a 

construction that centers on the aesthetics of advertisement. On the other hand, 

Hollywood blockbusters are viewed as the primary rivals of contemporary Chinese 

movies. The Chinese blockbuster industry is considered as the most dynamic 

response to Hollywood. Moreover, Chinese cinema’s industrialization goes 

beyond film practice. Operating as a franchise, the film projects eagerly 

participate in a wide range of cooperation with other industries, such as the 

fashion industry and, more especially, the tourist industry.  

With respect to film practice, one essential component is prominently mentioned 

in this dissertation: that of consumption. Bordwell’s efforts to describe and 

explain the spectator’s responses to and perception of certain constructive tactics 

are based on his perceptual-cognitive model. He emphasizes the importance of 

the spectator’s cooperation in fulfilling the film’s form. The sets of norms are 

perceived as classical Hollywood cinema devices, soliciting the spectator’s 

expectations. Bordwell conceptualizes this process through adopting the concepts 

of “schema” and “mental set” borrowed from Gombrich.25  

Bordwell’s perception of spectatorship has been criticized as over-general, even 

by his followers. Richard Maltby in his book Hollywood Cinema takes a similar 

position and perspective as Bordwell when reviewing Hollywood cinema, 26 

although he puts more emphasis on spectators’ reception and responses. From 

my point of view, rather than assuming the audience as abstract or general, 

Maltby records the constant changing of the Hollywood audience and its 

relationship with movies. He criticizes Bordwell and his co-authors for missing an 

                                                             
25 Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson, The Classical Hollywood Cinema, 1985, 8. Cited by 
Bordwell is E. H. Gombrich, Art and Illusion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), 
93–178. 
26 Richard Maltby, Hollywood Cinema, 2nd ed (Malden [etc.]: Blackwell, 2003). 
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essential set of issues in The Classical Hollywood Cinema, which deal “with the 

relationships that exist between movies and their audiences, and with external 

forces at work in the Hollywood system”.27 Maltby considers his history of 

Hollywood’s reception as a solution to the limitations Bordwell et al. acknowledge 

in their book:  

If we have taken the realms of style and production as primary, it is not 

because we consider the concrete conditions of reception unimportant. 

Certainly conditions of consumption form a part of any mode of film 

practice. And adequate history of reception would have to examine the 

changing theater situation, the history of publicity, and the role of social 

class, aesthetic tradition, and ideology in constituting the audience. This 

history, as yet unwritten, would require another book probably one as 

long as this.28  

Maltby suggests that the answer to the need for a history of consumption of 

Hollywood cinema should be sought “not only in its movies but also in the social, 

cultural, and institutional contexts that surround it”, and that an examination of 

Hollywood’s commercial aesthetics should consider “at one level…how viewers 

use movies ‘to learn how to dress or how to speak more elegantly or how to make 

a grand entrance or even what kind of coffee maker we wish to purchase, or to 

take off from the movie into a romantic fantasy or a trip.’ At another level…*the 

examination should consider] how Hollywood movies are organized to deliver 

pleasure to their audiences.”29 

Later the emphasis on histories of reception as an indispensable complement 

developed into an influential division of the discourse of film history. Maltby 

works as a fundamental figure of this school of “New Cinema Histories”.30 He and 

a group of academics are engaged in an emerging trend of film history research, 

                                                             
27 Ibid., 16. 
28 Bordwell, Staiger, and Thompson, The Classical Hollywood Cinema, 1985, xviii. 
29 Maltby, Hollywood Cinema, 16. 
30 Detailed discussions on approaches of the ‘New Cinema History’ can be found in the 
book: Richard Maltby, Daniel Biltereyst, and Philippe Meers, eds., Explorations in New 
Cinema History Approaches and Case Studies (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2011). 
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which “shifts its focus away from the content of films to consider their circulation 

and consumption, and to examine the cinema as a site of social and cultural 

exchange”.31 Maltby and these academics criticize the totality of ‘the audience’ as 

a convention in film history writings, including the “socially derived sub-cohorts 

within this imagined totality: the female audience, the gay audience, the child 

audience, the Nigerian audience and so on”.32 This criticism is aimed not only at 

Bordwell’s historical poetics, but also at a variety of critical theories which 

approach the audience as the “imagination of a hypothetical spectator crafted by 

the psychosexual operation of his or her ego, who nevertheless floats above the 

specifics of social history, and who manifests itself symptomatically in much the 

same way wherever the same movie plays.” 33  Responding to their critical 

concerns, Maltby et al. call for a scrutiny of the social preconditions that 

determine the spectators’ altering roles in different situations, as well as the 

various exhibition venues, rather than reducing the experience of cinema to an 

“abstracted, uneventful, individual act of textual engagement.”34 

Following the innovative perspective offered by New Cinema History, this 

dissertation takes into account spectatorship, as well as the exhibition and 

consumption of films, as social events within my record of a ten-year history of 

the Chinese blockbuster, in addition to the economic-political, industrial and 

aesthetic elements of film history. However, the social science and computer-

based approaches that are used sometimes by New Cinema History are outside 

the scope of this research.  

Besides the audience comments that are available on the internet, I attempt to 

understand the spectatorship of individual film through the social and cultural 

discourse established mainly through its marketing and merchandising activities. 

As indicated by much research, the blockbuster cinema, at least from Hollywood, 

is a mode of filmmaking whose practices center around marketing and 

                                                             
31 Ibid., 3. 
32 Ibid., 13. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
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merchandising.35 The exhibition of a film is conceived as a social event. Abundant 

related occasions and paratexts constitute an exhibition event, including 

saturated releases, marketing activities, promotional products and spin-offs, and 

media publicities. These related activities and texts outside of the films not only 

advocate the most essential values and attractions implanted by the filmmakers, 

but also contribute to the cultural and social discourses of the films by advertising, 

initiating, directing, constructing, and facilitating certain audience responses to 

and relationship with the films.  

The topic of the textuality surrounding a film as well as television programs in the 

contemporary blockbuster and franchise era is systematically investigated and 

conceptualized by Jonathan Gray in his book Show Sold Separately: Promos, 

Spoilers, and Other Media Paratexts.36 In this book Gray evokes the concept of 

paratext to centrally highlight the roles played by the textual proliferations 

around film and TV programs during the process of the audience making meaning, 

which includes a wide range of surrounding texts such as ads, previews, trailers, 

interviews with creative personnel, Internet discussions, entertainment news, 

reviews, merchandising, guerrilla marketing campaigns, fan creations, posters, 

games, DVDs, CDs, and spinoffs.37 Notably, Gray also takes into account official 

tours to filming sites.38 Gray locates paratexts in “a central part of media 

production and consumption processes”, and emphasizes “the relationship 

between paratexts, films, and television programs and audiences.”39 According to 

Gray, the attempts to understand meanings and values derived by the audience 

cannot be adequately accomplished if these proliferations are eliminated. During 

the process of the audience confronting films and television programs, every 

individual supplement text is capable of either “amplifying an aspect of the text 

                                                             
35 For detailed discussions, see: Geoff King, New Hollywood Cinema: An Introduction 
(I.B.Tauris, 2002); Justin Wyatt, High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood 
(University of Texas Press, 1994). 
36 Jonathan Gray, Show Sold Separately: Promos, Spoilers, and Other Media Paratexts 
(New York: NYU Press, 2010). 
37 Ibid., 2. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid., 16. 
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through its mass circulation or adding something new and different to the text.”40 

Paratexts, in Gray’s account, function as the “greeters, gatekeepers, and 

cheerleaders,” establishing “frames and filters through which we look at, listen to, 

and interpret the texts that they hype.”41 In regard to paratexts’ interplays with 

film/TV texts and spectatorship, Gray refers to the position of paratexts as not 

only “beside, adjacent to”, but also “beyond or distinct from, but analogous to” 

the latter two elements.42 This definition covers a variety of distinct entities, 

including hype, which is regarded as “excessive” and “extravagant” for the sake of 

publicity, and the peripherals, which are positioned as “divorced and removed 

from an actual text, discardable and relatively powerless.”43   

From my point of view, Gray’s conceptualization of paratext does not completely 

reach beyond totality and abstraction in terms of spectatorship. Nevertheless, his 

efforts to account for spectatorship and audience responses as a cultural 

discourse benefit my research, and hopefully compensating for the absence of 

social science and computer-based approaches. This approach of involving the 

paratexts in understanding film history runs through the whole dissertation. The 

essential meanings and values of the films are understood within the discourse of 

the Chinese blockbusters’ paratexts, including both the marketing hypes such as 

posters, trailers and marketing campaign events, as well as licensed merchandise 

such as touring products. The most noticeable case is looked at in Chapter 3, 

which presumes that the surrounding textuality of the film CURSE OF THE GOLDEN 

FLOWER is capable of orienting spectatorship and audience responses in a direction 

that differs from both the convention and what the narrative suggests.  

Referring to paratexts, Gray does not literally limit the term to textual content. 

The term taps into the integrated experiences that the film/TV commodity 

represent, which certainly includes “what cinema it is playing at” – the space of 

consumption. This dimension is particularly interesting and important in the case 

of the Chinese blockbuster. My personal experience mentioned at the beginning 

                                                             
40 Ibid., 2. 
41 Ibid., 3, 17. 
42 Ibid., 6. 
43 Ibid., 5–6. 
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of this chapter has already indicated the radical transition of the location of film 

consumption since the advent of the Chinese blockbuster era. In China, isolated 

movie theaters have been replaced by multiplexes. What is offered there is not 

only the theater experience, but also shopping, leisure/lifestyle items, licensed 

peripherals and ancillaries. It is the space where the merchandising of both the 

film and the peripherals are conducted, and where the lifestyle the film advocates 

is realized. The consumption of the Chinese blockbuster has constituted an 

essential part of modern commodified society, and the same holds for the 

paratexts that contribute to shape the spectatorship and the audience’s 

experiences of the Chinese blockbusters. 

II. Theoretical Framework: Spectacle and Excess Moments 

The first section was concerned with how far the related contexts of the Chinese 

blockbuster go, while this section is devoted to demarcating the perspective and 

the theoretical framework taken by the dissertation in view of the film texts. 

Bordwell and Thompson, in their textbook Film Art: An Introduction, introduce an 

analytical framework on film artistry through their closed reading of SHADOW OF A 

DOUBT (Alfred Hitchcock, 1943), which considers film text as an organization 

constituted by narrative and style. Here, narrative refers to “the overall form of 

story development” and style to film technologies, which is the “stylistic 

presentation” of the story.44  

For me, both scholars of Chinese film history and Chinese Film Studies share the 

convention of placing the focus on narrative. The same attitude is shared by 

viewers of classical Hollywood films. As noted by Thompson, “the film equals 

narrative.”45 This dissertation, however, prioritizes the visual perspective and 

focuses on filming techniques and styles, which are at their most intensive in the 

excess moments of the Chinese blockbusters. 

                                                             
44 David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson, Film Art An Introduction, 8th ed. (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 2008), 7. 
45 Kristin Thompson, “The Concept of Cinematic Excess,” Ciné-Tracts 1, no. 2 (1977): 54–63. 
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The framework of the excess moment comes from Justin Wyatt in his book High 

Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood.46 In this book, Wyatt perceives 

Hollywood cinema in the post-classical era as a filmmaking mode of high 

concept.47 It differs from classical Hollywood cinema as its film practice centers on 

marketing and merchandising. Consequently, this filmmaking mode generates 

certain aesthetical features. Through the term of high concept, Wyatt points to 

two levels. On the one hand, high concept refers to a form of narrative 

organization, which is able to be “summed up and sold in a single sentence.”48 On 

the other hand, the term of high concept refers to an emphasis on style. 

According to Wyatt, the high concept films’ emphasis on marketing “extends 

through the entry of the film into the marketplace: the high concept films are 

accompanied by strikingly graphic print and television advertising campaigns, with 

many films also accompanied by merchandised product derived from the films.”49 

In this sense, advertising aesthetics directly shed light on the high concept film 

style. In a high concept movie, there are always some moments with the qualities 

of advertising images: “the physical perfection, the attempt to sell both a product 

and a lifestyle.”50 Striking images from these moments are directly utilized in all 

kinds of promotional products and peripherals, advertising the movies across 

media. These filmic moments, whose style is highly influenced by advertising 

aesthetics, are what Wyatt names “excess moments”. In Wyatt’s account, “*t+he 

appropriation and adaptation of advertising aesthetics by filmmakers create 

moments within the film which seem to work against the developing story, 

encouraging an appreciation for the film’s formal composition.”51 

                                                             
46 Wyatt, High Concept, 1994. 
47 Wyatt develops his discussion on basis of his analysis of movies that he assigns to the 
category of high concept, including JAWS (Steven Spielberg, 1975), GREASE (Randal Kleiser, 
1978), E.T. THE EXTRA-TERRESTRIAL (Steven Spielberg, 1982), FLASHDANCE (Adrian Lyne, 1983), 
THE ROOKIE (Clint Eastwood, 1990), and DAYS OF THUNDER (Tony Scott, 1990). 
48 Wyatt, High Concept, 1994, 19. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid., 26. 
51 Ibid., 27. 
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Wyatt’s framework of excess moments refers to Thompson’s conception of 

cinematic excess.52 Thompson evokes the concept of excess as opposite to the 

domineering mechanism she applies to understand cinema – the cause-effect 

functional system that unifies and holds the filmic structure. For the definition of 

the term, Thompson evokes two canonical works: Roland Barthes’s “The Third 

Meaning,”53 and Stephen Heath’s “Film and System: Terms of Analysis”54. Excess is 

assigned to “the materiality of the image *that+ goes beyond the narrative 

structures of unity in a film,” and that which is “simply different from more 

causally-dense portions of the narrative.”55 In Thompson’s account, “the excess 

arises from the conflict between the materiality of a film and the unifying 

structures with it.”56 

Although Thompson manages to clearly establish a framework for the concept of 

excess, in my opinion she fails to develop an approach that is able to analyze it. 

Thompson argues that Barthes’ labeling of extravagant imagery as “the third 

meaning” is misleading, as “these elements of the work are precisely those which 

do not participate in the creation of narrative or symbolic meaning.”57 Thus critical 

theories, which have dominated film studies, are not appropriate for the analysis 

of these excess elements, since they function beyond their narrative significance. 

Nevertheless, Thompson’s neo-formalism is also unable to investigate extravagant 

visuals. The working mechanism advocated by Thompson and Bordwell is mainly 

evoked on the basis of the classical Hollywood cinema, which, as acknowledged by 

Thompson, “typically strives to minimize excess by a thorough-going 

motivation.”58 Consequently, the analytical scheme of neo-formalism focuses 

                                                             
52 There are two versions of Thompson’s article on the concept of cinematic excess. 
Thompson, “The Concept of Cinematic Excess,” 1977; Kristin Thompson, “The Concept of 
Cinematic Excess,” in Narrative, Apparatus, Ideology, ed. Philip Rosen (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1986). 
53 Roland Barthes, “The Third Meaning: Research Notes on Some Eisenstein Stills,” in 
Image-Music-Text, trans. Stephen Health (London: Fontana, 1977), 52–68. 
54 Stephen Heath, “Film and System: Terms of Analysis Part I,” Screen 16, no. 1 (1975): 7–
77. 
55 Thompson, “The Concept of Cinematic Excess,” 1977, 55. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid., 54–5. 
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more or less exclusively on the narrative function of all filmic elements, including 

style and film techniques. Thus Thompson, in the fundamental paper “The 

concept of cinematic excess”, provides an approach to “point up” the excess 

elements, which she admits “do not form relationships, beyond those of co-

existence.”59   

Although Thompson’s way of “pointing up” devices is established on the basis of a 

justifying motivation, her method of index is useful. She suggests four ways in 

which the material levels of the film techniques exceed their narrative functions.60 

First, she points to “the specific form that individual element*s+ will take,” and 

even how their presence is justified. One specific motivation could be fulfilled 

through various forms of visual devices, which leaves space for excess. The second 

dimension refers to the duration of the presence of a device. Excess exists when 

the device stay on screen longer than is necessary for the audience to notice its 

presence and acknowledge its function. The third and the fourth ways concern 

devices that are justified by a single narrative connotation, either co-existing as 

many devices, or single devices repeatedly presented, sometimes in varied 

executions. Devices are considered as excessive when a number of them serve a 

single motivation. A device with various forms that is repeatedly presented for the 

same function is also pointed up by Thompson as excess. 

Wyatt has adapted and developed Thompson’s “pointing up” method. He reaches 

beyond identification by not only offering a descriptive record of where 

redundancy is positioned, but also contextualizing the excess in the industrial 

production mode of high concept. Wyatt describes the aesthetics of the 

Hollywood excess moments as highly artisan. He explains this through the 

influences of advertising aesthetics, as a result of the high concept model’s 

emphasis on marketing and its influence extending to film texts in terms of the 

emphasis on style. Wyatt illustrates his argument with three of what hecalls high 

concept movies – TOP GUN (Tony Scott, 1983), FLASHDANCE (Adrian Lyne, 1983) and 

FLATLINERS (Joel Schumacher, 1990). With TOP GUN, Wyatt traces the career track of 

                                                             
59 Ibid., 57. 
60 Ibid., 58–9. 
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its director Tony Scott, who worked as an advertisement director before his 

entering into the film industry, and demonstrates “the impacts of these 

advertising-oriented directors on high concept.”61 With the other two films, Wyatt 

employs a closed aesthetic analysis to illustrate how the construction of the style 

of excess moments is influenced by advertising aesthetics. Wyatt describes the so-

called bold aesthetics at a formal composition level as follows: 

a set of production techniques composed of extreme backlighting, a 

minimal (often almost black-and-white) color scheme, a predominance of 

reflected images, and a tendency toward settings of high technology and 

industrial design.62 

With respect to seeking analytical approaches to cinematic excess, Geoff King has 

contributed to the discourse of the blockbusters’ spectacle63 on various levels in 

his book on the so-called new Hollywood cinema.64 The book firstly underlines a 

few linear progression models to approach the tension between spectacular 

display and narrative unification regarding the pleasure and satisfaction that 

cinema delivers to the spectator. Secondly, King provides developed explanatory 

schemata that account for the spectacularization of the Hollywood blockbusters in 

economic, psychic and industrial contexts. Wyatt’s account contextualizes the 

excessive spectacle in a production model underlining an integration of marketing, 

which is a relatively abstract simplification of the blockbuster industry. King’s 

version, however, involves more sophisticated knowledge of both the industry 

and film practice on different levels, ranging from economic, psychic and audience 

levels, to the secondary markets. Furthermore, the influential factors cited by King 

                                                             
61 Justin Wyatt, High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood, ed. Thomas Schatz, 
fifth paperback printing, ebook, Texas Film and Media Studies Series (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 2006), 27. 
62 Ibid., 29. 
63 In Erlend Lavik’s research paper on the discourses of spectacle and excess, the two 
concepts denote alternative aspects of the same phenomena of contemporary 
blockbuster cinema and enter into different cultural discourses. I do not consider the 
variety of the discourses but comprehensively discuss this phenomenon. See Erlend 
Lavik, “The Battle for the Blockbuster: Discourses of Spectacle and Excess,” New Review of 
Film and Television Studies 6, no. 2 (July 4, 2008): 169–87. 
64 Geoff King, “Narrative vs. Spectacle in the Contemporary Blockbuster,” in New 
Hollywood Cinema: An Introduction (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 178–223. 
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actually bring together the different orientations of Wyatt’s analysis of the excess 

moments. Though the dominance of the visual spectacle is attributed to the film 

practice centering around integrated marketing, Wyatt’s aesthetical analysis of 

the film style is artistry-oriented. As noted by Erlend Lavik, Wyatt associates the 

excessive spectacle of the high concept cinema to art cinema, which “invites a 

more distanced appreciation of the films’ formal qualities.”65 Lavik’s review of 

Wyatt’s conception of excess is sharply critical to the extent that in his assessment: 

*…+ Wyatt is clearly ambivalent about this development, since the stylistic 

flourishes of high concept films are attributable to what he calls 

“industrial expressivity”, as opposed to the authorial expressivity of art 

cinema proper.66 

With regard to the Chinese blockbuster, I underline the necessity to combine both 

extremes of the spectrum. On the one hand, I am on the same side as King and 

Lavik regarding the attribution of the thriving spectacular style. On this level, 

King’s contextualization of the spectacle, from my point of view, should be 

considered as an upgraded version of Wyatt’s. This helps my research of the 

excess moments in the Chinese blockbuster. King’s framework addresses some 

concrete factors that are influential in terms of spectacle. It takes into 

consideration the social-cultural and psychic situations of the spectator, the 

demographic changes of the target audience, as well as the industrial institution 

and the influences of the secondary markets, all of which are involved in this 

dissertation’s discussion of the Chinese blockbuster. The industrial institution is 

certainly the primary consideration of this discussion of the Chinese blockbuster 

cinema. The target audience, which is substantially altered when the Chinese 

blockbuster starts aiming at global markets, is the factor that fundamentally 

determines my contextualization of the Chinese blockbuster cinema and its 

aesthetic strategy. Moreover, the consideration of the social-economic and 

psychic status of the female spectator directs the exploration of the 

representation of the female body and the accordant spectatorship in Chapter 2. 

                                                             
65 Lavik, “The Battle for the Blockbuster,” 177. 
66 Ibid. 
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The influence of the secondary markets, which in the context of the Chinese 

blockbuster cinema includes tourism markets, is the subject of Chapter 5. Taking 

the peripheral industry into consideration contributes essentially to 

understanding the industry in terms of franchising.  

On the other hand, Wyatt’s equating of the high concept cinema with art cinema 

is interesting from the perspective of an aesthetic analysis and stylistic 

contextualization. Wyatt’s account is discussed by Michele Pierson in her book on 

the cinematic utilization of special effects.67 Pierson maintains the exhibition of 

the CGI (computer generated image) as “plastic beauty”,68 which Lavik would 

consider “digital artifacts.”69 Regarding my discourse on the Chinese blockbuster 

cinema, the Chinese high concept style exhibits references to a number of 

aesthetic sources, including the typical style of the Chinese Fifth Generation, the 

stylish formula of Hong Kong Kung Fu film, and the classical Chinese high cultural 

forms such as landscape painting. The global reputation of the Chinese Fifth 

Generation has been established in the international film festivals branded as 

Oriental and artisan, and also marked by the forms of traditional Chinese culture. 

In this regard, the framework of the aesthetic analysis and stylistic 

contextualization, which is evoked by Wyatt, Pierson and Lavik, is both inspiring 

and applicable to my discussion of the Chinese blockbuster. My argument is that 

the aesthetic decisions, including the use of filmic conventions, come from 

industrial appeals instead of authors’ artistic pursuits. But references acting as 

conventions and formulas in the framework of historical poetics of Bordwell et al., 

vividly play into not only the construction of the Chinese high concept style, but 

also the spectator’s perception.  

Another discourse within the attempts to understand cinematic spectacle, 

especially the special-effect-loaded style, traces the resemblance of the 

contemporary Hollywood to early cinema, which in Tom Gunning’s term pertains 

to the cinema of attractions. Indiscourses around the film practice of early cinema, 

                                                             
67 Michele Pierson, Special Effects: Still in Search of Wonder (Columbia University Press, 
2002). 
68 Ibid., 97. 
69 Lavik, “The Battle for the Blockbuster,” 178. 
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the primary concern is its relationship to narrative cinema. Many film scholars 

agree that it is a system that is separated from, instead of being a mere raw 

precursor of, classical filmmaking.70  In this respect the so-called cinema of 

attractions is considered as working in a set of alternative principles of storytelling. 

The primary pursuit of this kind of cinema is exhibition and astonishment, with 

the aim of hitting the spectator with a display of cinematic attractions, including 

the erotic female body.71 Gunning’s framework of the cinema of attraction has 

been considered as being reinvented in the context of the contemporary 

Hollywood blockbuster, especially those films that highlight special effects72 and 

computer-generated imaginary.73 My position aligns with some research of the 

contemporary discourse that acknowledges, as King argues, that in the 

blockbuster:  

[s]pectacle is important, sometimes dominant. In no case, however, do we 

find a complete abandonment of narrative components familiar from the 

studio or “classical” era.74 

                                                             
70 For example, Kristin Thompson, “From Primitive to Classical,” in The Classical 
Hollywood Cinema: Film Style & Mode of Production to 1960, Reprint edition (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1985), 246–64; Tom Gunning, “The Cinema of Attraction*s+: 
Early Cinema, Its Spectator and the Avant-Garde,” in Early Cinema: Space, Frame, 
Narrative, ed. Thomas Elsaesser (London: British Film Institute, 1990), 56–62. 
71 Tom Gunning, “The Cinema of Attraction: Early Film, Its Spectator and the Avant-Garde,” 
Wide Angle 8, no. 3&4 (Fall 1986): 64–65. 
72 The term special effects (abbreviated as SFx) is used to cover an array of film 
techniques and optical tricks of special lenses optical painting. CGI is the abbreviation 
of computer-generated images. There is further discussion of these two terms in 
Chapter 4. 
73 This scholarship includes: Angela Ndalianis, “Special Effects, Morphing Magic, and the 
Nineties’ Cinema of Attractions,” in Meta Morphing: Visual Transformation and the 
Culture of Quick-Change, ed. Vivian Carol Sobchack (Minneapolis: U of Minnesota Press, 
2000), 251–71; J. David Bolter and Richard Grusin, “Film,” in Remediation: Understanding 
New Media (Cambridge, Mass., and London: MIT Press, 2000), 146–58; Andrew Darley, 
“Genealogy and Tradition: Mechanised Spectacle as Popular Entertainment,” in Visual 
Digital Culture: Surface Play and Spectacle in New Media Genres (London: Routledge, 
2000), 37–57; Andrew Darley, “New Spectacle Cinema and Music Video,” in Visual Digital 
Culture, 102–23; Wanda Strauven (ed.), The Cinema of Attractions Reloaded (Amsterdam 
University Press, 2006); Pierson, Special Effects. 
74 King, New Hollywood Cinema, 2002, 201. 
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Strauven and Andrew Darley also support this assertion, arguing that the cinema 

of attractions has been reinvented in the Hollywood blockbuster in terms of 

astonishing spectacle embodied within storytelling, rather than through 

abandoning or destroying the narrative.75 

From my viewpoint, the framework of the cinema of attractions contributes to the 

understanding of spectacle and excess in the contemporary situation in two ways. 

First of all, it opens up a new level of enjoyable experience which is alternative to 

the narrative and significant both in terms of film viewing and film criticism. 

Darley writes that: 

Of course, these movies are still narrative in form, it is just that the story 

told is no longer the principal reason for going to see them. Critics and 

reviewers may continue to appraise such films in terms of traditional 

narrative values such as depth of character, machinations of plot and 

narrative coherence. However, if, as is so often the case, they find them 

wanting in this regard, then this may well be because they attempting to 

use evaluative categories that don’t apply to the extent they once did.76 

This dissertation will attempt to go beyond Darley’s instruction. It acknowledges 

the spectacular visuals of the Chinese blockbuster, gives a descriptive account, 

and contextualizes the excess not only within the mode of film practice but also in 

its franchise collaborations. Moreover, it also proposes to investigate the 

visualizations as an innovative approach to understanding how the spectator 

makes sense of a blockbuster film.  

The second dimension inspired by Gunning’s framework relates to Michele 

Pierson’s paralleling contemporary science fiction with the cinema of attractions. 

In her book Special Effects: Still in Search of Wonder, Pierson reviews a variety of 

research following Gunning and argues for the possibility of modes of spectatorial 

address that embrace the presentational dimensions and appreciation of the 

                                                             
75 Wanda Strauven, “Introduction to an Attractive Concept,” in The Cinema of Attractions 
Reloaded, ed. Wanda Strauven (Amsterdam University Press, 2006), 11; Andrew Darley, 
Visual Digital Culture: Surface Play and Spectacle in New Media Genres (Routledge, 2000), 
106. 
76 Darley, Visual Digital Culture, 106. 
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techniques, while maintaining the diegetic realism of both earlier films and 

contemporary cinema.77 With regard to contemporary cinema, science fiction 

films and their richness in special effects are considered as highly influenced by 

the mode of the cinema of attractions.78 Moreover and most importantly, Pierson 

extends the scope of the reinvention of the cinema of attractions beyond its 

textual node of special effects, involving also the “emotional and intellectual 

attachment to the cinema”79. This spectatorial experience of the cinema of 

attractions, in her account of Hollywood blockbusters, involves a new production-

consumption matrix, ranging from:  

the suburban multiplex, [where] the space of the cinema has been 

integrated into the surrounding video arcade, shopping mall, and fast-

food outlet that sell the licensed consumer products that have vastly 

increased the commercial spoil of genre filmmaking over the last twenty 

years...[to] a vast entertainment complex that includes the game and 

theme park attractions that are now produced concurrently for its staged 

release.80  

Pierson’s assertion that the Hollywood blockbuster revives the tradition of the 

cinema of attractions within the frame of a new production-consumption matrix 

points to two aspects of the Chinese blockbuster: its upgraded locations of 

consumption, and the conceptualization of the blockbuster as a franchise. The 

urban and surburban multiplex theaters are the places where we view the films 

and where our related consuming behaviors are accommodated. In this sense, the 

blockbuster as an institution operates, as Pierson puts it, as a new production-

consumption matrix, within which a series of film and film-related practices, 

similar to the early cinema of attractions, is revived.  

The connotations of the suburban multiplex can be extended. In fact, they have 

inspired this dissertation’s inquiry into a secondary space, the film-induced tourist 

destination. A range of film practices are involved in the mechanism of the 

                                                             
77 Pierson, Special Effects, 118–9. 
78 Ibid., 118. 
79 Ibid., 122. 
80 Ibid. 
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visualized landscape as a cinematic attraction. Cooperation with the tourism 

industry motivates spectacularization in the visualization of the landscape. This is 

done with large amounts of money, state-of-the-art technologies and an 

enormous amount  of labor. The spectacle of the landscapes is repeatedly 

highlighted in the discursive context of the para-texts such as trailers, posters and 

different kinds of media publicity, which encourage the spectator to appreciate 

the landscape, while functioning as a marketing hook for the film. Meanwhile, 

both the film and other promotional products merchandise tourism-related 

commodities. Thus, a multi-faceted space is established for the production-

consumption matrix, which involves the on-site film-consuming location, such as 

the cinema theatre and the suburban multiplex, the discursive media space, and 

the tourist destinations. 

This dissertation puts the visual spectacle, especially the excess moments, at the 

center stage of its exploration into the Chinese adaptation of Hollywood high 

concept films for three reasons. First of all, the excess moments are considered as 

representatively reflecting the “concept” of the movies. According to Wyatt, “if 

the advertising campaigns for the high concept films might be described as 

graphically bold and stylish, these qualities reflect the content of the actual 

films.”81  Thompson, on the other hand, states that: “style is composed of 

techniques which are repeated and become characteristic of the film, whereas 

excess can be understood as those techniques which do not form specific patterns 

across the film.”82 I justify the representativeness of the excess moments by 

taking into the account the context of the saturated marketing paratexts, as well 

as the spectator’s experiences of the blockbuster movies. As indicated in section I, 

the spectators’ experiences, and the meanings they assign to the blockbusters, 

are considerably influenced by the circulation of the marketing paratexts. 

Consequently, the striking images and graphically perfect visuals are 

understandably perceived as representations of the visual style of the integral 

movies, aggressively advocated through print posters, television hypes, trailers, 

                                                             
81 Wyatt, High Concept, 1994, 25. 
82 Ibid., 27. Here Wyatt cites and paraphrases Thompson’s conception of excess. See 
Thompson, “The Concept of Cinematic Excess,” 1986, 132. 
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etc. In this sense, it is quite easy for the spectator to mistake the stunning and 

impressive visuals as the style of the films, although as stated by Wyatt, they 

“stand out” from the overall style of the films.83 Hence the representativeness of 

the excess moments in term of visual style is significant in dual regards. Firstly, 

excess moments present the most striking, stylistic and spectacular visuals of a 

high concept movie, whilst embodying the most expensive and cut-edging 

technologies as well. Secondly, the excessive spectacles impress the audiences 

and are perceived as the style of a blockbuster film in terms of consumption and 

reception. In these ways, the excess moments represent the essential core of the 

aesthetics of Chinese blockbuster.  

The second reason why this dissertation places excess moments center stage is 

that these moments accommodate one of the defining characteristics of the era 

of the blockbuster, namely the spectacularization of the film text. As much 

research has agreed, the spectacular style, often involving the most cutting-

edging film technologies and the latest special effects, is not only central to the 

high concept films, but also defines the blockbuster by its appearance.84 The 

blockbuster’s emphasis on visualization over narrative announces its departure 

from the classical Hollywood era, where the narrative was the center of a film. 

Thus from the more general perspective of Film Studies, the focus on the excess 

elements that refuse to be unified into the integral form of storytelling indicate a 

new research orientation in accordance with the advent of a new type of film. The 

same holds in the context of the Chinese blockbuster. Coming back to the 

questions posed at the beginning of the dissertation, an investigation into the 

excess moments is expected to be fruitful in an attempt to chart the era of the 

Chinese blockbuster, as which has been identified with the spectacle 

overwhelming the big screen.  

The third reason for this dissertation's focus on excess moments is that I consider 

them as the junction tying high concept films to marketing and merchandising. 

                                                             
83 Justin Wyatt, High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood (University of Texas 
Press, 2010), 23. 
84 See for example: Wyatt, High Concept, 1994, 25; Geoff King, New Hollywood Cinema: 
An Introduction (I.B.Tauris, 2002), 178–223. 
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The excess moments, as the raw material of the graphic design and print layouts 

of a variety of marketing products such as television spots, trailers, and print ads, 

essentially accommodate the pre-sold identity and marketable properties of high 

concept films. In this sense, an investigation into the excess moments constitutes 

a perfect opportunity to reveal both the marketing and the merchandising 

strategies of the blockbusters. Comparisons between the filmic moments, media 

publicities, marketing products as well as merchandisable peripheries are 

indicative in terms of a movie’s marketable concept, merchandising intentions, as 

well as the visual forms which represent all of the former entities. In this way, the 

exploration into the excess moments link both textual levels and contextual levels 

of the Chinese cinema. That is in accordance with my research aim to draw a 

landscape picture of the first decade of the era of the Chinese blockbuster, 

including both specific films and the industrial and social background 

contextualizing the film production.  

III. Outline of the Dissertation 

As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, this dissertation is devoted to a 

historical record in terms of the visual style of the Chinese blockbuster cinema, 

which has been established in China since 2002. My perspective on Chinese film 

history follows the framework that is proposed, established and named as 

Historical Poetics by Bordwell and Thompson.  

This dissertation features the industry of the Chinese blockbuster and explores 

three marketing hooks, in other words cinematic attractions – the martial arts 

genre, the female body, and the landscape. The three subjects are selected, as 

they connect the emerging Chinese blockbuster with its predecessors – the so-

called “old school” film works of the Fifth Generation and the New Wave Hong 

Kong directors. The Chinese blockbuster industry utilizes the brand name of these 

directors as they have established their worldwide fame with their so-called old 

school films, namely the art house cinema of the Fifth Generation and the New 

Wave Hong Kong kung fu films. On these subjects, including martial arts, the 

female body, and the landscape, the identifying characteristics of the directors 

have long been established. In the Chinese blockbusters, these directors almost 
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automatically keep their aesthetic features on conventional motifs, in an attempt 

to align with their existing reputations. Nevertheless, remarkable innovations and 

alterations can also be observed, especially from the visual aesthetics of the 

motifs. These innovations, in this dissertation, are ascribed to the Chinese movies’ 

adaption of the high concept/blockbuster model.  

In this way, martial arts, the female body and the landscape are considered as 

bridging the past and the present. Discussions on and analysis of them in this 

dissertation characterize the aesthetic features of the innovative period of 

Chinese film history, namely the era dominated by Chinese blockbuster, through 

revealing both their lineage and the renovation brought about by these movies. 

This dissertation is therefore constructed with individual chapters concentrating 

on martial arts, the female body and the landscape respectively. Each of these 

chapters inquires how the Chinese high concept/blockbuster model is composed 

and constructed, on the basis of its alternations and innovations to the 

established film conventions of the Fifth Generation and of martial arts/kung fu 

film genres.  

However, my research is not limited to the scale of aesthetic analysis or to 

exclusively concentrating on film texts. The characteristics of the textual level are 

considered as reflecting the institutionalization of the Chinese blockbuster 

industry. Thus the dissertation reaches further to explore the impacts of the 

launching of the high concept/blockbuster filmmaking mode on the aesthetics of 

Chinese movies, in term of the renovation of existing film conventions. In this 

respect, the excess moments are an important focus in this research, being 

perceived as the connection between Bordwell’s two crucial agents of cinema – 

the film text and the mode of film practices. The argumentation of every chapter 

is hence unfolded in such a way that it demonstrates the institutional and the 

industrial features of the Chinese blockbuster by investigating the aesthetic 

renovation of the existing film conventions that have been established throughout 

Chinese film history.  

Chapter 1 contextualizes the institutionalization of the Chinese blockbuster from 

different perspectives, including its historical background, the policy change, 
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industrial developments, and domestic and international markets. The contexts 

are ascribed to the strategy of the Chinese blockbuster to appeal to the widest 

audiences, among which Western audiences are particularly important. In 

Western markets the films are conceived as “cultured blockbusters”. This type of 

cultured blockbuster adapts cinematic attractions of Chineseness into 

Hollywood’s high concept/blockbuster filmmaking mode. The cinematic 

attractions of Chineseness are also deliberately selected and modified from the 

established Chinese film conventions that have earned global renown, including 

martial arts/Hong Kong kung fu genre, the stylish Fifth Generation films, and also 

inspirations from indigenous high culture.  

Chapter 2 further elaborates on the strategy of the cultured blockbuster and 

exemplifies it with the reinvention of the martial arts genre in the context of the 

Chinese blockbuster. In my view, the strategy of the cultured blockbuster employs 

two groups of attractions that have proven appealing to both Chinese and 

Western audiences. The first group includes elements of the popular visual 

language of Hollywood cinema, such as excess elements in the films’ textual 

construction, in particular “bullet time”, as well as CGI in general. The other group 

invokes filmic conventions within Chinese film history that have proven successful 

especially in the global market, in this chapter the martial arts genre conventions. 

With the investigation of the Chinese blockbusters’ fusion of Chinese and 

Hollywood conventions, Chapter 2 illustrates the compositional formula of the 

high concept model in the context of the Chinese blockbuster cinema.  

Chapters 3, 4 and 5 continue the investigation of the cinematic adaption of the 

mentioned aesthetic sources additional to the martial arts genre, respectively 

devoted to the female body and the landscape, exploring how the Western and 

Eastern conventions feature as appealing attractions in the contexts of the 

Chinese blockbuster. Moreover, by situating them within Chinese film history, 

these chapters investigate the institutional and industrial properties of the 

Chinese blockbuster through the concept of the excess moments. Chapter 3 is 

dedicated to the perspective of spectatorship and the reception of the excess 

moments. It indicates the possibility that visual excess invites experiences and 

perceptions that are parallel to the narrative. Chapters 4 and 5 approach the 
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framework as a conjuncture, connecting not only the textual features to the 

industrial context, but also the film industry to collaborative industries. Chapter 5 

furthers the understanding of the Chinese blockbuster industry by exploring the 

interaction between the film industry and the collaborative industries, which King 

calls secondary markets. 85  It evokes the framework of film franchising to 

understand the dynamics of blockbuster-induced tourism in China. 

  

                                                             
85 King, New Hollywood Cinema, 2002, 196. 
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Chapter 1: Cinema and Industry in Transition 

A Story of Globalizing Chinese Cinema since 2002 

The picturesque landscape. The dancing-like fighting. The exotic costumes. The 

giant budget. The booming ticket box office. The Oscar nomination. The success of 

HERO (Zhang Yimou, 2002) marks the year 2002 as a milestone in Chinese film 

history. It initiates a new era called the era of Chinese blockbusters, not only 

dominating Mainland China but also involving Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan and 

Singapore. Numerous writings, both critical and academic, have discussed both 

this individual movie and its numerous followers, e.g. HOUSE OF FLYING DAGGERS 

(Zhang Yimou, 2004), THE PROMISE (Chen Kaige, 2005), CURSE OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER 

(Zhang Yimou, 2006), THE BANQUET (Feng Xiaogang, 2006), REIGN OF ASSASSINS (Su 

Chaobin, John Woo, 2010), and PAINTED SKIN II: THE RESURRECTION (Wu Ershan, 2012). 

Studies are flourishing regarding a wide range of aspects of the Chinese 

blockbuster, both within Mainland China and outside, including the Chinese 

cinema’s industrialization and globalization. However, the studies in Chinese and 

in English diverge as the former concentrates more on the domestic market while 

the latter focuses more on the global markets. This chapter, however, is going to 

bridge the gap by allocating the aesthetic strategies of the Chinese blockbuster 

within its historical, industrial and global contexts. And it raises the question of 

under which economic and political circumstances the Chinese blockbusters have 

emerged, developped and flourished. I furthermore investigate, how particular 

aesthetic and cultural strategies achieve their ambition to conquer the widest 

markets both in the East and in the West. To do so, this chapter outlines the pre-

history of the rise of Chinese blockbusters, engaging a variety of aspects such as 

China joining the World Trade Organization (WTO), an increasingly competitive 

market, administrative transitions, and a developing Chinese film industry that has 

gone global. From the critical investigation of circumstances, the following 

hypothesis is brought to the fore: Chinese blockbusters, though adopting the 

Hollywood high concept filmmaking model, characterize themselves as “high-

culture blockbusters” and feature a nostalgic image of China to realize their 

presold ambition to target the widest audiences. They inherit, and at the same 
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time depart from, the image of Chineseness
86

 that has been acquired by both the 

West and the young generation in the East by adapting established Chinese film 

conventions into blockbuster form, including those of the martial arts genre from 

Hong Kong, of the Fifth Generation, and of some much respected high cultural 

forms such as classical painting, architecture and music. The commercial success 

they have achieved, both domestically and internationally, has come about by 

combining Chineseness with Hollywood’s most popular visual language in the high 

concept filmmaking model.  

The first section of this chapter is devoted to defining the scope of this research 

and by demarcating the starting point of the era of the Chinese blockbuster in 

Chinese film history. By affirming HERO (Zhang Yimou, 2002) as the initiating case 

of the Chinese blockbuster, instead of CROUCHING TIGER, HIDDEN DRAGON (Ang Lee, 

2000) or the so-called zhu xuan lv da pian (mainstream lyrics blockbuster) and the 

so-called commercial films of 1990s, this research defines its research object as 

the blockbusters whose production was initiated in mainland China; a fact that 

will also highlight the transition of the film industry in mainland China. The second 

section reviews the existing discourse on HERO and on the Chinese blockbuster 

industry in mainland China since 2002. Section III contextualizes the 

institutionalization of the Chinese blockbuster industry against the historical, 

                                                             
86 “Chineseness” is a term significant in a wide scope of China studies or China-related 
topics. It is a term concerning national identity, ethnic identity and cultural identity to 
distinguish Chinese ethnicity from non-Chinese ethnicity. It involves not only “the 
standardized dominion and sovereign totality of the national-state” but also aspects 
such as cultural constructions and consciousness, the latter of which addresses the 
Chinese group as an “imagined community”, as Allen Chun put it in his, “Fuck 
Chineseness: On the Ambiguities of Ethnicity as Culture as Identity,” Boundary 2 23, no. 
2 (July 1, 1996): 111–38. Besides, the conceptualization of Chineseness only makes 
sense in relation to the “Other”. The imagination of the community is constituted of 
both the self-consciousness and “Chinese in the eyes of non-Chineseness” as in Sow 
Keat Tok, “Sovereignty in Exercise : Constructing Political Chinese-Ness in Post-1997 
Hong Kong,” in China and the New International Order, ed. Wang Gungwu and Zheng 
Yongnian (London: Routledge, 2010). Chineseness is a concept with multiple 
meanings and has sometimes proved problematic. In-depth discussion of the term is 
beyond the scope of this dissertation. Here I utilize the term as open ended, pointing 
to those characters that have been or are considered to be Chinese by both 
Westerners and the young generation of Chinese.  
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political and economic background of both the Chinese film industry and the film 

market going global. Section IV documents the institutionalization of the Chinese 

blockbuster industry, recording its industrialization/commercialization, 

conglomeration and globalization. The last section zooms in deeper on the 

cultural and aesthetic strategies of the Chinese blockbuster and its attempts to 

attract the widest audiences, both Eastern and Western. The product of this set of 

strategies is characterized as a ‘cultured blockbuster’, appealing to worldwide 

mainstream markets by adapting the globally reputed Chinese film conventions 

into Hollywood blockbuster filmmaking mode.  

I. Blockbuster: The Story Begins 

It can be argued that HERO (2002) was the first official blockbuster work presented 

by Mainland China. The film initiated not only the Chinese film industry’s 

institutionalization of the Chinese blockbuster, but also this research. However, 

academics are divided about the starting point of the Chinese blockbuster era 

because of clashing opinions concerning the definition and the scale of Chinese 

blockbusters.  

The term da pian, Chinese for “blockbuster”, has been defined and redefined 

throughout Chinese film history, or rather, the history of the commercialization of 

Chinese cinema. The first appearance of the term da pian, translated and derived 

from Hollywood’s blockbuster film, refers to a group of films with relatively large 

budgets funded by the Chinese Film Bureau, serving mainly propaganda and 

educational purposes. These films, known as zhu xuan lv da pian (blockbuster of 

mainstream lyrics/main melody), dominated the Chinese film market in the 1980s 

and 1990s. The so-called mainstream lyrics/main-melody draws upon a metaphor 

representing the political agenda of the Chinese central government that these 

films serve.87 In such a context the term “blockbuster” was an indication of 

                                                             
87 A detailed discussion of zhu xuan lv da pian can be found in Chris Berry, “‘ De-
Westernizing’ the Blockbuster in Korea and China,” in Movie Blockbusters, ed. Julian 
Stringer (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), 217–29; Ying Zhu and Seio Nakajima, 
“The Evolution of Chinese Film as an Industry,” in Art, Politics, and Commerce in Chinese 
Cinema, ed. Ying Zhu and Stanley Rosen, (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2010), 
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relatively large budgets from government funds that were available exclusively for 

state-owned studios, and the term “mainstream” carried political and ideological 

connotations rather than referring to marketing and commercialization. Most of 

these films, as works of the Fourth Generation, established their reputation based 

on their assumed historic authenticity and their artistic achievement in exploring 

storytelling skills and cinematic languages.  

Despite the abundant funds and positive reviews, these mainstream blockbusters 

failed to revitalize the Chinese film market. Audiences reacted fairly coldly even 

though they filled seats in mainstream theaters after administrative promotions. 

The cold reaction of the audiences, who usually describe the films as lacking 

creativity and as a moralizing lecture, has been ascribed to the ‘financially 

egalitarian and ideologically authoritarian environment’.
88

  

By the end of the 1990s, new mainstream films started to emerge and flourish 

alongside the ‘mainstream lyrics’.
89

 Many historians describe these new 

mainstream films as blockbusters because they were privately funded, 

commercially oriented, and relatively more successful in the Chinese market. The 

soap opera director-turned-filmmaker Feng Xiaogang’s so-called New Year 

Celebration Movies/New Year Movies counted among the most successful 

instances. These modest urban comedies were released during the winter holiday 

season every year, in the golden season running from early Christmas to the end 

of the Chinese Lunar New Year. These low budget and nationwide targeted 

movies, including PART A, PART B (1997), BE THERE OR BE SQUARE (1998), SORRY BABY 

(1999), A SIGH (2000), BIG SHOT’S FUNERAL (2001), CELL PHONE (2003), and A WORLD 

WITHOUT THIEVES (2004), have had great commercial success. Feng Xiaogang owned 

                                                                                                                                                           
30–45; Ying Zhu, Chinese Cinema During the Era of Reform: The Ingenuity of the System 
(Westport: Praeger Publisher, Greenwood Publishing Group, 2003). 
88 Zhu and Nakajima, “The Evolution of Chinese Film as an Industry,” 39. 
89 For factual information of new mainstream cinema (also called new Hollywood model 
cinema), consult the following works: Zhu and Nakajima, “The Evolution of Chinese Film as 
an Industry”; Ying Zhu, “New Year Film as Chinese Blockbuster: From Feng Xiaogang’s 
Contemporary Urban Comedy to Zhang Yimou’s Period Drama,” in Art, Politics, and 
Commerce in Chinese Cinema, ed. Ying Zhu and Stanley Rosen (Hong Kong University Press, 
2010), 195–207; Zhu, Chinese Cinema During the Era of Reform, 2003. 
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the New Year market until HERO set the box office record and initiated the advent 

of the Chinese blockbuster. His films are the first productions to involve private 

investment and thereby triggered policy changes.  

This era of the 1990s is also considered the starting point of the Chinese industry’s 

commercialization, which resulted in industrial integration and conglomerates.
90

 

However, at the primitive stage of commercialization, these films were inevitably 

subjected to various limitations and constraints in terms of administration, politics, 

industry, and marketing. As a result, the films were limited in terms of both the 

scale and the budget, because they remained within the domestic market. One of 

Feng’s most famous New Year Movies, THE DREAM FACTORY (1997), had a budget of 

RMB ¥6,000,000 (approximately $720,000), which was very modest compared to 

HERO’s $31,000,000 five years later. Such a comparatively tight budget could not 

afford a grandiose release or an intensive ‘bombing’ advertisement by which the 

Hollywood blockbuster is defined. Moreover, globalization during the 1990s was 

significant to Chinese cinema as it was now more confronted with Hollywood’s 

invasion into the domestic Chinese market. Also, partly due to administrative 

limitations, none of the new mainstream Chinese films were screened in 

mainstream Western theaters.91  

Tracing back to the origins of the Chinese blockbuster style, CROUCHING TIGER, 

HIDDEN DRAGON (Ang Lee, 2001), should not be neglected. As a record-setter in 

2001, Crouching Tiger became the then highest-grossing foreign-language film not 

only in North America but also in England, France, Germany, Australia and New 

Zealand.92 It was also nominated for ten Oscars, which broke the record for a 

foreign-language film in the Academy’s history. Various elements within the filmic 

                                                             
90 Zhu and Nakajima, “The Evolution of Chinese Film as an Industry,” 43.  
91 In the same period the Fifth Generation directors were also active in production. 
Targeting elite audiences in Western film festivals, the works of the Fifth Generation sell 

abroad through art-house theatres, though in Mainland China these films are usually 
included in the same category as commercial films. There is a more detailed discussion in 
section V.  
92 See Huaiting Wu and Joseph Man Chan, “Globalizing Chinese Martial Arts Cinema: The 
Global-Local Alliance and the Production of CROUCHING TIGER, HIDDEN DRAGON,” Media, 
Culture & Society 29, no. 2 (March 1, 2007): 196.  
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text indicated that the film was not expected to be a global blockbuster. Such 

features included the Mandarin language with subtitles and a storyline that 

centered on wuxia - translated as “martial hero” - and that characterize it as 

pertaining to marginal art-house theatres. However, to many people’s surprise, 

the movie conquered both Eastern and Western markets, not only as a successful 

blockbuster but also by creating a model for the Chinese blockbuster with the 

potential to succeed abroad. Produced in an era when Hong Kong and Taiwan 

could no longer maintain production on a large scale, CROUCHING TIGER targeted the 

global market from its initial stage. The strategies attempting to bridge the 

cultural distance included Ang Lee’s reputation in Hollywood, global financial 

supports and distribution policies, Hong Kong’s action stars, the martial arts 

theme with a feminine touch, and the beauty of landscapes in Mainland China.
93

 

The paramount significance of the success of CROUCHING TIGER’s model is attributed 

to the film’s global/local alliance formation: the production companies included 

Zoom Hunt International Production Co. Ltd (Taiwan), Edko Films Ltd (Hong Kong), 

Columbia Pictures, and two film companies in Beijing; the distributors included 

Sony Pictures, Columbia TriStar, Good Machine International; a Paris bank and an 

insurance company in Los Angeles.94 Every essential point of this strategy has 

been mirrored in the Chinese blockbusters post-CROUCHING TIGER, including HERO 

and its followers, ranging from the cultural and aesthetic policies to the 

production set-up. CROUCHING TIGER paved the way for Chinese cinema to rethink 

the prospect of Chinese movies reaching out to a broader audience.  

The subsequent logical question to ask in this thesis's account of the Chinese 

blockbuster era is why HERO is considered the initiator rather than CROUCHING TIGER. 

The answer requires an in-depth understanding of the films’ multiple dimensions. 

First of all, large advertising efforts were made before CROUCHING TIGER conquered 

the box offices of North America and Europe. Also, the film was designed as an 

art-house film rather than a blockbuster and thus conceived as such from the 

early stages of fundraising. The Hollywood system, represented by Sony, Columbia, 

                                                             
93 Ibid., 201–11. 
94 Ibid.  



35 
 

and GMI, was brought into CROUCHING TIGER through pre-selling the film’s global 

rights to raise finances, and embodies the global/local alliance formation.95 This is 

a common method for independent and small-budget film productions to raise 

money in Hollywood rather than a way to find enough funding for a blockbuster 

project.  

While CROUCHING TIGER was an unexpected success, HERO and its followers were 

consciously and deliberately designed as blockbusters, with the Hollywood system 

and markets as their desired targets. Hollywood essentially participates via profit-

sharing. Radically different from pre-selling, profit-sharing is the standard 

approach for blockbuster projects entering into foreign markets, as opposed to 

independent films raising funds. Thus, whilst HERO and others inherited many 

typical visual and textual elements films from CROUCHING TIGER, they also adopted 

the then dominating Hollywood production model in every dimension. This 

radically distinguished the Chinese blockbusters from CROUCHING TIGER, not only on 

a practical level ranging from finance, production, marketing, distribution and 

exhibition, but also on a textual level.  

Since the intention of this thesis is to record the Chinese blockbusters' 

institutionalization, the industrial and production elements play important roles. 

CROUCHING TIGER is thus eliminated as the starting point. Secondly, CROUCHING TIGER, 

in my opinion, should to some extent be considered as a Hollywood film in the 

Chinese language, rather than a Taiwanese film. It is Ang Lee’s reputation as an 

artisan director in Hollywood that attracted funds and distribution contracts of 

Columbia and Sony. Ang Lee was known through films such as SENSE AND SENSIBILITY 

(1995) and BROKEBACK MOUNTAIN (2004) by the powerful players of Hollywood, who 

initiated and carried out the film project. These major participants ruled the film 

projects, thus making CROUCHING TIGER to some extent a more Hollywood-style 

work than Taiwanese. Therefore, CROUCHING TIGER is considered as an important 

model presented by Hollywood instead of the initiator of Chinese blockbusters. 

Thirdly, according to Ang Lee himself, Taiwan has a relatively secluded film system, 

                                                             
95 Ibid. 
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independent not only from Hollywood but also from Mainland China.
96

  

My thesis focuses on what I call Chinese blockbusters; films whose production was 

initiated in Mainland China. Although international and inter-regional co-

production was typical for this era, the different economic contexts and 

institutional systems of Mainland China and Taiwan inhibited companies from 

Mainland China becoming involved in the project of CROUCHING TIGER.97 As a result, 

CROUCHING TIGER, though it was shot in Mainland China, did not reach mainstream 

theaters in Mainland China.  

Next to Taiwan, Hong Kong represents another alternative location within the 

Chinese blockbuster landscape. Even though films such as REIGN OF ASSASSINS 

(Chao-Bin Su and John Woo, 2010) and FLYING SWORD OF DRAGON GATE (Hsui Hark, 

2010) were produced by Hong Kong directors and intensively involved Hong Kong 

funds and companies, they are looked at in this thesis. This is because they were 

produced within the industrial framework of Mainland China, as a result of the 

intensive cooperation between the mainland and Hong Kong throughout the film 

production, and because mainland China is the Hong Kong film industry's most 

important market.98 

II. Existing Discourse on HERO and on Chinese Blockbusters 

The first section defined the scope of the term Chinese blockbuster as referring to 

large budget films whose production started in Mainland China. This section is 

                                                             
96 Ang Lee’s interview with Mtime, which is original in Chinese, translated and 

paraphrased by the author. “李安：台湾电影很穷，大陆片子不如市场好– Mtime 时光

网 (Interview with Ang Lee),” accessed June 24, 2014, 
http://news.mtime.com/2013/11/26/1521036.html.  
97 Taiwanese films ceased to be labeled as “foreign film” and to be subjected to a 

competition for import quota with Hollywood blockbusters in January 2013. See “关于加

强海峡两岸电影合作管理的现行办法 (Regulations about Film Cooperation between 
Mainland China and Taiwan),” accessed June 24, 2014, 
http://www.sarft.gov.cn/articles/2013/01/17/20130117173315220611.html. The 
document is original in Chinese. The author translated and paraphrased it. 
98 For a detailed discussion concerning corporations between the mainland and Hong 
Kong see the following section.  
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devoted to the existing discourse on HERO and on the Chinese blockbuster industry 

since 2002. 

Most research in Chinese on the Chinese blockbuster characterizes the era since 

2002 in Chinese film history as dominated by Chinese cinema’s marketization and 

industrialization, as well as the Chinese film industry’s commercialization and 

conglomeration, namely the institutionalization of the Chinese blockbuster 

industry. Representative of these scholars are Yin Hong and Rao Shuguang. Yin 

has participated in the administrative project of writing an annual Almanac of 

Chinese Cinema for almost ten years since 2002. He could be considered as a 

researcher taking the perspective of the administration. As one of the scholars 

who first evoked the term Chinese blockbuster, Yin has conducted a series of 

studies that keep a comprehensive record of the development of the Chinese film 

industry and market, taking into account almost every aspect, including policy, 

conglomeration of film studios (both state-owned and private), financing systems, 

distribution channels, and theatre chains.99  

In Yin’s opinion, the institutionalization of the Chinese blockbuster is the result of 

the Chinese industry’s commercialization, which has been motivated by 

Hollywood cinema’s invasion into China’s once closed market, since China entered 

the WTO (World Trade Organization) and started progressively opening its film 

market. The commercialization of the market led to Chinese cinema’s 

industrialization and conglomeration, which is greatly attributed by Yin to changes 

of the film policy and which is considered as being led by the country’s film 

administration. Additionally, Yin perceives such a process of Chinese cinema’s 

commercialization and industrialization as a process of the Chinese film industry 

                                                             
99 Yin’s publications on the institutionalization of the Chinese blockbuster include: Hong 

Yin, “全球化背景下中国电影的国际化策略 (Chinese Cinema in Globalization Era),” 

Theory and Criticism of Literature and Art 5 (2005): 9–16; Hong Yin, “影像文化的中国

制造：进入新世纪的电影文化产业 (Image Culture of Chinese Make: Chinese Film 
Industry in the New Century),” Journal of Shanghai Normal University (Philosophy & 

Social Sciences Edition) 36, no. 5 (September 2007): 85–93; Hong Yin, 跨越百年：全球
化背景下的中国电影 (A Century: Chinese Cinema in Globalization), 1st ed. (Beijing: 
Tsinghua University Press, 2007), 1–28; 92–162. 
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adapting the Hollywood high concept filmmaking mode to the Chinese market.
100

  

Another key word that reoccurs in Yin’s research is globalization, even though 

Chinese movies’ penetration into international markets has never been an 

important concern in any of his research. Globalization is significant in Yin's 

discourse in three respects.
101

 Firstly, globalization is conceived as significant in 

the context of the Chinese blockbuster in terms of Hollywood movies as a great 

threat to the local film industry. Actually, the whole story of the dramatic 

transformation of the Chinese film industry and market is considered as triggered 

by China’s decision to open its film market to Hollywood. Secondly, Yin 

characterizes Chinese cinema’s globalization as global co-production, referring to 

the foreign investments and labor that participate in the Chinese blockbuster 

industry. Thirdly, globalization of Chinese cinema is linked to Chinese movies 

adopting the Hollywood high concept filmmaking model, on both the industrial 

and the aesthetic levels. The era of the Chinese blockbuster is featured as 

globalized since foreign filmmaking modes and Western film language are 

introduced. However, in respect to the aesthetics of the Chinese blockbuster, Yin 

is quite skeptical and critical about their artistic value, as he regards the Chinese 

blockbuster industry as an entertainment enterprise. Thus he devotes no effort to 

investigating this aspect.  

                                                             
100 Hong Yin and Xiaofeng Wang, “高概念电影模式及其商业启示 (High Concept Model 
in China),” People, January 8, 2007, 
http://media.people.com.cn/GB/22100/76588/76590/5258864.html; Hong Yin and 
Xiaofeng Wang, “‘高概念’商业电影模式初探 (High Concept in Commercial Cinema),” 

Contemporary Cinema, no. 3 (2006): 92–96; Yin, 跨越百年：全球化背景下的中国电影 
(A Century: Chinese Cinema in Globalization), 365–413. 
101 Yin’s articles on Chinese cinema’s globalization include: Hong Yin, “好莱坞的全球化与

中国电影的发展（上）(Hollywood Globalization and Chinese Cinema I),” Film Review, no. 

2 (2002): 44–47; Hong Yin, “好莱坞的全球化与中国电影的发展（下）(Hollywood 

Globalization and Chinese Cinema II),” Film Review, no. 3 (2002): 44–47; Hong Yin, “全球

化、好莱坞与民族电影 (Globalization, Hollywood and Chinese Cinema),” Xinhua Net, 
July 15, 2003, http://news.xinhuanet.com/newmedia/2003-07/15/content_974113.htm, 

accessed on January 6, 2015; Yin, “全球化背景下中国电影的国际化策略 (Chinese 

Cinema in Globalization Era)”; Yin, 跨越百年：全球化背景下的中国电影 (A Century: 
Chinese Cinema in Globalization), 59–86. 
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Rao, who has a similar government background as Yin, has also conducted a 

number of studies on the commercialization of the Chinese film industry. Rao 

shares Yin’s opinions on Chinese cinema’s globalization, although with a more 

critical attitude. He names the post-2002 blockbusters as commercial blockbusters, 

and highlights those produced with private investment. Although Rao affirms the 

commercial success of films such as HERO, FLYING DAGGERS, THE PROMISE and THE 

BANQUET, he fiercely criticizes the films as “chaotic in terms of ideology and 

cultural standpoint”, and as “misreading of the Western oriental imagination”.102 

Additionally, Rao proposes a concept of the Chinese mainstream blockbuster as 

the future direction of Chinese cinema in the context of the blockbuster era.
103

 

The concept of Chinese mainstream blockbuster is reinvented from the concept of 

blockbuster of mainstream lyrics/main melody, which has been discussed in 

section I. The term of mainstream utilized by Rao foregrounds the films’ 

ideological meanings and the political interests of the Party. The significance that 

Rao ascribes to the mainstream blockbuster engages both the commercial 

achievement, and their educational as well as propaganda functions. In Rao’s 

framework of the Chinese blockbuster industry, special emphasis is given to state-

owned studios, which shoulder the responsibility to advocate the so-called 

mainstream cultural, political and ideological values. Regarding globalization, Rao 

agrees with Yin, as both of them focus on the capacity of the film market of 

Mainland China, and do not consider international markets as critical for the 

Chinese blockbuster. In this regard, however, Rao is more critical as he attributes 

what he calls “the incorrect and confusing ideology embodied in the Chinese 

                                                             
102 Shuguang Rao, “国有影视企业与中国主流大片 (State-Owned Studio and Chinese 
Mainstream Blockbuster),” New Cinema, no. 1 (2008): 34. 
103 Rao’s articles on Chinese mainstream blockbuster include: Rao, “国有影视企业与中国

主流大片 (State-Owned Studio and Chinese Mainstream Blockbuster)”; Shuguang Rao, 

“华语大片与中国电影工业 (The Chinese-Language Big Film and the Chinese Film 

Industry),” Journal of Shanghai University (Social Science) 15, no. 6 (November 2008): 

60–69; Shuguang Rao, “电影与国家形象：产业、文化与美学 (Film and National 
Image: Industry, Culture and Aesthetics),” Journal of Shanghai University (Social 

Science) 29, no. 5 (September 2012): 16–30; Shuguang Rao, “主流电影体系建构与中

国电影可持续发展 (Mainstream Industry and Sustainable Development of Chinese 
Cinema),” New Cinema, no. 1 (2013): 4–34. 
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blockbusters” to their attempts to appeal to the Western audiences.
104

  

While the mainstream discourse in Mainland China concentrates on the 

industrialization of Chinese cinema, research in English published by scholars 

outside is devoted to the globalization of the Chinese blockbuster and 

concentrates on Chinese cinema’s efforts to participate in Western mainstream 

markets. The central question asked in this English-language research concerns 

the Chinese blockbuster’s strategies to go global. The strategies are 

contextualized in term of Chinese cinema’s westernization— what I term 

“Hollywood-ization”. The publications concern both the textual and contextual 

dimensions of Chinese cinema. In his article “Hero”: How Chinese is it?, Julian 

Stringer reveals that a number of key creative staff of HERO and FLYING DAGGERS 

reside outside of mainland China and mostly work for Hollywood projects.105  

Zhang Yingjin evokes a framework of transnationalism and translocality to 

understand international cooperation in Chinese blockbusters.106 In addition to 

international collaboration, Zhang foregrounds those taking place on a translocal 

scale, engaging private businesses located in cosmopolitan cities such as Beijing, 

Shanghai, Hong Kong, Taipei, Tokyo, and Seoul, which “do not always represent 

the nations or national cultures involved”107 The international collaborations 

import into China not only global investments and international creative crews, 

but also state-of-the-art technologies, as well as the visual language and the 

dominant filmmaking mode of Hollywood.  

For many researchers, the westernization of Chinese cinema signals the advent of 

the Chinese blockbuster, which is considered as the Hollywood blockbuster’s 

                                                             
104 Rao, “华语大片与中国电影工业 (The Chinese-Language Big Film and the Chinese Film 

Industry),” 68. 
105 Julian Stringer and Qiong Yu, "'Hero': How Chinese Is It?,' in World Cinema’s 
"Dialogues" with Hollywood, ed. Paul Cooke (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 238–54. 
106 Yingjin Zhang, “Transnationalism and Translocality in Chinese Cinema,” Cinema Journal 
49, no. 3 (2010): 135–39. 
107 Ibid, 138. 
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adaptation into the Chinese film market.
108

 The employment of expensive 

technologies and Hollywood’s most popular visual language is considered as part 

of the Chinese blockbuster’s efforts to increase its commercial currency.
109

 Here 

both the Chinese and English-language scholarship align. However, researchers 

writing in English understand the adaptation of the Hollywood filmmaking mode 

in the context of the Chinese blockbuster’s efforts to penetrate worldwide 

mainstream markets, and more emphasis is given to international markets, 

especially those long dominated by the Hollywood blockbuster.  

Another aspect of the Hollywood-ization of the Chinese blockbuster concerns the 

Chinese blockbuster industry’s need to differentiate itself from its Hollywood 

opponents, although the Chinese industry is institutionalized on the basis of 

imitation. Actually, differentiation is the inborn characteristic of a blockbuster 

industry.110 To create difference, the Chinese blockbusters deliberately employ 

cultural and aesthetic policies designed to distinguish themselves. That's why the 

adaptation of the blockbuster filmmaking mode is generated on the basis of the 

                                                             
108 Research in English is collected in: Gary D. Rawnsley and Ming-Yeh T. Rawnsley, eds., 
Global Chinese Cinema: The Culture and Politics of “Hero” (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2010); Ying Zhu and Stanley Rosen, eds., Art, Politics, and Commerce in Chinese 
Cinema, first ebook (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2010); Vivian Lee, ed., East 
Asian Cinemas: Regional Flows and Global Transformations (Basingstoke and New York: 
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Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). Other articles include: Evans Chan, “Zhang Yimou’s Hero: The 
Temptations of Fascism,” Film International 2, no. 2 (March 2004): 14–23; Jenny Kwok 
Wah Lau, “Hero: China’s Response to Hollywood Globalization,” no. 49 (2007), 
http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc49.2007/Lau-Hero/text.html. 
109 See Vivian Lee, “Virtual Bodies, Flying Objects: The Digital Imaginary in Contemporary 
Martial Arts Films,” Journal of Chinese Cinemas 1, no. 1 (2006): 9–26; Mary Farquhar, 
“Visual Effects Magic: Hero ’S Sydney Connection,” in Global Chinese Cinema: The Culture 
and Politics of “Hero,” ed. Gary D. Rawnsley (London and New York: Routledge, 2010), 
184–97; Mary Farquhar, “The Idea-Image: Conceptualizing Landscape in Recent Martial 
Arts Movies,” in Chinese Ecocinema: In the Age of Environmental Challenge, ed. Sheldon H. 
Lu and Jiayan Mi (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2009), 95–112; Mary Farquhar, 
“Digital Imaginaries: Zhang Yimou’s Hero and Sydney’s Animal Logic,” in 21st Century China: 
Views from Australia, ed. Mary Farquhar (UK: Cambridge Scholar Publishing, 2009), 204–
20. 
110 Justin Wyatt, High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood (University of Texas 
Press, 2010), 94. 
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film conventions that have been developed alongside the Chinese film history. 

What is more, these film conventions are among those that the West has long 

since perceived as embodying Chineseness.
111

 

 A considerable body of research is dedicated to the transformation of Chinese 

film conventions in the context of the Chinese blockbuster’s Hollywood-ization. 

This research, mainly conducted outside of mainland China and focusing on HERO, 

can be placed into one of two groups.  

The first group carries out ideological readings and concerns the political narrative 

in the Chinese blockbusters. These publications view the film from the perspective 

of the martial arts genre, inquiring how the genre traditions are transformed in its 

attempt to attract Western audiences. The martial arts genre and historical 

storytelling are considered as a proper carrier of Chineseness due to “its 

transnational popularity and proven record of success worldwide”.112 Hence it is 

also considered as a reasonable departing point to discuss the Chinese 

blockbuster’s changing film conventions in its attempt to appeal to mainstream 

Western audiences. In an anthology exclusively focusing on HERO, five articles 

were devoted to the nationalist message that affirmed the idea of “tian xia” (all 

under heaven).
113

 They agree that the idea of tian xia signifies a political attitude 

applauding national unification, universal pacifism, and submission to authority. 

This ideology radically converts and departs from the genre traditions, which 

usually connote an anti-authoritarian attitude and aggressive resistance to the 
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 Ti Wei, “In the Name of ‘Asia’: Practices and Consequences of Recent International Film 
Co-Productions in East Asia,” in East Asian Cinemas: Regional Flows and Global 
Transformations, ed. Vivian Lee (Basingstoke and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 
207. 
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 These five articles include: Gary D. Rawnsley, “The Political Narrative(s) of Hero,” in 
Global Chinese Cinema: The Culture and Politics of “Hero,” ed. Gary D. Rawnsley and Ming-
Yeh T. Rawnsley (London and New York: Routledge, 2010), 13–26; Yingjie Guo, “Recycled 
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T. Rawnsley, “On ‘Tian Xia’ (All under Heaven) in Zhang Yimou’s Hero,” in Global Chinese 
Cinema, 78–89. 
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West.
114

 However, it draws upon the meta-narrative of China’s renaissance in 21st 

century, and from attempts to satisfy the authority and carefully avoid the 

possibility of Western audiences feeling threatened by Chinese nationalism.
115

 

Chen Xiaoming and Ming-Yeh Rawnsley – two film scholars based in Britain – even 

detect a pacifist attitude and anti-terrorist position in HERO.
116

 Moreover, there is 

another group of comments asserting that neither martial arts ideology nor 

Chinese identity is centralized in these Chinese blockbusters. They argue that 

superficial Chinese content dressing, rather than political stories, are highlighted 

to attract Western consumption and to keep away from contemporary realities in 

China.117  

The second group of research addresses another category of Chineseness and 

established film conventions in terms of the Chinese Fifth Generation’s brand 

name and aesthetic features, which have gained their global reputation in 

Western film festivals. The so-called Fifth Generation includes a number of 

Chinese film directors who graduated from the Beijing Film Academy in 1982 and 

started to participate in Chinese film history, such as Zhang Junzhao, Chen Kaige, 

Zhang Yimou, and Tian Zhuangzhuang. During the late 1980s and the 1990s, their 

artisan film works including YELLOW EARTH (Chen Kaige, 1984), RED SORGHUM (Zhang 

Yimou, 1987), THE STORY OF QIUJU (Zhang Yimou, 1992), and FAREWELL MY CONCUBINE 

(Chen Kaige, 1993) started to be presented in internationally reputed film festivals 

and gained many awards, making Chinese cinema famous worldwide.118 Though 

these films have been fiercely criticized as self-Orientalism, the names of the 

                                                             
114 For a detailed discussion on the ideological discourse of the genre and its 
transformation in the blockbuster era read Chapter 2, sections 1.1 and 2.1.  
115 Chan, “Zhang Yimou’s Hero: The Temptations of Fascism.” 
116 Xiaoming Chen and Ming-Yeh T. Rawnsley, “On Tian Xia (’All under Heaven’) in 
Zhang Yimou’s Hero”. 
117 David Desser, “Reclaiming a Legacy: The New-Style Martial Arts Saga and 
Globalized Entertainment,” in East Asian Cinema and Cultural Heritage: From China, 
Hong Kong, Taiwan to Japan and South Korea, ed. Yau Shuk-ting Kinnia (New York: 
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directors and their aesthetic features are associated with Chineseness by many 

Western audiences. Chris Berry noted that in HERO, Zhang Yimou’s older survival 

strategy, or what Rey Chow called the “force of surfaces”, by which she means the 

exaggerated visuality,
119

 was harnessed to the blockbuster mode.
120 According to 

Berry, the Fifth Generation, especially Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige, inscribed a 

sort of art-house credibility into their contemporary blockbuster work, as 

audiences, especially in the West, would expect from the directors of JU DOU 

(Zhang Yimou, 1991) and FAREWELL MY CONCUBINE.121  

Much research of the first group and the second group overlaps, as it concerns 

the fusion of the martial arts genre and the aesthetic features of the Fifth 

Generation. For instance, in his article Reclaiming a Legacy: The New-Style Martial 

Arts Saga and Globalized Entertainment, David Desser argues that with the new 

style, i. e. the blockbuster style, martial arts fights in HERO are turned into dazzling 

spectacle by adding “art-house pictorialism with a stylistic set design and candy-

colored landscapes”.122 Stanley Rosen presents a similar idea in his investigation 

into the Chinese blockbuster’s targeting of international markets, arguing that the 

martial arts genre helped Zhang’s brand name to break out of what he calls the 

art-house ghetto.
123

 Furthermore, Jenny Lau, in her reading of the film HERO and 

the following blockbusters as the Chinese film industry’s response to Hollywood in 

both domestic and international markets, cleverly associates the martial arts 

                                                             
119
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120Chris Berry, “Foreword,” in Global Chinese Cinema: The Culture and Politics of “Hero,” 
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“Chinese Cinema’s International Market,” in Art, Politics, and Commerce in Chinese 
Cinema, ed. Ying Zhu and Stanley Rosen (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 
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genre convention, Zhang’s art-house features, and Chinese traditional high culture, 

and conceptualizes the fusion of the aesthetics as what she calls the strategy of 

“Chinese cultured blockbuster”, appealing to both markets.
124

  

Lau’s most inspiring concept integrates the previously mentioned three main 

sources of the Chinese blockbuster’s spectacular style. A number of studies look 

at the Chinese blockbuster’s aesthetic sources. Mary Farquhar explores how in 

HERO and FLYING DAGGERS digitalized techniques help Zhang Yimou to render his 

artisan representation of the landscape, one of his famous motifs, to express the 

director’s so-called idea-image of jiang hu—discussed in more depth in Chapter 

4.125  Musician and musicological historian Yu Siu-Wah, who focuses on traditional 

Chinese music, provides an additional angle in his account of the traditional music 

in Chinese blockbuster. He taps into this topic through his explorations of the 

utilization of the traditional instrument, Pipa/Biwa, a four stringed Chinese 

traditional musical instrument, in FLYING DAGGERS, THREE KINGDOMS: RESURRECTION OF 

THE DRAGON (Daniel Lee, 2008), and RED CLIFF (John Woo, 2009). Yu’s findings to 

some extent contradicts those of the two others, as he points out that in their 

music and sounds the films exhibit a self-imposed distancing from Chinese 

culture.126 This argument, to some extent, aligns with Desser and Wei, who have 

been discussed in the first group, in their assertion that the nostalgia for the old 

China in the Chinese blockbuster barely moved from the superficial dressing level, 

out of the movies’ attempt to attract Western audiences.
127

 

Although discourses on the Chinese blockbuster are flourishing, gaps remain. The 

aforementioned divergence between the Chinese and English discourses is 

explicitly marked, and is reflected on multiple levels. Firstly, there is no 
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connection between Chinese cinema’s industrialization, i.e. the institutionalization 

of the Chinese blockbuster, and the Chinese film industry’s globalization. The 

discourses in Chinese appear to exclusively focus on the former mechanism, while 

the English ones concentrate more on the latter. No existing research has 

attempted to bridge the gap between the two. In particular, the thriving 

investigations into the Chinese blockbuster’s global strategy, namely the hybrid 

cultural and aesthetic policies appealing to mainstream audience, are still open to 

be contextualized within the background of the Chinese blockbuster industry and 

its global markets. Moreover, the existing discussions on the global strategy 

remain on a descriptive level. A framework is needed to explain the successful 

penetration of the Chinese blockbuster into the commercial theatre chains of 

North America. The established film conventions, both the martial arts genre and 

the Fifth Generation, had relatively limited Western fan groups of cult culture.
128

 

Their releases were limited to art house theatres and international festivals. Little 

research is dedicated to explaining why the mainstream audiences, both in the 

West and the young generation of the East, are attracted to the distant, 

superficial and historic/dis-historical stories set in ancient China. Further in-depth 

inquiries are required into the policies and strategies that facilitate the Chinese 

blockbuster to reach out to the mainstream audiences of North America. 

This chapter is devoted to bridging the gap between the discourses in Chinese and 

English by drawing a relatively full-scale picture of the Chinese blockbuster’s 

institutionalization, including contexts of the Chinese industry’s commercialization 

and globalization. Furthermore, this chapter will elaborate the Chinese 

blockbuster’s global strategy in the context of its attempt to appeal to 

mainstream audiences. It will locate its component sources and contextualize its 

transformations from established conventions, not only in the industrial and 

marketing environments, but also in Chinese film history.  

                                                             
128 The marginalization of the Fifth Generation on international markets has been 
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III. Contextualization: China’s Entrance to the World Trade 

Organization as a Milestone 

Neither the appearance of HERO nor its success should be considered as an 

isolated incident. The category initiated by HERO was soon joined by many 

followers, which gradually dominated the Chinese film market and started to 

reach markets abroad, including HOUSE OF FLYING DAGGERS (Zhang Yimou, 2004), THE 

PROMISE (Chen Kaige, 2005), CURSE OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER (Zhang Yimou, 2006), THE 

BANQUET (Feng Xiaogang, 2006), REIGN OF ASSASSINS (John Woo, 2010), as well as 

more developed examples with technological advances such as FLYING SWORD OF 

DRAGON HOUSE (Tsui Hark, 2012) and PAINTED SKIN: THE RESURRECTION (Wu Ershan, 

2012). 

This group of films represents the institutionalization of a new era with regard to 

the Chinese film market, filmmaking style, and the film-related industry. This era 

is characterized by Chinese cinema’s confrontation and competition with 

Hollywood blockbusters on both the domestic and international markets, which is, 

to begin with, a result of the WTO trade negotiations.
129

 

3.1: Hollywood’s Vision: Here Comes the Wolf? 

Before it entered the WTO, the Chinese film market was mostly secluded and self-

contained. Hollywood films were not allowed in China’s commercial theaters until 
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the film THE FUGITIVE was released in 1993.
130

 Since then the China Film Bureau 

admitted an import quota of ten films to be screened in Chinese mainstream 

cinemas every year on the basis of profit-share deals, in which the Hollywood 

companies were entitled to 13% of the profits. Between 1995 and 2001 a total of 

61 Hollywood films were imported to Chinese cinema chains based on profit-

share deals. However, during the same period, no Chinese films were imported to 

the U.S by the mainstream distributors,131 even though, as I mentioned earlier, 

the directors of the Chinese Fifth Generation and their works had established 

their global reputation in art-house cinemas and at highly renowned film festivals, 

such as: Zhang Yimou with RED SORGHUM (1988), JUDOU (1990), RAISE THE RED LANTERN 

(1991) and TO LIVE (1994); Chen Kaige with YELLOW EARTH (1984), KING OF THE 

CHILDREN (1987) and FAREWELL MY CONCUBINE (1993); Huang Jianxin with THE BLACK 

CANNON INCIDENT (1985); and Tian Zhuangzhuang with BLUE KITE (1994). Their 

reputation remained restricted to limited groups of art-house spectators abroad. 

Within the Chinese domestic market, however, many of these art films, including 

JUDOU, FAREWELL MY CONCUBINE, BLUE KITE and TO LIVE, had been banned by the 

censors. The domestic market was back then dominated by “mainstream lyrics” 

films, which were funded by the government and served the official propaganda. 

These types of propaganda films did not meet competition until the 1990s, when 

together with Hollywood films, the so-called commercial films entered the scene 

with financial support from private investors. Feng Xiaogang was one of the most 

extraordinary figures, achieving numerous commercial successes with his “hesui 

pian” (New Year’s celebration films) such as DREAM FACTORY (1997), BE THERE OR BE 

SQUARE (1998), BIG SHOT’S FUNERAL (2001), CELL PHONE (2003). 

The closed and self-contained situation of the Chinese film market was 

terminated by China’s decision to enter the World Trade Organization (WTO), 

which is considered an act of China opening up to global capitalism in almost 

every aspect. In 1999, during a crucial round of US-China trade negotiations, China 

allowed Hollywood’s entry into the Chinese market in exchange for the American 
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government’s supportive stand on China entering the WTO.
132

 As a result of 

diplomatic negotiations, the annual import quota for foreign films in China was 

doubled to 20 from 2001, and the shared profits attributed to foreign companies 

increased dramatically from 13% to 25%.133 Hollywood’s access to the Chinese 

market increased again in 2012 when another 14 “special-type” imports were 

added to the quota, meaning films with innovative technologies such as IMAX and 

3D.134 Under these circumstances the domestic film industry was forced to 

confront and compete with foreign rivals on their home ground, the most 

powerful threat being Hollywood.  

Putting the film industry under the pressure of global competition, the Chinese 

government tried to foster a national industry able to dominate the domestic 

market and be competitive in international film markets. The revision of 

government policies evidently indicates the administrative ambition to hatch a 

competitive industry, both domestically and globally. In February 2002, a decree 

was passed by the State Broadcasting, Film and Television Administration, which 

enabled a broader so-called Operation Qualification Access for Movie Enterprises, 

which meant that private studios were allowed to independently conduct 

filmmaking in Mainland China.
135

 From that point on, a number of famous 

filmmakers, who would be generally categorized as the Fifth Generation directors, 

gradually earned their reputation as independent filmmakers, including the 

aforementioned Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige.  

Another starting point is the introduction of investment possibilities that made 
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the Chinese film market accessible to foreign investors.  More importantly, the 

global market was identified as one of the most significant commercial targets for 

Chinese films. Another policy change affected film releases and distribution, 

introducing the practice of the theatre chain system into the Chinese film market 

in 2002.136 This policy ended the monopoly of the public distribution company 

over the film market and opened up the market to competition. Together, the 

diverse measurements taken to facilitate the exchange between the Hollywood 

and Chinese film industries were effective on all levels of the movie enterprise, 

from production to distribution. 

3.2: HERO and Chinese Blockbuster: China’s Response to Hollywood’s Invasion 

The new market pressures and administrative guidelines effectively shaped the 

production of HERO in 2002. As all of the scholars mentioned in section II, both 

residing in mainland China or outside, would agree, the filmmaking mode of 

Chinese blockbuster has started to be institutionalized in China and to dominate 

the Chinese film industry, since 2002.  

Blockbuster as a category in film history has been used to describe the big budget 

films dominating Hollywood in recent decades. The era of the Hollywood 

blockbuster has been described as “post-classical” or as “New Hollywood”.137 

Justin Wyatt called these Hollywood blockbusters “high-concept” films. Around 

the term “high concept” there are numerous debates and a variety of 

definitions.
138

 In this thesis I adhere to Wyatt’s framework of the high concept, in 

which this category represents not only big budget films but also a pattern of film 

production emerging in Hollywood in the late 1970s against the background of the 

vertical integration of studios, which were then replaced by corporations and 
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conglomerates.
139

 It goes along with the development of new technologies, and 

the rise in marketing and merchandising after Hollywood’s classical studio period. 

This category of films is characterized by giant budgets, spectacular appearances, 

intensive visual effects, huge spending on advertising and publicity, and 

integrated marketing and merchandising spin-off productions as additional 

revenue streams. The Chinese blockbuster imitates the essential elements of this 

Hollywood model, ranging from financing, production, marketing, distribution, 

exhibition, to merchandising.  

First of all, HERO adopted a filmmaking style that “single-mindedly pushed for 

market-success”.140 The project was run as part of a profit-targeted production 

industry from every perspective, ranging from project orientation, investment 

initiation, banking and insurance, to production line, marketing, and 

merchandising. The films’ creation took place under the supervision of a foreign 

bank and a foreign guarantee company since a considerable portion of the 

investment for HERO was loaned from that bank. The film was treated as a cultural 

product, rather than as a work of art, and thus the main focus was on profit 

making. During an interview with CCTV, Zhang Yimou acknowledged: “I have to 

compromise my aesthetic pursuit for the commercial and marketing 

considerations…The very first thing I learned [during the project of HERO] is to be 

responsible for the investors and their money.”
141

  

In addition to the film's single-minded pursuit of commercial profit is the 

astonishingly large scale of the film, in terms of investments, film production, 

releasing as well as marketing. This marked the shift of Chinese mainstream films 

to a blockbuster model. The big budget supported an expensive star cast, 

luxurious settings and costumes, special effects, and especially the overwhelming 
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accessed June 23, 2014, http://finance.sina.com.cn/jjbxs/news/348.shtml. The interview 
is original in Chinese, translated and paraphrased by the author. 
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marketing events. As an example, Feng Xiaogang’s new year celebration movie, 

DREAM FACTORY, required a budget of ¥6,000,000 (approximately $723,000) in 1997, 

while in 2006, $15,000,000 was spent on his blockbuster THE BANQUET. HERO cost 

$31,000,000, of which $4,000,000 was paid to Jet Li, who starred as the main 

character Wu Ming. By 2010, the budget of the first 3D martial art Chinese 

blockbuster, FLYING SWORDS OF DRAGON GATE (Tsui Hark), was estimated at 

$35,000,000, of which $5,000,000 alone was spent on the more than a thousand 

special effect shots.  

Neither the huge budget nor the expected high profit ratio could have been 

satisfied if the films had been shown in China alone. Thus another fundamental 

characteristic of the Chinese blockbuster is globalization. HERO was the first 

Chinese film to get access to the U.S. commercial and mainstream cinema chains 

through one of Hollywood’s powerful distributors MIRAMAX.  

From the initial stage, Chinese blockbusters targeted both domestic and global 

markets. Most of the time, at least until 2012, the scale of the Chinese 

blockbuster exceeded the capability of the Chinese domestic market, in terms of 

both finances and revenues. Apart from the previously mentioned case, HERO, 70% 

of the ¥ 360,000,000 (approximately $4,500,000) investment of GOLDEN FLOWER 

was raised from abroad.
142

 As for HERO, the investors only made ¥8,0000,000 from 

the domestic box office, leaving a gap of RMB $180,000,000 to be filled abroad.143 

That explains the Chinese film industry’s primary motivation to go international 

and to extend its competition with Hollywood to commercial theater chains in 

Asia, the U.S., Europe and Australia. The significance assigned to the global 

markets is illustrated by HERO’s media preview, where 400 of the 600 tickets were 
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given to representatives of foreign media.
144

 As indicated by Zhang Weiping, 

HERO’s producer, for a film of such a large scale, the huge investment exceeded 

the earning capacity of Mainland China’s domestic market
145

. He illustrated this 

with figures: HERO was by then the champion with its RMB ¥250,000,000 

(approximately $30,204,180 in 2002) gross in China. However, that gross was far 

from being enough to pay back the ¥260,000,000 (approximately $31,000,000 in 

2002) investment, especially considering that only a third of the profit went to the 

producer. The earning capacity of the domestic film market left no choice for such 

a film but to go global. In the end, HERO generated a gross of $176,210,000 

worldwide, 30.5% of which was contributed by North America and only 17.24% by 

Mainland China.  

Rather than being concerned with actual film production, such large investment 

movie enterprises tend to focus on marketing and merchandising. Wyatt famously 

singled out a criterium that is important for investors in assessing the commercial 

value of a blockbuster project, namely if the basic idea could be marketed through 

one sentence and one image.146 Since HERO, Chinese cinema started to learn from 

Hollywood to take advantage from saturated release and intensive marketing. 

CCTV labeled the preview of HERO in the Great Hall of the People “the most 

expensive” media launch.147 Trade papers indicated that the press was much 

impressed by the flood of advertisements, posters, and trailers, especially 

compared to Chinese films prior to HERO. It is recorded that ¥1,500,000 was 

invested in promoting the film within the city of Beijing alone, which 

approximately amounted to the entire budget for a middle-scale Chinese film at 

                                                             
144 Xiao Yu, “《英雄》的海外市场 （HERO Going Global）,” 三联生活周刊 (LifeWeek), 
December 19, 2002, http://www.lifeweek.com.cn/2002/1223/4003.shtml. Accessed 
on January 18th, 2015. The report is original in Chinese, translated and paraphrased 
by the author. 
145 Zhang mentioned this during an interview by Variety China. The interview is 
shared online by Sina. http://ent.sina.com.cn/r/m/2006-04-05/10401039363.html 
accessed on January 16, 2014. It is in Chinese, translated and paraphrased by the 
author.  
146 Wyatt, High Concept, 16. 
147 This is mentioned in CCTV Finance Channel’s interview with Zhang Yimou. Shen, 
“《英雄》笑傲市场 沈冰专访张艺谋_经济半小时_财经纵横_新浪网 (HERO’s Triumph: 
Interview with Zhang Yimou).”  

http://ent.sina.com.cn/r/m/2006-04-05/10401039363.html%20accessed%20on%20January%2016
http://ent.sina.com.cn/r/m/2006-04-05/10401039363.html%20accessed%20on%20January%2016
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that time.148  

A wide variety of advertising approaches have been adopted to market Chinese 

blockbusters across media channels. The results can be witnessed in 

contemporary release marketing: on September 13th, 20th, and 27th, 2013, 

several days before its release date on September 28th, Tsui Hark’s film, YOUNG 

DETECTIVE DEE: RISE OF THE SEA DRAGON, ran television trailers during breaks of the 

then ratings-leading programs, The Voice of China and Super Boy.149 This ten 

million RMB150 campaign was the first TV advertisement of a Chinese film in 

Mainland China. They captured public attention and drew large audiences into 

theaters.  

Another focus of the Chinese blockbuster is on merchandising its peripheral 

products. HERO’s trailer was repeatedly exhibited in Qin Palace of Hengdian, 

associating the tourist destination with the high-profile film. Here both the film 

and its trailers function to market the destination location. In this way, the 

spectacular visualization of the architecture promotes film-induced tourist 

products (as discussed in more depth in Chapters IV and V).
151

 HERO made 

$30,000,000 by selling the authorization of its related audio-visual products 

abroad, and RMB ￥178,930,000 in the domestic market.152 Other ancillaries of 

Chinese blockbusters include DVDs, soundtrack CDs, video games, app games, 

novels, albums, documentaries and adaptation authorizations.  

                                                             
148 Ibid. 
149 The news in Chinese was spread across media and even appeared in the Chinese 
government newspaper People’s Daily: 
http://media.people.com.cn/n/2013/0929/c40606-23077460.html, accessed on 
January 20th, 2014. It is in Chinese. The author has translated and paraphrased it. 
150 There are also articles estimating the cost as several million. 
http://news.xinhuanet.com/ent/2013-09/22/c_125423947.htm, accessed on January 
20th, 2014. It is in Chinese. The author has translated and paraphrased it. 
151 This information comes from the official website of Hengdian World Studio, consult: 
http://www.hengdianworld.com/. 
152 This information comes from: Tong Liu, “张艺谋：时代的英雄 (Zhang Yimou and 
HERO),” The Economic Observer, December 30, 2002. The article was cited by Sina 
Finance, see: http://finance.sina.com.cn/roll/20021230/1301296345.shtml. Accessed 
on January 19th, 2015. It is in Chinese. The author has translated and paraphrased it.  

http://media.people.com.cn/n/2013/0929/c40606-23077460.html
http://news.xinhuanet.com/ent/2013-09/22/c_125423947.htm
http://finance.sina.com.cn/roll/20021230/1301296345.shtml
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An additional characteristic of the Chinese blockbuster worthy of being noted is 

the government’s involvement in facilitating distribution and screening. This is in 

accordance with the political and economic environment of Mainland China. The 

media preview was held in the Great Hall of the People in Beijing, which is 

exclusively reserved for high-profile and government-related events. The 

screening was also the first entertainment-related event covered by China Central 

Television (CCTV)’s Xinwen Lianbo (CCTV News), which is considered as a means 

for the government to disseminate its political agenda, and thus was shown by 

most terrestrial channels, reaching a very large audience. Additionally, the film’s 

local distribution was overseen by the state-owned China Film Group Corporation, 

guaranteeing an exclusive screening and ensuring that no Hollywood blockbuster 

was screened at the same time to compete with it. Furthermore, Chinese 

administrative pressure urged the Hollywood distributor MIRAMAX to release the 

film on mainstream screens prior to the Oscar nominations.153 All of this explains 

why Zhang Weiping, on various occasions, highlighted the film as a cultural 

product promoting China and Chinese cinema.  

HERO, produced at such a unique time when China entered the WTO and when the 

Chinese film industry underwent radical political and structural changes, 

represents the national industry’s process of commercialization and globalization 

and makes HERO a milestone that initiated a distinct era in Chinese film history. 

Following HERO’s success, the Chinese film industry started to produce big and 

usually high-budget films in the hopes of reaching a mass audience both 

domestically and internationally, and to compete with Hollywood in both markets. 

To appeal to both Eastern and Western audiences, the Chinese film industry 

imitated and adapted Hollywood’s blockbuster model into Chinese cultural and 

industrial contexts. This has evidently proved efficient in attracting wide 

audiences across cultures and in accumulating huge profits.  

                                                             
153 Zhang Weiping confirmed that information when interviewed by Tide Magazine, 2006, 
No. 6 (original in Chinese, translated and paraphrased by the author). He mentioned the 
company had planned to freeze the film to avoid competing with its in-house productions 
Gangs of New York and Chicago. However, it had to rearrange the plan when the Chinese 
administrative put its parent DISNEY’s Hong Kong project under pressure.  
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IV. The Institutionalization of Chinese Blockbuster Industry  

The characteristic Chinese blockbusters evidently reflect that Chinese film history 

has entered a new era. The institutionalization of the Chinese blockbuster has 

taken place not only on the level of individual films, but also on the level of the 

national film industry as a whole. Thus this era should be more correctly 

characterized as being dominated by the institutionalization of the Chinese 

blockbuster industry.  

This period is particularly significant in the long Chinese film history as it presents 

a fundamental shift. Since 2000 the Chinese government has considered Chinese 

cinema as a “cultural industry” rather than a public institution.
154

 There have 

been debates around the question of what is the essence of Chinese cinema since 

the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949. In his article the 

Chinese Language Big Film and the Chinese Film Industry, Rao reviews the history 

of the discourse in depth. According to Rao, Chinese cinema was considered as a 

public institution until 1993. During these 44 years, the system of film production, 

distribution and exhibition in Mainland China was managed and controlled by 

central and local movements. The Chinese film market was subject to a planned 

economic form until the industrial reform in 1993.155 Since 1993, limited private 

and foreign investments have been allowed in Chinese film production, though 

exclusively through the form of financing film projects produced by state-own 

                                                             
154 This term first appeared in the Chinese Communist Party’s tenth Five Year Plan:中
共中央关于制定国民经济和社会发展第十个五年计划的建议 (The Tenth Five Year Plan 
for National Economic and Social Development), 2000, 
http://cpc.people.com.cn/GB/64162/71380/71382/71386/4837946.html. This 

information comes from Rao, “华语大片与中国电影工业 (The Chinese-Language Big 
Film and the Chinese Film Industry),” 65. Both are in Chinese. The author has translated 
and paraphrased them. 
155 The reform was initiated by the State Administration of Radio, Film and Television 
with 关于当前深化电影行业机制改革的若干意见 (Suggestions on the Reform of 

Chinese Film Industry), 1993. This information comes from Rao, “华语大片与中国电影

工业 (The Chinese-Language Big Film and the Chinese Film Industry),” 63. 
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studios.
156

 During this period, commercial cinema was born.  

Along with discussions on Chinese cinema’s commercial and propaganda interests, 

Rao also presented a parallel discourse vividly discussed since 1995, on whether 

Chinese cinema should be primarily considered as an art form or an economic 

agent.
157

 According to Rao’s historical record, critics and academics are divided on 

this question. Some of them, such as Shao Mujun, argued that cinema should be 

considered as an industry rather than an art form, while others such as Yin Hong 

hold an opposing opinion.158 This series of discussions appeared to be concluded 

when the Chinese central government referred to Chinese cinema as a cultural 

industry in 2002. Many critics, however, remain consistent even in their research 

on the Chinese blockbuster. This explains Yin’s disdain for the aesthetics of the 

Chinese blockbuster, as indicated in section II.  

From my point of view, the marketization, industrialization and globalization of 

Chinese cinema has become more extensive since the late-1990s/early-2000s, 

with China entering into WTO as a milestone. Section 3.1 contextualized these 

processes within a historical record. All these contextual factors and policy 

changes work together and as a result, the Chinese film industry has undergone 

fundamental transformations. Industrial convergence, in terms of both horizontal 

integration and vertical collaboration, took place during the first ten years of the 

Chinese blockbuster era. These two trends, according to Geoff King, do also 

respectively characterize the classical studio era and the post-classical era of 

                                                             
156 For historical information in this section, consult: Ni, 改革开放与中国电影

(Reformation and Chinese Cinema); Yin and Ling, 新中国电影史 (Film History of the 

People’s Republic of China); Li, 中国电影史 (Chinese Film History; Chuanfa Wan, “当代

中国电影的工业和美学：1978-2008 (Industry and Aesthetics of Contemporary 

Cinema of China: 1978-2008)” (Doctoral Dissertation, Shanghai University, 2009). 
157 Rao, “华语大片与中国电影工业 (The Chinese-Language Big Film and the Chinese 
Film Industry),” 64. 
158 Ibid. Publications mentioned include Mujun Shao, “电影首先是一门工业，其次才

是一门艺术 (Film, First an Industry, then Art),” Film Art, no. 2 (1996): 4–6; Hong Yin, 

“商品拜物教与电影观念辨析 (Commodity Fetishism and Film),” Film Art, no. 2 (1996): 
6–10. Both articles are in Chinese. The author has translated and paraphrased them. 
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Hollywood.
159

 However, both of them could be witnessed simultaneously in this 

period of Chinese film history. This era presents, on the one hand, the rapid 

development of different branches of film and film-related industries, and on the 

other hand the film industry’s greater collaboration with other industries.  

The process of the institutionalization of the Chinese blockbuster industry was 

initiated by the policy change, which has been elaborated upon in section 3.1. 

These new policies directly impacted on the Chinese film industry as two types of 

new players were invited. 160  The first were private studios. In the 1990s, 

production permits were not given to private studios, but since the 2000s, they 

have obtained full access to all branches of film and film-related industries, 

including finance, production, distribution, and exhibition. Some giant private 

companies gradually started to act as counterweight to the state-owned studios, 

including Bona Film Group Limited, Huayi Brothers Media Corporation, and New 

Pictures Cinema. They were also the first that were active in blockbuster film 

production. The other new player since 2000 are foreign investors, who have 

                                                             
159 King, New Hollywood Cinema, 5–7. 
160 For historical information on policy change and industry transformation since the 
late 1990s, see: Yin Hong’s series of publications: Hong Yin, “1999中国电影备忘 

(Chinese Cinema in 1999),” Contemporary Cinema, no. 01 (2000): 10–15; Hong Yin, “世纪

之交：90年代中国电影备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 90s),” Contemporary Cinema, no. 

1 (2001): 23–32; Hong Yin, “2002-2003 中国电影产业备忘下 (Chinese Film Industry in 

2002-2003 II),” Film Art, no. 03 (2004): 28–32; Hong Yin, “2002-2003 中国电影产业备忘

上 (Chinese Film Industry in 2002-2003 I),” Film Art, no. 02 (2004): 4–8; Hong Yin and 

Qingsheng Zhan, “2005年中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2005),” Film Art, 

no. 2 (2006): 8–16; Hong Yin and Qingsheng Zhan, “2006年中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese 
Film Industry in 2006),” Film Art 313, no. 2 (2007): 5–14; Hong Yin and Qingsheng Zhan, 

“2007年中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2007),” Film Art 319, no. 2 (2008): 

13–21; Hong Yin, “2009中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2009),” Film Art 331, 

no. 2 (2010): 5–14; Hong Yin and Xiaofeng Wang, “中国电影产业年度备忘 (The Industry 
Year of Chinese Film),” Contemporary Cinema, no. 2 (2005): 18–26; Hong Yin and Wen 

Cheng, “2010年中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2010),” Film Art 337, no. 2 

(2011): 5–15; Hong Yin and Wen Cheng, “2011年中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film 

Industry in 2011),” Film Art 343, no. 2 (2012): 5–19; Hong Yin and Yiyi Yin, “2012年中国电

影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2012),” Film Art 349, no. 2 (2013): 5–19; Yin, 跨越百
年：全球化背景下的中国电影 (A Century: Chinese Cinema in Globalization). All 
publications are in Chinese. The author has translated and paraphrased them. 
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been given more opportunities to participate in the Chinese blockbuster industry, 

though still with constraints. They have been given possibilities to corporate with 

local studios in film production, as well as gaining sole proprietorship of theatre 

chains.  

The relatively full opening of the industry to a wide variety of players has initiated 

and facilitated its industrialization and marketization on a large scale since the 

late 1990s. The transformation has included every branch of the film and film-

related industries. 

First of all, a new financial and investment business upstream of film production 

has gradually been set up. HERO was initiated and partly funded by Beijing New 

Pictures Co. Ltd, but the main portion was loaned from a foreign bank, as 

mentioned above. The commercial success of HERO encouraged the growth of 

private and foreign investments participating firstly in film production and then in 

all related branches. These investments have begun to outweigh government 

funding, which had been the main financial resource of Chinese film production 

and exhibition. In 2010 China’s second private equity company, National Film 

Capital, was established and has proven to be financially successful.161 Moreover, 

multiple financial instruments were imported from Hollywood, including pre-

selling distribution rights, insurance, mezzanine loans and copyright mortgages.
162

 

We can conclude that today the film project of the Chinese blockbuster has 

gradually been standardized as a financial product based on the Hollywood model. 

Secondly, since the early 2000s, other new businesses associated with almost 

every branch of film production and related processes have slowly emerged. For 

HERO and FLYING DAGGERS, made at the beginning of the blockbuster era, most CG 

scenes were done by the Animal Logic studio, a company located in Australia and 

often used by Hollywood studios (see section II and footnote 24). In the following 

10 years, many studios were created specializing in post-production and visual-

                                                             
161 Jie Zheng, “国影基金：影视业里的金融大腕 (National Film Capital: Interview with 
CEO Wang Guowei),” China Cultural Daily, March 23, 2013, sec. Investment and 
Finance. The interview is in Chinese. The author has translated and paraphrased it. 
162 Ibid. 
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effects techniques. In 2012, SMG (Shanghai Media Group), BFG (Bona Film Group) 

as well as the D+ Company, co-founded by Tsui Hark on the basis of the special 

effect teams in FLYING SWORD OF DRAGON GATE, which was specialized in 3D 

technology. Although it was trained by Hollywood experts – the special effects 

team of AVATAR (James Cameron, 2009) — the team grew from the Chinese 

blockbuster industry and primarily serves the Pan-Asia area.
163

 Another 

illustrative example is Trailer Movie Company, the first and only up-to-date studio 

specializing in blockbuster trailer production in Mainland China. This company was 

founded in 2009 from an advertising company and makes both domestic trailers 

for Chinese blockbusters and Chinese-version trailers for Hollywood blockbusters. 

The owner of Trailer Movie Company, Wei Nan, claims he is the first professional 

trailer producer not only in Mainland China, but also across Asia.164 In Wei Nan's 

opinion, before his first professional trailer for A SIMPLE NOODLE STATION (Zhang 

Yimou, 2009), movie clips and spoilers had been used to market a movie. He 

regards the professionalization of trailer production as a reflection of the Chinese 

film industry’s specialization.165  

Accompanying industrial specialization is the horizontal collaboration among 

companies that work on different divisions of the industrial chain. That process, 

from my point of view, could be witnessed since the late 2000s. Film projects have 

been divided into different departments, and outsourced to specialized 

companies, ranging from financing, post-production, distribution, marketing, and 

merchandising, to special effects, stunt stand-ins, interior building, equipment 

renting and ancillary design. The advent and flourishing of the specialized 

companies, as discussed in the previous paragraphs, has facilitated horizontal 

                                                             
163 “《龙门飞甲》正式关机 (FLYING SWORD AND DRAGON GATE Finish Shooting),” Ifeng.com, 
January 25, 2011, 
http://ent.ifeng.com/movie/special/lmfj/zuixin/detail_2011_01/25/4436054_0.shtml. The 
article is in Chinese. The author has translated and paraphrased it. 
164 Jing Meng, “预告片：忽悠的艺术 (Trailer: an Art Form about Selling - Interview with 
Wei Nan),” LifeWeek.com, April 6, 2012, 
http://www.lifeweek.com.cn/2012/0406/36867.shtml. The interview is in Chinese. The 
author has translated and paraphrased it. 
165 Ibid. 
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collaboration within the film industry. Moreover, since the late 2000s, there have 

been collaborations with companies outside of the film industry. This has been 

driven by the Chinese blockbuster’s dedication to ancillary merchandising and to 

franchising film projects. The most illustrative example is the blooming film-

induced tourist industry. As will be explored in depth in Chapter 5, the film 

industry has developed some connections with tourism-related businesses from 

the beginning of the blockbuster era. During the first ten years of the era, the 

connections have become tight and exist on a large scale and in various forms. 

The tourist industry contributes to a film in different ways such as financial 

support and investment, offering discount prices for on-site shooting and interior 

construction, developing related tourism productions, marketing the film, selling 

peripheral productions, and even on-site exhibition.  

Other industries that have created strong connections with the film industry 

include the video game industry and new media. The participation of the video 

game industry in the Chinese blockbuster industry begun with The Promise Online, 

an online game adaption of Chen Kaige’s film with the same title in 2005.166 It 

was followed by an adaptation of Zhang Yimou’s flying daggers 2006.167 

Collaboration was developed to a deeper degree with painted skin: resurrection 

(Wu Ershan, 2012). The production of the film was initiated by a game company, 

and seven games were released on the same day as the film.168  This film is the 

sequel to painted skin (Gordon Chan, 2008), produced by Ningxia Film studio, 

which is one of the mainstream state-owned film companies. Thanks to the 

commercial success of painted skin (with a domestic box office of RMB 

                                                             
166 Peng Wang, “《无极》搭乘网络游戏 打造娱乐新体验 (THE PROMISE Announce 
Online Game),” Sina Entertainment, April 18, 2005, http://ent.sina.com.cn/m/c/2005-
04-18/2303706109.html. Accessed on January 16, 2015. The article is in Chinese, 
translated and paraphrased by the author. 
167 “张艺谋电影网游《十面埋伏 OL》独家披露 (Exclusive: HOUSE OF FLYING DAGGERS 

Online),” 17173, March 9, 2007, http://news.17173.com/content/2007-03-
09/20070309091006380,1.shtml. Accessed on January 16, 2015.The news is in Chinese, 
translated and paraphrased by the author. 
168 “麒麟影业《画皮 2》重创好莱坞 实现跨界互动 (PAINTED SKIN II: Interplay across 
Borders),” Tecent Entertainment, September 5, 2012, 
http://ent.qq.com/a/20120905/000647.htm. Accessed on January 16, 2015. The 
news is in Chinese. The author has translated and paraphrased it. 
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¥232,400,000 from a the budget of RMB ¥ 100,000,000), the sequel was made as 

a blockbuster.169 The sequel film project involved Kylin Movie, Ningxia Film 

Studio, Dinglongda Co. Ltd, and Huayi Brother Co. Ltd. Ningxia Studio and 

Dinglongda are state-owned companies, so they are able to obtain favors on a 

political level.170  

Huayi Brother, founded in 1994 as an advertising company, is the second-most 

influential distributor in the domestic market after the China Film Group 

Corporation. Huayi also owns production studios that specialize in both 

production and post-production. Additionally, Huayi owns a subsidiary of HBStars 

that holds contracts of many stars, and HBCinema, that includes 15 

mainstream and commercial theaters, all of which contributed to the 

project. The cooperation among specialized companies, pertaining to 

upper and lower streams of the industrial chain, greatly facilitates the 

blockbuster’s commercial success.  

The initiator of PAINTED SKIN II, Kylin Studio, is one of the subsidiaries of Kylin 

Network Movie & Culture Co. Ltd, a corporation deeply roots in the video game 

industry. Thus it is no surprise that the project of PAINTED SKIN II was planned as a 

franchise. According to the CEO of Kylin Network, Gai Yanling, the production of 

seven games started at similar time as the production of the film, and the 

company aimed at “conquering three types of screens with the project of PAINTED 

SKIN II, namely computer screen, cellphone screen, and film screen”.171 According 

to the producer Peng Hong, the seven games with the same name Painted Skin 

                                                             
169 Information comes from CBO domestic box office center, one of the most reliable 
websites for Chinese domestic box office sales: http://www.cbooo.cn/. 
170 Information here and in the following comes from an interview with PAINTED SKIN 

II’s producer Peng Hong, see: “《画皮 2》幕后的故事-制片人庞洪专访 (On PAINTED SKIN 

II: Interview with Its Producer Peng Hong),” Qianlong.com, July 19, 2012, 
http://life.qianlong.com/36311/2012/07/19/4302@8123796.htm. Accessed on January 
17th, 2015. The interview is in Chinese. The author has translated and paraphrased it. 
171 “麒麟网盖延玲：画皮 2的成功战略值得复制 (Interview with Kylin CEO Gai Yanling),” 
Tecent Game, December 15, 2012, http://games.qq.com/a/20121215/000102.htm. 
Accessed on January 17th, 2015. The interview is in Chinese. The author has translated 
and paraphrased it. 
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included a WebGame, APP Game, and Massive Multiplayer Online Game (MMOG), 

and they have greatly added to the revenues, even long after the film’s theatre 

time.172 The MMOG game managed to involve up to 90,000 players on the first 

day and brought in a revenue of approximately 30 million RMB (around 5 million 

USD) every month. The revenue of PAINTED SKIN II was increased by selling 

authorizations of television adaptations and online exhibitions. And the Webgame 

was traded to Baidu and Tecent for promotions and media exposures. More 

streams included paper and e-novels, and other ancillaries such as golden masks, 

badges with character images and accessories. Furthermore, one of the investors 

of National Film Capital prolonged the project by investing and founding a theme 

park in Tibet, which partly explains the sumptuously featured Tibetan landscape in 

PAINTED SKIN II and THE TIBET CODE – another film project financed by National Film 

Capital.173 The case of PAINTED SKIN II well represents the Chinese blockbuster’s 

horizontal collaborations within the industry and outside.  

Another character paralleling the industry’s specialization and horizontal 

collaboration is the conglomeration of giant companies, namely the vertical 

integration of the major studios. In American film history, vertical integration and 

horizontal collaboration respectively represent two distinct periods. The former 

characterizes the period from the 1920s until the 1950s when “the big studios 

gained their overwhelming power through the control of not just production but 

also the distribution and exhibition of films”.
174

 The latter characterizes the 

following period since the 1950s when “the vertically integrated companies were 

obliged to sell their cinema chains as a result of government action against 

uncompetitive practice”.175 The latter period has been dominated by Hollywood 

                                                             
172 Informtion here and in the following comes from: Xiang Zhang, “庞洪：《画皮 2》

网游月收入超千万 (Revenues from Games of PAINTED SKIN: Interview with Pang Hong),” 
China Economic Net, October 10, 2012, 
http://www.ce.cn/culture/gd/201210/10/t20121010_23740152.shtml. 
173 Zheng, “国影基金：影视业里的金融大腕 (National Film Capital: Interview with CEO 
Wang Guowei).” 
174 This is discussed in depth in King, New Hollywood Cinema, 6. 
175 Ibid. 
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blockbusters in terms of box office and on a commercial scale.
176

  

From my point of view, the situation and practices of Chinese blockbusters are 

radically different from those of Hollywood in two ways. Firstly, the 

conglomeration of the Chinese film industry was initiated and promoted by the 

administration. It started with the foundation of the China Film Group 

Corporation in 1992, which was supervised by the State Council of China and was 

executed by the State Administration of Radio, Film and Television of China.177 

This corporation was formed from a merger of China Film Company, China Film 

Import & Export Company, China Film Co-production Company, Beijing Film Studio, 

China Youth Film Studio, China Film Equipment Company, Movie Channel 

Production Center of CCTV, Beijing Film & Video Laboratory, and Huayun Film & 

TV Compact Disk Company.178 It has been engaged in almost every department of 

film and related industries, including film production, distribution, foreign film 

import, theatre chains, TV, post-production, equipment, DVD, ancillary, 

advertising, and real estate, and even expanded to some non-related 

industries.179 However, this administration-dominated conglomeration was not 

effective, as Chinese cinema witnessed a dramatic drop in film attendance and 

box office sales in the 1990s.180  

Since the advent of the Chinese blockbuster, private studios have begun to merge 

in the same way as their state-owned counterparts did 10 years before. In this 

way the conglomeration of the private studios should, in my opinion, be 

                                                             
176 Ibid., 49–84. 
177 See information on the China Film Corporation given by the official website of State 
Administration of Press, Publication, Radio, Film and Television of China: “中国电影集

团公司 (China Film Group Corporation),” Government, State Administration of Press, 
Publication, Radio, Film and Television of The People’s Republic of China, (June 1, 2007), 
http://www.sarft.gov.cn/articles/2007/06/01/20070904103618730230.html. 
Accessed on January 15, 2015. It is in Chinese. The author has translated and 
paraphrased it. 
178 Ibid. 
179 Ibid. 
180 For details, see: Rao, “华语大片与中国电影工业 (The Chinese-Language Big Film 

and the Chinese Film Industry),” 63–4; Lau, “Hero: China’s Response to Hollywood 
Globalization,” 2007, 1. 
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considered as driven by markets and economic power. The process started with 

production companies’ attempts at distribution and distribution companies’ 

attempts at production through mergers and acquisitions. In 2005 several studios 

including Huayi Brother, New Pictures, Bona combined production and 

distribution businesses.181 In 2006, China Film Group, Warner, and Hengdian 

Group collaborated to found a group corporation merging the three names to 

exhibit films.182 The theatre chains participated in production and distribution 

businesses in 2007, which Wanda, Xin Ying Lian, Time Antaeus pioneered.
183

  

Conglomeration in Mainland China has expanded and involved a wide variety of 

businesses since 2008, including project planning, financing, production, 

marketing, distribution, television and music. 184  The first group of giant 

corporations has been formed, including China Film Group, Huayi, Bona, Hengdian 

and Wanda.
185

 Furthermore, in 2009 the administrative order called for the 

transformation of state-owned studios to profit-driven businesses. 186 

Subsequently during the late-2000s, more state-owned studios participated in the 

vertical integration process. 

As indicated above, since the late-1990s, horizontal collaboration and vertical 

integration has coexisted and developed side by side. From my point of view, it is 

impossible to separate the two trends from each other. The case of Hengdian 

Studio exemplifies the present situation of the blockbuster industry, which blends 

integration and collaboration in two directions. The Hengdian Group is a private 

enterprise primarily involved in electronics for the pharmaceutical and chemical 

                                                             
181 Yin and Zhan, “2005年中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2005),” 11–2. 
182 Yin and Zhan, “2006年中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2006),” 9. 
183 Yin and Zhan, “2007年中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2007),” 18. 
184 Hong Yin and Huimin Shi, “2008年中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2008),” 
Film Art 325, no. 2 (2009): 6–7. 
185 Yin, “2009中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2009),” 7–8; Yin and Cheng, 

“2010年中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2010),” 8. 
186 Yin, “2009中国电影产业备忘 (Chinese Film Industry in 2009),” 7. 
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industries.
187

 In 1995 Hengdian Group was contracted by the film project, THE 

OPIUM WAR (Xiejin, 1997), and started to build its first film set locations. This could 

be considered as Hengdian Group’s first foray in the film industry. Afterward, the 

Hengdian Group developed its business on construction of film setting locations, 

and also opened the man-made locations as tourist destinations.  

The tourist business had not been successful until 2002 when HERO’s big success 

brought enormous numbers of visitors to its shooting locations, among which was 

Hengdian’s Qin Palace. In 2003, Hengdian started its film crew agency business, 

specializing in the recruitment of extras. After that, Hengdian gave great emphasis 

on expanding its film-related businesses while maintaining its main focus on its 

tourist business. In 2004, Hengdian Film Industrial Park was founded, representing 

Hengdian Group’s entry into the core business of film industry and the start of its 

film production business. In the same year, Warner China Film HG Corporation 

was established by the Hengdian Group, with joint investments from Time Warner 

Corporation and China Film Corporation. The vertical integration of Hengdian 

Group was expanded to project planning, financing and investment, distribution, 

and marketing. Additionally, during the 2000s, other ancillary businesses, 

including equipment renting, post production, and advertising have also gathered 

and developed in Hengdian Film Industrial Park. Hengdian is a striking example, 

illustrating how a Chinese film related conglomeration is formed. Its case shows a 

procedure starting from collaboration between industries, and ending with a 

vertically integrated conglomeration.   

In contrast to the financially successful cases involving vertical integration and 

                                                             
187 For historic information here and in the following, see: Lili Pan, “影视拍摄对外景地

旅游发展的影响分析--以浙江新昌、横店为例 (Impacts of Film Shooting on Tourist 
Destinations: Cases of Xinchang & Hengdian),” Economic Geography 25, no. 6 
(November 2005): 928–32; Yunlin Zeng, 横店传奇：横店影视城发展的探索 (Legend 
of Hengdian: Exploring Hengdian World Studio) (Beijing: Peking University Press, 
2008); Peiren Shao and Weimin Liao, “中国电影产业集群的演化机制与发展模式--基

于横店影视产业集群的历史考察 (Chinese Film Cluster: Case of Hengdian),” Film Art, 

no. 5 (1009): 21–28; Wenrong Xu, “创建横店影视城的前前后后 (My Memory of 

Founding HengDian World Studio),” Hengdian Group News, November 5, 2008, 3 
edition. These articles are in Chinese. The author has translated and paraphrased it. 
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horizontal collaboration, the initiator of the Chinese blockbusters, New Pictures 

Ltd., was unsuccessful.188 New Pictures was founded in 1997 and financially 

supported by its founder Zhang Weiping’s businesses in medicine, food and real 

estate. Several of Zhang Yimou’s art-house works were financed and distributed 

by New Pictures. In 2002 this company reached its peak by presenting the first 

Chinese blockbusters including HERO, HOUSE OF FLYING DAGGERS, and CURSE OF THE 

GOLDEN FLOWER. With rapidly accumulated capitals, New Pictures refused to join in 

the trend of conglomeration. When interviewed by Ifeng Entertainment, Zhang 

Weiping expressed his objection either to extend the industrial chain or to 

consolidate. According to him, New Pictures should exclusively feature Zhang 

Yimou.189 The company collapsed when Zhang Yimou and Zhang Weiping broke up, 

which in my opinion showed the efficiency of conglomerations in reducing and 

balancing the high risks of the film industry.    

V. The Presold Nostalgic China: Cultured Blockbusters 

The previous sections of the chapter have investigated in-depth the different 

aspects of the Chinese blockbuster, including its historical background and its 

industrial context. This section is devoted to the cultural and aesthetic strategies 

of the Chinese blockbuster in its attempt to appeal to the widest audiences, 

focusing on the level of individual films.  

As noted in section II, many researchers have discussed in depth the topic of the 

Chinese blockbuster’s global strategies. My discussion contributes to this 

academic discourse by starting on the basis of the existing discourse and then 

departing from it.  

                                                             
188 For historical information about New Pictures Company and Zhang Yimou’s 
conflict with Zhang Weiping consult: Fengzhen Shi and Jianping Guo, “论中国当代电影

生产的消费逻辑与价值困境--以新画面公司的运营模式为例 (The Consumption and 
Predicment of China Film Proudction),” Contemporary Cinema 206, no. 5 (May 1, 
2013): 181–84. 
189 Lili Dou, “张伟平：只拍张艺谋电影 不做产业不考虑上市 (Interview with Zhang 
Weiping: No Conglomeration),” March 15, 2012, 
http://ent.ifeng.com/idolnews/special/liangzhangpk/detail_2012_03/15/13221397_
0.shtml?_from_ralated. Accessed on January 18th, 2015. The interview is in Chinese, 
translated and paraphrased by the author.  
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My first point regards the audiences that the strategies are designed to appeal to. 

As illustrated in section II, the Chinese academic discourse mainly concentrates on 

the audiences in Mainland China, which the Chinese blockbusters have to 

compete with Hollywood for. The discourse of the English-language researchers, 

on the other hand, mostly focuses on international audiences. This thesis 

incorporates both discourses while departing from them. In my opinion, both 

Western audiences and the young generation of Eastern audiences have many 

similarities, as the Chinese young generation has been exposed to Hollywood 

cinema and Western culture for years, whilst Chinese mainstream culture has 

broken with the so-called traditional Chinese culture along with Chinese history 

since the Culture Revolution of 1966-1976 (as will be discussed in Chapter 4). Thus 

my exploration of the global strategy also starts from the hypothesis of the widest 

audiences, Eastern and Western alike. 

Secondly, I argue that the spectacular visualization constitutes the core of the 

Chinese blockbuster’s aesthetic strategies. In the introduction I discussed that 

visual spectacle is the most important feature of Hollywood from the perspective 

of film aesthetics. The case holds in the context of the Chinese blockbuster. Most 

of the Chinese blockbusters stand out because of their spectacular visuals. In 

Chinese film history, before HERO, or rather before the advent of the Chinese 

blockbuster, the main goal was to tell a good story, and visuals were arranged to 

serve the narrative.
190

 Thus the appearance of HERO astonished the public with its 

innovative and lavish visual forms, while receiving considerable criticism for “its 

sheer and questionable plot, of which half of the battle sequences are lacking in 

warrantability”.191 Hong Kong director Chor Yuean, who has a reputation for 

                                                             
190 Since the silent film era of the 1910s, storytelling had come to be considered as the 
primary job of Chinese cinema, and visual style as being part of narrative techniques. 
This framework reached maturity in the 1950s. See: Xing Zhou, 中国电影艺术史 
(Hisotry on Chinese Film Art), 1st ed., Peking University Film Art Series (Beijing: Peking 
University Press, 2005), 78–9; 121. The book is in Chinese. The author has translated 
and paraphrased it. 
191 Such comments can be found on the IMDB database, for instance, 
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0299977/?ref_=nv_sr_1, accessed on January 21st, 2014. 
Similar criticism also came from academics, for example, Xiaolin Yang, “形式压倒内容

时的辉煌与尴尬——尘埃落定论《英雄》（When the Format Overwhelms the 

http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0299977/?ref_=nv_sr_1
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successfully adapting most the works of Gu Long, one of the most famous 

novelists of the Chinese martial arts genre, labeled HERO “a middle-aged woman 

wearing raffish make-up”.192  

Despite such criticism, the film set a precedent for the visual language of 

blockbusters to come. Gradually, luxurious and spectacular visuals came to be 

accepted as the key ingredients of big-budget attractions. The Chinese 

blockbusters favor visual spectacle for many reasons. The first is that the 

substantially increased budgets make spectacular visualization possible, since 

filmmakers can now easily hire expensive teams and special effects technologies. 

And the successful precedents set by HERO and Zhang Yimou’s following two films, 

FLYING DAGGERS and GOLDEN FLOWER, led to the privileging of spectacular visuals as a 

secure and reliable strategy. What’s more, the primary motivation for the 

incessant supply of spectacular visuals lies in the institution of the blockbuster, 

regardless of whether it is generated in Hollywood or China. Film scholar Geoff 

King offers an explanation for the spectacular blockbuster strategy in both 

industrial contexts and against the cultural background of Hollywood. Firstly, in 

King’s account, the aim of the corporate blockbuster is to “make a big splash, to 

create an impact both in pre-publicity and during the crucial opening 

weekend”.193 He regards spectacular visuals as the most effective solution for 

both the promotion and the cinema-going experience. Secondly, King relates the 

emphasis on visual spectacle to the target audiences, arguing that it draws in the 

widest possible audience.194  

Moreover, in the context of the Chinese blockbuster, more significance is assigned 

to the spectacularization strategy. First of all, my observation demonstrates that 

                                                                                                                                                           
Narration: On HERO),” Reading and Writing, no. 7 (2003), 
http://i.mtime.com/yangxiaolin/blog/2495134/. The latter article is in Chinese. The 
author has translated and paraphrased it. 
192 Wei Junzi, “武侠片一代宗师楚原 73 大寿 (On Martial Arts Films: Interview with 
Chor Yuean),” accessed June 24, 2014, 
http://yule.sohu.com/20071102/n253011552.shtml.  The interview is originally in 
Chinese, translated by the author. 
193 Geoff King, New Hollywood Cinema, 2002: 196.  
194 Ibid, 197.  
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the only global/local strategy of a Chinese blockbuster that has proven succesful is 

to deliberately spectacularize elements from Chinese traditional culture and to 

build them into a martial-arts genre. To differentiate themselves from 

Hollywood’s spectacular style, the Chinese blockbusters feature an exotic culture 

with an “old China” flavor. Luxurious costumes, magnificent palaces, exotic 

landscapes and solemn rituals were visually highlighted and elaborated as 

cinematic attractions during the films and throughout their trailers, luring the 

spectators into the cinemas. Plus, the elements from the martial arts genre made 

the most dynamic contribution in the search for a model for the Chinese 

blockbuster (as discussed in Chapter 2). According to Lau, whose article has been 

cited in section II, the martial arts should be understood as “an unequivocal 

expression of Chinese tradition with an undeniable international currency”.195 

Such a strategy of “old China” is bought by the international market. Figures from 

one Chinese popular film website, Mtime, imply that most Chinese blockbusters 

that gross over $4,000,000 in North American feature martial arts and “old China”, 

including GOLDEN FLOWER, RED CLIFF (John Woo, 2008), and DETECTIVE DEE: MYSTERY OF 

PHANTOM FLAME (Tsui Hark, 2010). 196 To date no alternative strategies have been 

developed that could achieve similar successes in international currency. The 

comedy LOST IN THAILAND (Xu Zheng, 2012), for example, which holds the record of 

domestic ticket office sales, grossing ¥1,250,000,000 (approximately 

$200,000,000), grossed only $57,000 in North America.197 And the romantic 

drama SO YOUNG (Zhao Wei, 2013) grossed only $9,990 in North America, 

compared to its domestic gross of ¥700,000,000 (approximately $113,000,000).198  

The last but certainly not least motivation for the Chinese blockbuster to privilege 

visual spectacularization is related to the fight against rampant Chinese film piracy, 

which poses a severe problem to the industry. Film revenues in China, not only of 

                                                             
195 Jenny, “Hero: China’s Response to Hollywood Globalization.” 
196 Mtime, “‘致青春’美国票房未过万 华语片国内红火国外冷淡 (SO YOUNG’s Defeat in 
the U.S),” accessed June 24, 2014, 
http://news.mtime.com/2013/07/26/1515396.html. The report is original in Chinese, 
translated and paraphrased by the author.  
197 Figures come from IMDB. 
198 Figures come from IMDB. 
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Chinese films but also of Hollywood films, have been considerably damaged by 

retail sales of illegitimate products, ranging from counterfeit copies of DVDs and 

soundtrack VCDs, illegal online exhibitions and downloads, as well as counterfeit 

ancillaries. According to a report by LEK consulting, piracy stole $2,700,000 of the 

worldwide film industry from Chinese markets in 2005, among which $1,500,000 

was attributed to Chinese films.
199

 In his interview with CCTV, Zhang Yimou 

mentioned that in China piracy normally earns 10 times the result of authorized 

ticket offices and that the gross of HERO would have been cut in half without the 

considerable investment in anti-piracy practices.200 He talked about the great 

efforts they devoted to protect Hero from piracy, including that they kept only 

one original copy and divided it into three parts, each of which was held 

separately, that they kept an eye on counterfeit markets, and that people who 

had access to the original copy signed contracts. Besides all these practical 

solutions, I think that the strategy of visual spectacularization has efficiently 

encouraged the spectators to choose legitimate theater showings over pirate 

copies on TV or computer screens. I still recall how in 2002 the release of HERO 

triggered a new tradition of young couples going to the movies for a date. The 

Chinese blockbusters, together with their Hollywood arrivals, have cultivated this 

tradition for the young generation.201  

The third point about the aesthetic strategies of the Chinese blockbuster regards 

the flavor of old China. Section II has referred to discussions in English that argue 

that the flavor of old China is comprised of a category of Chineseness, which 

includes film conventions of the martial arts genre and the Fifth Generation, as 

well as the Chinese traditional high culture forms. Among these discussions I 

especially find Lau’s framework of “Chinese cultured blockbuster” inspiring, as she 

                                                             
199 Oliver Ting, “Pirates and the Orient: China, Film Piracy, and Hollywood,” Jeffrey S. 
Moorad Sports Law Journal 14, no. 2 (January 1, 2007): 399. Originally cited from 
China Piracy Costs, Supra.  
200 Shen, “《英雄》笑傲市场 沈冰专访张艺谋_经济半小时_财经纵横_新浪网 (HERO’s 
Triumph: Interview with Zhang Yimou).” 
201 The newspaper China Youth has featured the emerging trend, original in English, 

translated and paraphrased by the author. Zhang Lijiao, “到电影院约会去！（Dating in 

Cinema),” 中国青年报 (China Youth), February 5, 2013, sec. 9, 
http://zqb.cyol.com/html/2013-02/05/nw.D110000zgqnb_20130205_1-09.htm. 
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not only points out the aesthetic roots of the cultural strategies, but also allocates 

them in the Chinese blockbuster’s attempt to attract Western audiences. On the 

basis of all the historical and industrial contexts provided in this chapter, I find 

possibilities to further Lau’s investigation in two ways. First, further 

contextualization of the Chinese blockbuster’s adaption of these aesthetic 

traditions will lead to a better understanding of the Chinese blockbuster's 

aesthetics, on the level of individual films. Secondly, another question which 

needs to be answered, taking into consideration Chinese blockbusters' current 

commercial achievements in global markets and their future ambitions, is how 

formerly marginalized traditions facilitate/are believed to facilitate the Chinese 

blockbusters’ penetration into global mainstream markets. The following four 

chapters are devoted to further the discussion by respectively focusing on three 

different themes, namely the martial arts genre, the female body, and the 

landscape.  
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Chapter 2: Dancing to the Visual Rhythm 

The Visual Representation of Martial Arts in Chinese 

Blockbuster 

 

Whenever a Chinese movie attempts to go global, the martial arts genre is a fair 

starting point. It is not only one of the most mature genres (if not the only one) in 

Chinese film history, but also considered one of the most successful Chinese film 

genres outside Great China, Asia and the diasporic Chinese communities. 

Specifically, the sub-genre of the Hong Kong kung fu films202 has made it possible 

for Western audiences to become acquainted with martial arts combats such as 

southern style boxing and northern style kicking, filmic conventions such as “the 

storming constructive editing”, Asian movie stars such as Bruce Lee, Jackie Chan 

and Jet Li, celebrated auteurs such as King Hu, John Woo and Tsui Hark, and star 

choreographers such as Yuen Wo-ping and Ching Sui-tung. As pointed out by Hunt, 

“ ‘kung fu’ had permanently entered the transnational imaginary.”203 For the 

players of the Chinese blockbuster industry who aim at the widest global 

audiences, Western acquaintance with the genre is simultaneously constrained by 

a few inevitable pitfalls, the most relevant being that kung fu movies from Hong 

Kong have not always been embraced by the mainstream commercial theatre 

chains in Hollywood or Europe. They were categorized as “B-movies” and “cult 

movies”, appealing to very limited groups of B-film connoisseurs and down-

market tastes, finding their way merely to peripheral communities of urban (black) 

youth subcultures. Even David Bordwell, who fully appreciates the art of the Hong 

Kong kung fu films, asserts: “violence, exploitation, and nuttiness always have a 

                                                             
202 For more about the kung fu sub-genre see section 1.1. 
203 Leon Hunt, Kung Fu Cult Masters (Wallflower Press, 2003), 1. 



74 
 

potential audience but the broad American public was not (and probably never 

will be) ready for the shocks and peculiarities on display in these films.” 204  

With regards to the kung fu genre’s globalization and its transnational acceptance, 

I refer to Hunt. Certain aspects of the martial arts genre, in Hunt’s account from 

the perspective of global film markets, have been materialized occasionally in 

mainstream “American” cinema since the 1990s. This materialization is often in 

fragments and in Hunt’s words, “in the sense of atom reassembling”.205 To my 

understanding, by this term Hunt asserts that before 2000s, the fragments of the 

genre that were able to merge into the Hollywood mainstream were “Hollywood-

ized” to such an extent that the traditional essence of the genre was lost. In this 

sense, Hunt assigns epochal significance to the success of CROUCHING TIGER, as the 

film, faithfully following the kung fu genre conventions, was “appealing to 

(Western mainstream) audiences who would not normally watch kung fu films”206. 

Subsequent to CROUCHING TIGER, HERO not only confirmed the crossover success as 

a long term one, but also amended its predecessor’s comparative “failure” in 

parts of Asia.207  

Although Hunt perceptively envisioned both films as an alternative option for the 

Asian martial arts genre to the films produced by Hollywood, his exploration halts 

before tapping into details. This chapter can be considered as an attempt to push 

Hunt’s discussions further and explore how the martial arts genre was exploited 

to conquer the Hollywood mainstream audiences in the Chinese blockbuster era. 

It is devoted to the Chinese blockbusters’ strategic adaptation of the martial arts 

genre to de-marginalize the genre and to achieve transnational prestige for 

Chinese cinema.  

                                                             
204 David Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong: Popular Cinema and the Art of Entertainment 
(Harvard University, 2000), 91. 
205 Hunt, Kung Fu Cult Masters, 13 & 157–158.  
206 Ibid., 182. 
207 Ibid. Hunt refers to Steve Rose who states that CROUCHING TIGER was poorly received 
in Korea, Japan, Hong Kong and Mainland China. See Steve Rose, “‘The Film Is so Slow - 
It’s like Granma Telling Stories’,” Guardian, February 13, 2001, 
http://www.theguardian.com/culture/2001/feb/13/artsfeatures2. Accessed on January 
20, 2015. 
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I argue in this chapter that the Chinese blockbusters Hollywood-ize the 

visualization of the martial arts performance, but nevertheless are characterized 

by what Bordwell called “expressive amplification”, i.e. a Hong Kong style of the 

filmic martial arts.208 The Chinese martial arts films’ Hollywood-ization comprises 

two relevant components: firstly, the adaptation of the Hollywood high concept 

mode in constructing the film texts; and secondly the utilization of “bullet time”, 

digitally generated by CGI techniques, which first appeared in THE MATRIX 

(Wachowski brothers, 1999). As Bordwell observed for Hong Kong films,209 by 

incorporating the “bullet time” into the conventional “pause/burst/pause” 

pattern, the Chinese blockbusters generate a visual rhythm throughout the 

representation of the martial arts performance. This chapter discusses how this 

visual rhythm pattern contributed to modify the films’ cultural status from the 

prototypical cheap and violent B movie to mainstream blockbuster. 

From a broader view, this chapter could be considered as exploring the martial 

arts genre as an exemplifying case of the central argumentation of the 

dissertation. This exemplification possesses two layers. Firstly, it illustrates the 

visual and cultural policies of the Chinese blockbuster, which fuses the Hollywood 

blockbuster model with elements of Chineseness – the local brand names with 

established international prestige, including the martial arts genre and the star 

directors of the Chinese Fifth Generation. Secondly, it explores the Chinese 

adaption of the Hollywood blockbuster model, taking the framework of what 

Wyatt called high concept filmmaking mode.210 Within this framework, the films 

are understood as largely influenced by marketing activities and advertising 

aesthetics. And the influences are evidentially reflected through the spectacle of 

the excess moments.  

I. Historical Context of Martial Arts Films 

                                                             
208 Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong, 232. 
209 Ibid., 221. 
210 Justin Wyatt, High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood (University of Texas 
Press, 1994). 
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Martial arts films have a long history. The roots of the genre can be found in 

popular literature dating back to the ancient era of Chinese history. In respect to 

the definition of the genre, I quote Raechel Dumas:  

 Traditionally, this genre is founded in the construction of a world of 

martial arts characterized by fantastic depictions of local spaces of the past, 

superhuman feats, and, often, dramatic and even dangerous romantic liaisons.211  

Born in the 1930s in Shanghai, flourishing in Hong Kong since the 1940s, and 

revived in Mainland China from the 1980s onward, these martial arts films have 

developed a conventional system, institutionally, ideologically and aesthetically, 

as a mature and successful genre. Furthermore, two sub-genres developed within 

this genre category. One is called “wu xia pian”, characterized by swordplay and 

even fantasy swordplay, with exhibitions of distinctive weaponries. This sub-genre 

dominated film production in the northern part of China in the 1930s. The other 

one is named “kung fu films”, featuring combats with bare fist hitting and kicking. 

Kung fu films became popular in the 1940s in the Southern part of China, mainly 

in the Cantonese speaking area and especially in Hong Kong. Sometimes the terms 

of martial arts films, kung fu films, and “wu xia pian” are used as equivalents. 

Viewed on the scale of the global film trade today, the martial arts films are 

considered as both the most “Chinese”/local and most international genre in 

Chinese film history. On the one hand, kung fu film is the only Chinese film genre 

that has enjoyed long lasting commercial success in global film markets.212 On the 

other hand, these kung fu films have made kung fu part of the essential 

transnational imaginary of Chineseness. Kung fu films have connected Mainland 

China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and through corporation with Singapore, Japan and 

other regions that share Asian culture, to the U.S. and to Europe. Moreover, the 

conventions of kung fu films contribute to the global development of action films 

as an efficient approach to present the art of body action and fighting.  

                                                             
211 Raechel Dumas, “Kung Fu Production for Global Consumption: The Depoliticization of 
Kung Fu in Stephen Chow’s Kung Fu Hustle,” Style 43, no. 1 (2009): 66. 
212 The Western ‘kung fu craze’ is discussed in Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong; Hunt, Kung 
Fu Cult Masters. And martial arts films' global success in the blockbuster era is 
mentioned in Chapter 1.  
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1.1 The Genre History213 

The first martial arts films were the silent-era productions of the Shanghai studios 

in the 1920s and 1930s. Among them, the eighteen-part serial BURNING OF THE RED 

LOTUS TEMPLE (Zhang Shichuan, 1928) is generally considered as the first mature 

one.214 At that time, almost all films of this kind came to be known as “wu xia pian” 

or “shen guai wu xia pian”, namely the fantasy swordplay films, centering on the 

adventures of swordsmen and swordswomen.215 Many of the cinematic tricks that 

present superheroic stunts were developed in this era, including wirework, double 

exposures, superimpositions, and frame-by-frame animation.216 The superheroes 

and superheroines were featured flying in the sky with weightless leaps across 

long distances, engaged in combats with flying daggers, magic swords and palm 

power.217 Judged as entertainment and spiritual opium by the government, the 

martial arts films were suppressed in Mainland China from 1932 until the 1980s, 

but during this period they were alive in Hong Kong and Taiwan.218  

From the late 1930s onward, Hong Kong directors developed the craft of the 

martial arts films. At that time, the fantasy swordplay still dominated the industry, 

creating plots based on superheroes, stylized fighting, and magical effects for 

                                                             
213 Historical facts about the genre are taken from Stephen Teo, Hong Kong Cinema: The 
Extra Dimensions (British Film Institute, 1997); Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong; Hunt, Kung Fu 
Cult Masters; Stephen Teo, Chinese Martial Arts Cinema: The Wuxia Tradition (Edinburgh 

University Press, 2009). About the Chinese literature of the genre read Chen Mo, 中国武
侠电影史 (History of Chinese Martial Arts Film) (Beijing: China Film Press, 2005); Jia 

Leilei, 中国武侠电影史 (Hisotry of Chinese Martial Arts Film) (Beijing: Culture Art 

Publishing House, 2005); Ni Jun, 旁落的江湖: 中国武侠电影的历史与审美 (Jiang Hu in 

Cinema: History and Aesthetics of Chinese Martial Arts Films) (China Friendship 

Publishing Company, 2008). The books of Chen Mo, Jia Leilei, and Ni Jun are originally 
in Chinese. All the citations in this chapter are translated or paraphrased by the author.  
214 Jia, 中国武侠电影史 (Hisotry of Chinese Martial Arts Film), 48. 
215 Teo, Chinese Martial Arts Cinema, 27. 
216 Ni, 旁落的江湖: 中国武侠电影的历史与审美 (Jiang Hu in Cinema: History and 
Aesthetics of Chinese Martial Arts Films), 37. 
217 Ibid., 36–7. 
218 Ibid., 41–2. 
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quite a long time.219 During this period, there was the transition from silent to 

sound, and Cantonese became the dominant language.220 Simultaneously, other 

films relied upon more realistic manual combat, among which the most popular 

was the series of seventy-six films devoted to the great Cantonese martial arts 

fighter Wong Fei-hung, played by Kwan Tak-hing.221 Instead of the fantasy and 

magic performance of combat, this type of Cantonese films showed for the first 

time so-called “real kung fu” or authentic kung fu.222 Directors quit the ‘artificial’ 

martial arts style that largely relied on special effects and turned to the “authentic” 

style.223 Compared to the artificial style, which was connected to the fantasy 

swordplay movies, the genius style starred those who had a background of 

professional martial arts training.224 These movies put more focus on differences 

between martial arts schools and sets of actions.225 

In the 1950s and 1960s, Hong Kong martial arts cinema started to divide in 

language. Mandarin was revitalized in Hong Kong cinema while Cantonese cinema 

maintained its popularity.226 As audiences were tired of the recurring theme of 

Wong Fei-hung, many Cantonese films drew on material from the martial arts 

novels that were devoured by readers in Hong Kong and Taiwan, such as the 

famous works of Gu Long and Jin Yong. 227 As Stephen Teo explains in his historical 

record of Chinese cinema’s martial arts tradition, these films reintroduced the 

fantasy ingredients of shen guai pian and foregrounded special effects, including 

directly drawing onto the celluloid strip, double exposure, composite printing, 

reverse motion, fast motion, superimpositions, prefabricated suits, and wires.228 

As Teo notes, “All such special effects, combin*ing+ direct animation techniques, 
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79 
 

photographic visual effects, wirework, and stunt work, were standard to the genre 

at that time.”229  

Since the 1960s, the reinvented Mandarin martial arts films had led the golden 

era of Hong Kong’s “new (school) wu xia pian”.230 Promptly, during that time, 

productions were dominated by the Singapore-based Shaw Brothers studio and its 

three major directors King Hu, Lau Kar-leung, and Chang Cheh, along with a small 

but very talented cast.231 Even until today, King Hu and Chang Cheh remained 

influential in many respects.232 Chang Cheh is famous for his personal style of 

blood-sodden, masochistic treatment of the martial arts scenes, known also as 

masculine aesthetics.233 Works of Chang Cheh, such as TIGER BOY (1966), ONE ARMED 

SWORDSMAN (1967), featured the spectacle of hard and physical martial arts types, 

focusing on the force and flesh of masculine body.234 In his work THE ASSASSIN 

(1967), the heroic Assassin Jin Ke fights his final combat by tying his intestines to 

his belt after being injured badly by his opponents.235 In his historical record of the 

best moments of Chinese martial arts film history, Jia Leilei labels this scene as 

one of the first classics.236 Chang is also the director who initiated the use of slow 

motion in martial arts films.237 King Hu’s films are characterized by his stylistic 

visualization of martial arts combats.238 He took his inspiration from traditional 
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narratives and aesthetics.239 Additionally, King Hu’s success largely stems from his 

successful employment of the “speeding editing”,240 which according to David 

Bordwell is one of the secrets of Hong Kong kung fu films.241    

In the 1970s and 1980s the martial arts film markets were dominated by another 

sub-genre, namely kung fu pian.242 When kung fu became the leading edge of 

Hong Kong cinema, two stars started to gain their reputation both locally and 

globally – Bruce Lee and Jackie Chan. It is also the era that the kung fu genre 

started its transnational journey.243 Chinese kung fu heroes, primarily Bruce Lee 

and Jackie Chan, successfully pursued their career in Hollywood. At one moment, 

Bruce Lee was even seen as the icon of Chinese kung fu.244 In his globally 

successful films such as THE BIG BOSS (1971), FIST OF FURY (1972) and ENTER THE 

DRAGON (1973), Bruce Lee kindled enthusiasm for Chinese kung fu in the East and 

in the West. According to Teo, Bruce Lee and his works achieved their success 

through two key strategies. 245 Firstly, audiences – both Western and Eastern – 

were amazed by these films’ unique action choreography and eye-catching 

visualization of Lee’s kung fu style. Secondly, the film tied in with Chinese 

nationalism and fighting back against the Western intruders. Furthermore, Teo 

also notes the innovation of the martial arts genre with Lee’s kung fu films. As Teo 

argues, Lee’s emphasis on real kung fu is an interplay between kung fu as a real 

technique and cinematic effects, which were different to those drawn from stage 

performance in films featuring Wong Fei-hung in 1930s.246 In the years following 

Lee’s death in 1973, with the release of DRUNKEN MASTER (Yuen Woo-ping, 1978) 

emerged a new star, Jackie Chan, and with him emerged a new popular sub-genre: 
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kung fu comedy.247 Aaron Anderson, in his article on kinesthesia of martial arts 

genre, attributes Chan’s strength to his keen ability to manipulate the surrounding 

environment, using the space and objects around him to his advantage when 

fighting with an opponent.248 As Anderson notes, Chan’s early films maintain a 

distinctly human conceptualization of the limitations of movement.249  

In 1980, martial arts films regained production permissions from the government 

in Mainland China. Initiated by SHAOLIN TEMPLE (Zhang Xinyan, 1982), the martial 

arts films in Mainland China consciously fitted themselves into the traditions 

developed in Hong Kong.250 Starring Jet Li, who had a professional training 

background in martial arts, SHAOLIN TEMPLE shared the same norms that were 

popular at that time in Hong Kong – authentic kung fu presented in shots taken 

from a long distance.251 From then on, more and more films were produced by 

cooperation between studios in Mainland China and Hong Kong. 252 

Simultaneously, a number of important filmmakers emerged during this period, 

among whom John Woo and Tsui Hark were the most outstanding ones. Their 

works characterize this era as one of mutual influences between Hong Kong films 

and Hollywood, as described by Dumas:  

 Fusing Western and Eastern film techniques and aesthetics, these directors 

strayed from the conventional plotlines of the wuxia and kung fu genres, adapting martial 

arts both to construct contemporary plotlines and incorporate Hollywood techniques and 

trends into their films.
253
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Tsui Hark is one of the most innovative wuxia directors. He started to establish his 

reputation in the 1980s and some historians assert that he marked a new period 

in Chinese film history.254 Credit is given to Tsui for his re-imagination of wuxia 

which brought together for the first time both Western film technology and 

martial arts genre conventions.255 In his THE BUTTERFLY MURDERS (1979) and ZU 

WARRORS FROM THE MAGIC MOUNTAIN (1983), Hark revived the fantasy swordsman 

sub-genre by incorporating Hollywood-style special effects with a traditional 

narrative plot, which resulted in a wuxia edition of STAR WARS.256 Hark’s works are 

marked by the “genius” kung fu, and display a quick editing style and montage. He 

also adapts Hollywood digital techniques and the aesthetic style of MTV (Music 

Television). 

Crime films by John Woo, one of Tsui’s contemporaries, became a popular sub-

genre of action films in Hong Kong in the mid-1980s. 257 Woo’s adaptation of 

Western film techniques into the kung fu genre resulted in a new subgenre that is 

commonly known as gun-fu: 

 John Woo’s heroic bloodshed films are cinematic meditations on the concept of 

the yingxiong (hero). They  are modernized forms of Chang Cheh’s “wuxia pian” 

with guns replacing swords and other hand-held weapons associated with the pre-firearm 

world.
258
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As pointed out by Magnan-Park, Woo’s films are characterized by his blood-

saturated aesthetics and by his innovative development of Chang Cheh’s personal 

style. Jia Leilei has analysed the stylish cinematic tools that Woo adapts from 

Chang Cheh, including the extravagate masculinity, slow motion, and higher-than-

normal shooting speed.259 Woo’s films exhibit spectacle such as the blood-covered 

male body, deliberately choreographed movements and abundant gun play, all of 

which are presented in slow motion, extended shots. The director himself is 

honored as the “master of aestheticized violence”.260  

The historical review of the development of the martial arts genre indicates that 

the culture of the martial arts films is shared in a Great China, including Hong 

Kong, Taiwan and Mainland China alike. From the late 1930s, martial arts films in 

Hong Kong and Taiwan drew upon the experiences and conventions of Mainland 

China, benefiting from talent and labor from Mainland China after the genre was 

forbidden by the government there. Likewise, since the 1980s when Mainland 

China permitted production of the genre again, its industry received input from 

Hong Kong and Taiwan, especially through the popular co-productions between 

Mainland China and Hong Kong. Consequently it is reasonable to discuss the 

genre as a whole, taking into consideration Hong Kong, Taiwan and Mainland 

China and to assert that they could reconnect to similar traditions, including both 

aesthetics and ideologies and also in terms of some production norms. In the 

blockbuster era, these shared conventions facilitate the collaboration among the 

three regional industries. Moreover, they help the global film markets to accept 

the filmic representation of martial arts as Chineseness, without having to 

distinguish its sub-categories. And last but not least, they enable the Chinese 

blockbusters, whose production was initiated in Mainland China, to benefit from 

the internationally well-established reputation of Hong Kong kung fu films that 

dates back to the 1970s.  
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1.2: Go Global: Kung Fu Films and the Hong Kong Talents in Hollywood261 

The martial arts genre is widely considered as the most international one among 

Chinese film genres. Within the genre, Hong Kong kung fu films had been the 

commercially most successful ones in international film markets until the launch 

of the Chinese blockbusters. Contrary to Hong Kong cinema’s transnational 

prestige, the Mainland-China-made film completely failed in its attempt to enter 

into major cinema chains abroad until the 2000s.262  

A variety of professionals from the Hong Kong kung fu film industry have been 

able to enter not only global markets including North America, but also the chain 

of film production and distribution of Hollywood. These include film directors, 

action choreographers, star actors/actresses, craftsmen and women, as well as 

the films themselves. Interestingly, the technicians, stars, and other creative labor 

are to some extent more successfully incorporated into Hollywood and the 

international markets than the kung fu films themselves. Nevertheless, kung fu 

films from Hong Kong are still considered the most sellable Chinese genre in 

Hollywood. This explains why Hunt argues that Hong Kong served as the harbor, a 

“doorway, a point in between”, when assessing Chinese cinema going global.263 

From my point of view, this is an inappropriate generalization, as there are other 

important regional Asian industries in Taiwan and Singapore, and because both 

branches of the martial arts genre, kung fu films and “wu xia pian”, are part of the 

Chinese martial arts movies’ transnational journey. Nevertheless, this 

generalization illustrates the dominant position of Hong Kong in anchoring martial 

arts films.264  
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The martial arts films’ international journey is recorded as starting with the Shaw 

Brothers’ film KING BOXER (Cheng Chang Ho) in 1972, and approximately three 

hundred kung fu films followed in an effort to break into the Western market. The 

“kung fu craze”265 reached its first climax with the commercial screening of Bruce 

Lee’s films THE BIG BROTHER (Wu Chia Hsiang & Lo Wei, 1973) and ENTER THE DRAGON 

(Robert Clouse, 1973), the latter co-produced with Hollywood. These so-called 

transnational movies, however, merely occupied peripheral markets in the U.S. 

Hunt’s quotation of John David Warner’s review of KING BOXER IN DEADLY HANDS OF 

KUNG FU gives reasons for this failure: 

 The story is flimsy and clichéd. Outrageous dubbing, often making the film 

unintentionally humorous, removes any possibility of evaluating acting. Production values, 

at their highest, equal those of your average B-movie … Violence is exaggerated to the 

point of absurdity, but entertaining absurdity.
266  

Bordwell has also raised a similar question: “*t+o what extent, we might now ask, 

has Hong Kong created a ‘global’ popular cinema?”.267 To answer this question, he 

proposes a definition for a global cinema. He argues that “a global cinema is not 

simply one that might win outside markets…A truly global cinema is one that 

claims significant space on theater screens throughout developed and developing 

countries.”268 By this definition, Bordwell concludes that “1980s-1990s Hong Kong 

cinema did not constitute a global cinema”.269 Bordwell’s account indicates that 

kung fu movies from Hong Kong, at least in the American market, were sold 

cheaply by marginal distributors as a downtown genre to neighborhood theatres 

abandoned by white communities, to late-night television, and to video rental 

shops in Chinatowns.270 Moreover, Bordwell refers to various Western critics to 
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illustrate that Hong Kong cinema was considered to provide cheap B-movies 

according to mainstream Western criteria, and to demonstrate the down-market 

pleasure that these critics believed Hong Kong films delivered, namely, “violence, 

exploitation, and nuttiness”.271 On this point, Bordwell agrees with Hunt, who 

traces the demarginalization of the kung fu genre in global mainstream 

markets,272 where kung fu movies fell under the “camp” gaze and “Other”/ “cult” 

interest of Western spectators, excluded from the mainstream culture of North 

America.273  

Interestingly, in spite of the movies’ marginal position, some agents and 

components of the films have achieved transnational prestige and have 

successfully entered into Hollywood mainstream. In Bordwell’s account, the 

reason for this is to be found in specific working protocols and some constructive 

principles, such as constructive editing, cutting speed and slow motion. Bordwell 

not only attributes the international popularity of the kung fu genre to the Hong 

Kong craft and aesthetics, but also observes their transnational influence on 

Hollywood action films. Within the discourse on kung fu cinema’s globalization, 

Bordwell’s argument is supported by Hunt. In Kung Fu Cult Masters: from Bruce 

Lee to Crouching Tiger, Hunt asserts that the kung fu movies on the level of 

movies themselves have not succeeded in their attempts to make their way into 

the Hollywood mainstream chains before Taiwan’s production CROUCHING TIGER, 

HIDDEN DRAGON. According to Hunt, the genre’s break into the Hollywood 

mainstream actually takes place in the post-1990s period, not in terms of ‘the 
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trans-pacific traffic of the 1970s, but the de-territorialisation of global culture’274. 

Moreover, this break in the post-1990s in Hunt’s opinion does not happen on the 

level of the films themselves. The break is conceptualized by Hunt as “in 

fragments” and as “atom reassembling”, presenting itself in the “dialogue 

between different action technologies, the very different spectacular regimes 

embodied by CGI and wirework”.275 In my understanding, Hunt’s conception 

supports my statement that the constitutive elements/agents of the genre, 

instead of the single movies, reached Hollywood mainstream cinema.  

Moreover, Hunt goes further than Bordwell as he attributes kung fu’s success in 

Hollywood before 2000 to labor and talent. He regards the three kung fu heroes, 

Bruce Lee, Jackie Chan, and Jet Li, as agents of Hong Kong cinema, who 

successfully paved their way to Hollywood cinema, and discusses how the essence 

of the genre shifted when these heroes moved into Hollywood cinema. 

Furthermore, Hunt sees an adaptation of certain aesthetics known from the kung 

fu genre in the use of the “bullet time” by the Hollywood film THE MATRIX 

(Wachowski Brothers, 1999), one of the most expensive Hollywood blockbusters. 

Choreographed by Hong Kong star choreographer Yuan Woo-ping, these shots of 

bullet time integrated the aesthetics of Hong Kong kung fu films to Hollywood by 

combining wirework with Hollywood digital technologies.276  

1.3 The Art of the Action: Conventions Anchoring the Worldwide Kung Fu Craze 

Throughout the long history of martial arts films, a full set of conventions has 

been established, which cover almost every dimension of the genre. At least 

within the scope of the film practices in Great China, different movies of this 

genre used to share certain features, featuring the martial arts combat as a 

thematic motif, and also advocating certain core values, following certain patterns 

of storytelling, and exhibiting certain types of aesthetic style.  
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To pursue the narrative essence of the martial arts genre, Cai Rong goes back to 

the genre’s literary tradition. As she notes, “[w]u refers to a person’s physical 

prowess and mastery of martial arts. Xia stands for a chivalrous hero who defies 

legal and social conventions in his quest for justice, honor, and personal 

ambitions.”277 In this way a dual framework is required to understand the wuxia-

related genre, one of which points to the physical power of the human body, and 

the other to ideological systems. The ideological connotations behind the term Xia 

have traditionally been given special emphasis by critics and historians. Some, 

including Teo, go as far as to say that: “*w+hile in essence, the nature of the genre 

is best expressed through xia or the chivalrous behavior of the knight-errant, 

chivalry can involve other themes such as revenge (baochou) and the just or 

unjust use of violence.”278  

Revenge or Baochou is one of the most popularly reoccurring themes of the genre. 

Karl Kao even considers it as driving narrative causality of martial arts stories.279 It 

is very often linked to resistance to conventions causing social and legal injustice. 

As a Chinese proverb goes, “knight-errant defies conventions with martial arts”, 

which attaches the martial arts tradition to a rebellious orientation.280  

Another aspect often associated with the martial arts genre (xia) is nationalism. As 

Teo argues: 

 Within wuxia literature itself, it has long been the practice to regard xia as a 

concept often equivalent to a declaration of the national, best represented by a line in one 

of author Jin Yong’s novels, ‘ the apex of xia  is to serve the nation and the people’ (weiguo 

weimin, xia zhi da zhe).
281
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Teo also notes that the wuxia genre’s representation of the nation is very often 

mediated through its relationship with transnational and global influences such as 

Hollywood.282 

The literary tradition of wuxia has been adopted and developed by the filmic 

adaptions of the martial arts genre. Much research has been devoted to the 

ideological study of marital arts films, for example, analyzing the patriotism and 

nationalism which Bruce Lee advocated, the individualism in Ang Lee’s jiang hu283, 

or the pacifism behind HERO’s tian xia 284 . 285  Most scholars also critique 

Hollywood’s westernization of kung fu heroes.286  

Political stories behind the warriors’ stories vary according to the movies’ 

transnational journey. Despite their ideological differences, they use similar 

aesthetics, production norms, and post production technologies. These norms and 

their craft have even paved some Hong Kong directors’ way to Hollywood 

blockbusters, with their careers going international.  
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In the field of film studies, “wu” refers to the physical action scenes that 

characterize the visual dynamism as the main spectacle of martial arts cinema. 

“Wu” is not restricted to the unique traditions of Asian, especially Chinese martial 

arts, but also includes the style of visualization that distinguishes the martial arts 

films from other action movies and earned them global reputation as well as 

international box office success.  

Bordwell is one of the scholars who assert that the filmic conventions featuring 

eye-catching combats explain Hong Kong cinema’s popularity. His book Planet 

Hong Kong: Popular Cinema and the Art of Entertainment is an exhaustive record 

that describes norms central to Hong Kong cinema.287 He calls them “the art of the 

action move”,288 with genuine appreciation. In Bordwell’s account, these norms 

and craft originally root in the Hong Kong film industry’s adoption of the 

Hollywood production mode. From my understanding of Bordwell’s account, Hong 

Kong directors, on the one hand, fit their works into the traditional Hollywood 

practices of continuous storytelling and realistic style. On the other hand, they 

innovatively modify the tradition in order to visualize Chinese kung fu for an 

international audience. In doing so, Hong Kong combined originally designed 

norms of Hong Kong kung fu films with Hollywood’s narrative and realistic style.  

Under Bordwell’s thorough scrutiny in Planet Hong Kong, Hong Kong directors 

follow what he calls “continuity style” or “classical style”, which “conveys each 

scene’s story in several shots, with an orienting long shot (the establishing shot) 

and closer views to emphasize characters or objects at the proper moment”289. 

Bordwell conceives of this continuity style as the central principle of storytelling in 

the classical Hollywood era, characterized by a specific style of lighting, 

composition, and camera movement that centers on the characters and 

foregrounds them. More specifically, scenes are “laid out according to an ‘axis of 

action’ – an imaginary line connecting the major participants – and all camera 
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positions, from long shot to close-up, are typically kept on one side of that 

axis.”290  

Bordwell states that in some Hong Kong kung fu works these principles are 

directly adopted to feature fighting scenes.291 In my understanding, panning 

shoots from long distance grants an overall view of the choreography, while 

medium and close shots draw the viewer’s attention to details. Bordwell’s first 

example is the work of John Woo, who adopts the so-called “sandwich setup”, 

composed of the establishing shot plus closer shots.292 More prominent cases 

presented by Bordwell illustrate an innovatively altered form of the principles, 

which emphasize the “clarity and precision in articulating movement”293. Bordwell 

writes about this “constructive editing” style as follows: 

 Many action scenes, however, also rely on a tactic of continuity cinema called 

constructive editing. *…+  This technique builds up a sense of the entire action by showing 

only parts of it.
294

  

The constructive editing style is not exclusive to Chinese martial arts films, but 

Hong Kong directors elaborated it to the extreme. This “constructive editing” style 

turned Chinese combat scenes into distinctive spectacles, that on the one side 

distinctively marked the Chinese movies, and on the other side are familiar to, and 

easily understood by, audiences used to watching Hollywood films.  

On the basis of the constructive editing approach, Hong Kong cinema presented a 

particular visual rhythm in the fights, which is described by Bordwell as a 

pause/burst/pause pattern: 

 First there is a rapid thrust and parry, or a string of blows, or the whirl of a sword 

or spear. There follows a slight pause, often at the moment a blow is blocked, and the 

fighters are immobile, perhaps only for a  fraction of a second. Then comes another 

burst of activity. The result onscreen is an overall flow that harbors a percussive rhythm. … 
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And each section of the pause/burst/pause pattern can be adjusted to different rates of 

movement.
295

 

What further establishes the characteristic style of Hong Kong movies is the 

expressive and emotional charge that the views of movement carry. Bordwell calls 

this “a strategy of expressive amplification”, which is achieved through the movies’ 

commitment to closer views, with focus not only on moving bodies but also on 

their faces and their expressions. 296  

I read Bordwell’s Planet Hong Kong while comparing it with Hunt’s record of the 

genre Kung Fu Cult Masters. From my point of view, what Bordwell calls “the art 

of the action move” essentially consists of what penetrates the Hollywood big 

budget action movies in fragments, as argued by Hunt. As Hunt exemplifies 

through THE MATRIX, the filmic practice of bullet time is designed by Yuan Wo-ping 

through his innovative fusion of the Hong Kong conventions with Hollywood’s 

expensive digital techniques.297 In Hunt’s opinion, the success of CROUCHING TIGER 

predicts a revitalization of the local works of the genre in global markets, which 

greatly benefits from Hollywood’s backstreaming.  

The following sections are dedicated to advance Hunt’s discussion by exploring 

the visualization strategy of the commercially successful Chinese blockbusters of 

this genre. It will demonstrate that, when the Hollywood-ized conventions of the 

genre feed back into the Chinese blockbusters, they underpin the Chinese movies’ 

demarginalization and their successful alignment with the Hollywood mainstream 

in global markets. 

II. The “Hollywood-ized” Martial Arts Genre 

2.1 The Existing Discourse 

In the era dominated by the Chinese blockbuster, the martial arts genre has been 

fully revitalized, especially in terms of Chinese cinema’s global prestige. Section IV, 
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Chapter 1 has indicated that the genre appears to be the only one that gains 

commercial success in transnational film markets. There is quite an extent of 

overlap between the discourse on the Chinese blockbuster, as indicated in 

Chapter 1, and that on the genre, which is the focus of this section. Thus here I 

will not repeat the discussions concerning the context of the genre, since they 

have been examined in the previous chapter. What follows is concentrated on the 

discourse on the movies belonging to this genre in the context of the Chinese 

blockbuster. This discourse generally engages the genre’s transnational and global 

properties, underlining its reinvention within its efforts to gain transnational 

prestige and to appeal to Western audiences while securing local ones. 

Furthermore, studies with regard to the martial arts genre in the blockbuster era 

frequently involve two movies that initiated the category of the wuxia blockbuster, 

CROUCHING TIGER and HERO. The former has not been included in my discussion on 

the Chinese blockbuster, considering some of its contextual properties as 

indicated in section I, Chapter 1. Since the movie text, and not its context, is at the 

focus of the discussion here, I acknowledge CROUCHING TIGER as an equally 

important case as HERO. After all, CROUCHING TIGER inspired HERO, and as the first 

commercially successful blockbuster in Chinese language of this genre, CROUCHING 

TIGER helped pave the way for the genre’s later revitalization in the global 

market.298  

Almost all research on CROUCHING TIGER, HERO or other Chinese blockbusters poses 

the same core question: what is so special about these movies that makes them 

do well globally? Kenneth Chan points to the fact that CROUCHING TIGER does not 

fully follow the ideological conventions of the original wuxia genre, but instead 

reconfigures the genre tradition towards an Oriental stereotype, and reconstructs 

the image of China.299  Chan notes that the film offers an ambivalent and 

                                                             
298 It has been admitted by Zhang Yimou in his interview by The New York Times. See 
Craig S. Smith, “‘Hero’ Soars, and Its Director Thanks ‘Crouching Tiger,’” The New York 
Times, September 2, 2004, sec. Movies, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2004/09/02/movies/02zhan.html. Accessed on October 29, 
2014.  
299 Kenneth Chan, “The Global Return of the Wu Xia Pian (Chinese Sword-Fighting Movie): 
Ang Lee’s Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon,” Cinema Journal 43, no. 4 (2004): 4. 
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conflicted engagement of Chinese cultural centrism and patriarchal hegemony, 

while it opens the possibility for a feminist reading.300 And this ambivalence is, 

according to Chan, the reason why the film appeals to the Western gaze. In this 

way, Chan reads the film’s cultural policy within a framework of not only 

postmodernism but also of self-Orientalism, which evoked “suspicions of 

stereotyping, exoticism, traditionalism, pandering to a Western gaze, a critique 

grounded in the methodologies of Edward Said’s anti-Orientalism.”301 Kenneth 

Chan’s statement is partially shared by Felicia Chan. She interprets the 

transnational success of the film in her framework of cultural migration and 

translatability.302 She ascribes its triumph to a narrative that could be understood 

across different cultural systems. According to Chan, the central term of jiang hu, 

an imaginary domain with its own orders and laws, is the most difficult part for 

the Westerners to understand. Chan argues that: 

 when that knowledge is absent, and the narrative gaps are filled by signs from a 

different cultural system,  the context for the narrative could be altered to the extent that 

meaning in the  narrative also altered.
303  

Felicia Chan agrees with Kenneth Chan when she argues that the West refers to 

one of the “cultural systems” to understand the film that leads to a feminist 

reading.304 Moreover, Felicia Chan notes Ang Lee departs from the martial arts 

genre tradition on many aspects in order to minimize the contextual knowledge 

needed to understand the narrative of the film, and in order to facilitate the 

application of these different cultural systems.305 According to Felicia Chan, both 

                                                             
300 Ibid., 14. 
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Chinese Films in Focus: 25 New Takes, ed. Chris Berry (London: British Film Institute, 2003), 
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the film’s overseas triumph and its failure on the Chinese domestic market should 

be attributed to this fact.306  

Kenneth Chan attributes CROUCHING TIGER’s international success to Ang Lee’s 

narrative that supports the West’s long existing Oriental imagination of 

Chineseness, or of what China looks like. He also interprets Ang Lee’s self-

Orientalism strategy as a return to a paternal figuration of Chinese culture, by 

foregrounding Chinese patriarchy as an oppressive embodiment of Chinese 

cultural centralism and traditionalism, which departs from the genre 

conventions.307 Teo, however, traces what Chan calls a feminist reading of this 

movie back to the feminist genre tradition contributed by King Hu, namely to the 

female knight-errant figure in A TOUCH OF ZEN.308 In Teo’s opinion, the success of 

CROUCHING TIGER in the West should be attributed to the genre’s transnational 

capabilities: 

 To my mind, this is only possible if “Chinese” is an abstract term, as in the idea of 

abstract nationalism that  pervades the genre. Here the point to make is that it was the 

wuxia genre that could allow Lee and Schamus to make everyone
309

 Chinese: wuxia being 

more possessive of Chineseness in the non-trivial  abstract sense than other genres and 

being the more credible vehicle to transmit this “Chineseness” on a transnational level.
310

 

As a conclusion, Teo asserts that “wuxia as a whole still remains embedded within 

a national, historicist form”, a form HERO also pertains to.311 Regarding HERO as a 

response to CROUCHING TIGER and its transnational potential, Teo states that “HERO 

is transnational on the exterior, but in its interior essence, it is still subjected to 

the national and not less driven by national market imperatives as well”.312 In 
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these terms, Teo interprets the narrative of HERO as a new historiographical form 

and as a rewritten historicist story.313   

Teo’s claim of HERO as national in its interior essence aligns with the dominating 

discourse on HERO. Most studies credit the altering significance of xia for the film’s 

domestic and global success. In these readings, the spirit of xia travels beyond the 

traditional meanings such as rebelling against administration and fighting against 

foreign intruders, and refers to more general concepts such as unification, 

universal pacifism and sacrifice for the greater good. All these concepts are traced 

back to the traditional philosophy of Chinese culture, but are easily adopted by 

Western audiences as well.314 

Summing up the existing discourse on the transnational turn of the genre, I think 

gaps are left with regard to the central question asked at the beginning of this 

section concerning these blockbusters' transnational commercial success in 

Hollywood’s mainstream theater chains. The investigation motivated by this 

question, from my point of view, should be oriented towards the other 

component of cinema, drawn from Bordwell’s Historical Poetic framework, 

namely the filmic visual style, since for the inquiry into the formal mechanism, 

looking only at narrative and ideology has proven to be insufficient. Felicia Chan 

observes that the success of CROUCHING TIGER and Chinese blockbuster films in 

general is mostly attributed to the action scenes.315 Two critics cited by Chan 

illustrate CROUCHING TIGER’s appeal to Western audiences. One is from Pau 

Dergarabedian, president of Exhibitor Relations, a box-office tracking service: 

                                                             
313 Ibid., 185. 
314 See articles in the anthology on HERO by Rawnsley and Rawnsley, Global Chinese 
Cinema. Gary D. Rawnsley, “The Political Narrative(s) of Hero,” 13–26; Yingjie Guo, 
“Recycled Heroes, Invented Tradition and Transformed Identity,” 27–42; Yiyan Wang, 
“Ruthless Tyrant or Compassionate Hero?: Chinese Popular Nationalism and the Myth of 
State Origins,” 43–52; Xiaoming Chen and Ming-Yeh T. Rawnsley, “On Tian Xia (’All under 
Heaven’) in Zhang Yimou’s Hero,” 78–89; Haizhou Wang and Ming-Yeh T. Rawnsley, “Hero: 
Rewriting the Chinese Martial Arts Film Genre,” 90–105. This discourse also involves 

several studies in Chinese, such as: China Film Association, ed., 笑论英雄 (On HERO), 1st 
ed. (Beijing: China Film Press, 2003); Jinmei Li, “Zhang Yimou in Cultural Research Sight” 
(doctorial dissertation, Suzhou University, 2008). 
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 The reason Crouching Tiger may transcend its foreign-language status is that it’s 

an action film. There’s a lot of visual information. That translates well in foreign market.
316  

And the other is from Paul Tatara, reporter of the CNN's online news magazine 

CNN.com: 

 The first fight, which springs to sudden, exquisite life … surely will elicit rounds of 

applause from audiences  the world over – action, after all, has become cinema’s 

universal language.
317 

Both reviews highlight the filmic visualization of martial arts and its close 

connection to Hollywood action film. It is quite remarkable that the action genre 

is repeatedly mentioned within the context of the discourse on Chinese 

blockbusters. In my opinion, such a connection points to the two layers of the 

action genre. On the one hand, the connection refers to the Hong Kong kung fu 

films’ long history of transnational prestige both in North America and across 

Europe, as discussed in section I. On the other hand, the universal language of 

action films, in my opinion, points to the visual language of the original Hollywood 

action films that has dominated Western film markets and that has long been 

accepted by Westerners. Although some of the conventions are originally from 

Hong Kong cinema, they have long been labelled as mainstream Hollywood in the 

global film markets. In this respect, the so-called “phenomenal success” of the 

Chinese blockbusters can be understood not only as a success of the visualization 

of martial art combats, but also a success of a hybrid language that blends both 

the conventions of the martial arts film and the popular visual language of 

Hollywood. The following sections will demonstrate how the hybrid visual style is 

composed, and how the kung fu genre conventions are Hollywood-ized.  

                                                             
316 Chan quotes from Dan Biers, “Chasing the Tiger’s Tail,” Far Eastern Economic Review, 
January 25, 2001, 67 in her paper Chan, “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon: Cultural 
Migrancy and Translatablity,” 56. 
317 Paul Tatara, “‘Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon’ a Gripping, Poetic Tale,” CNN.com, 
December 11, 2000, 
http://edition.cnn.com/2000/SHOWBIZ/Movies/12/11/review.crouching.tiger/index.html. 
Accessed on 31 October, 2014. It is quoted in Chan, “Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon: 
Cultural Migrancy and Translatablity,” 56. 
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2.2 Bullet Time 

In his book Kung Fu Cult Masters, Hunt chose THE MATRIX series to represent 

mainstream Hollywood’s appropriation of Hong Kong cinema – “Asian expertise 

absorbed into a cinema that continues to marginalize Asian performers.”318 In 

contrast to his critical attitude towards Hong Kong talents and movies being 

grafted onto Hollywood films, Hunt applauded CROUCHING TIGER and HERO, as he 

considered them significant crossover successes and the announcement of an 

alternative range of options for Chinese martial arts movies: 

 Crouching Tiger and Hero augur well for a transnational (and “Asianised”) 

prestige martial arts cinema; sumptuous production values, state-of-the-art choreography, 

to-die-for Chinese casts and distinguished auteurs not usually associated with “chop 

sickies”.
319 

I concur with Hunt on his almost visionary assertion concerning the significance of 

the two films in terms of Chinese cinema’s pursuit to go transnational. However, I 

would argue that the influence is mutual. On the one hand, Hong Kong talent (and 

more and more also from Mainland China and other Asian regions) “Hong Kong-

ified”320 Hollywood action blockbusters by combing martial arts genre conventions 

with Hollywood’s expensive digital technologies (for instance CGI). On the other 

hand, Ang Lee and Zhang Yimou utilize innovative techniques to Hollywood-ize 

Chinese blockbusters in their pursuit to de-marginalize their status in global film 

markets and to appeal to mainstream audiences, both Eastern and Western. In 

this respect I consider HERO to be more important because it was designed from 

the beginning as a blockbuster, and because its luxurious spending allowed the 

production of an aesthetic quality that would match the taste of mainstream 

viewers, not only the B-movie fans.321 
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321 For a detailed discussion see the first section of chapter I.  
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Well-acclaimed as it is, THE MATRIX trilogy largely owes its reputation to its state-of-

the-art visual technologies. One essential component is a visual effect referred to 

by the Wachowski siblings as “an action sequence that slowed time to a sinuous 

crawl and then cranked it back up to normal speed as the camera pivoted 

around.”322 Vivian Lee labels this as 'bullet time', which: 

 refers to a special filming technique that captures high-speed movement from 

360 degrees. It combines still photography, motion cameras and computer-generated 

images, and motion capture that makes “total  vision” possible. … As its name 

suggests, bullet time is created to make visible objects (such as bullets) moving at super-

high speed, which is dramatized through super-slow motion.
323  

According to Lee, the technique of bullet time had been used in a number of 

earlier Hollywood films such as BLADE (Stephen Norrington, 1998).324 However, the 

Wachowskis were the first to name it, perfect it and link it to martial arts genre 

conventions, with the help of Hong Kong star choreographer Yuen Woo-ping.  

THE MATRIX has set a successful precedent, which is important in several respects. 

For one, the films’ commercial success encouraged more Hollywood mainstream 

blockbusters to use the Chinese martial arts genre conventions and enhance them 

with the most advanced Hollywood visual techniques. Second, Yuen’s 

achievements with the aid of Hollywood technical teams demonstrated to his 

Chinese peers an innovative option, from both an aesthetic and a commercial 

perspective, as can be seen in, among others, Zhang Yimou’s HERO, HOUSE OF FLYING 

DAGGERS (2004) and CURSE OF GOLDEN FLOWER (2006), Chen Kaige’s THE PROMISE 

(2005), Feng Xiaogang’s THE BANQUET (2006), and John Woo’s REIGN OF ASSASSINS 

(2010). These Chinese directors are on all the top lists in Chinese film history – the 

best members of the Fifth Generation, the best commercial film directors in 

Mainland China, the best Hong Kong martial arts directors. Working with the best 
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choreographers of Hong Kong, they incorporate bullet time from Hollywood into 

the conventions of the Chinese martial arts genre, and thus into the expressive 

amplification strategy applauded by Bordwell, in their attempts to better visualize 

combat action. In the Chinese blockbusters after THE MATRIX, the bullet is 

substituted by a flying dagger, a sword tip, a bamboo branch and even a water 

drop. Constituted as a pause with an accent, the bullet time shots were 

seamlessly blended into the pause/burst/pause pattern Chinese martial arts films 

are famous for, incorporated with constructive action shots and close-ups.325 

Moreover, the evident traces of Hollywood’s most popular and expensive visual 

techniques helped the Chinese movies to dislodge the stereotype of cheap B-

movies in the Western imaginary, augmenting their mainstream currency in global 

markets. Hence, the bullet time sequences are highlighted as the most 

characteristic stylish feature of these Chinese blockbusters. 326 

2.3 High Concept Filmmaking 

The Chinese films’ Hollywood-ization goes further than adopting some new digital 

technologies, however. The first chapter demonstrated the institutionalization of 

the Chinese blockbuster on various levels leading to industrial reform, 

administrative support, changing practices and spectacularized texts. The 

Hollywood-ization of the Chinese blockbuster, as I want to propose in my 

dissertation, could be conceptualized within the framework of the high concept 

mode that was discussed by Justin Wyatt.327 

Evoked in Wyatt’s attempts to conceptualize the Hollywood blockbuster that 

dominates the post-classical era, the high concept model can be considered as a 

filmmaking mode that results from the tension between economics and aesthetics 

                                                             
325 For an elaboration on the innovative visual rhythm presented by the Chinese 
blockbusters see section III. 
326 See Chapter 4 for further explorations of the Chinese blockbuster adopting 
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on which commercial studio filmmaking is based at its most basic level. Wyatt 

gives the following definition:  

 I propose to offer a more precise definition of high concept through tracing the 

historical, institutional, and economic forces which have helped to shape this particular 

kind of commercial filmmaking. Through an awareness of these forces, high concept can 

be considered as a form of differentiated product within the mainstream film industry. 

This differentiation occurs in two major ways: through an emphasis on style within the 

films, and through integration with marketing and merchandising.
328

 

According to Wyatt’s definition, this particular kind of filmmaking is a 

differentiated production within an industry conglomeration, which is marked by 

its concentration on marketing and merchandising. The privilege of marketing and 

merchandising engages the full range of film practices, including pre-project 

stages such as project assessment, marketability evaluation and financing, as well 

as production, distribution, and exhibition.  

This filmmaking mode generates a particular style on the textual level. The so-

called high concept film is characterized by a story that is simple enough to be 

summarized into one sentence, a stylish and spectacular visual design that is 

highly influenced by advertisement and MTV aesthetics, and its merchandising 

potentials.329 Within the framework of the high concept filmmaking mode, Wyatt 

demonstrates that the filmic text is organized in such a way that it spins around 

“excess moments”330.   

The concept of “excess” is used to analyze the distinctive visual style of the high 

concept films. Introduced by Roland Barthes331 and Stephen Heath332, the concept 

of excess was further developed by Kristin Thompson333. As Thompson argues: 

                                                             
328 Ibid., 7. 
329 For the textual features of blockbusters see: Wyatt, High Concept, 2010; Kristin 
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  Films can be seen as a struggle of opposing forces. Some of these forces strive to 

unify the work, to hold it  together sufficiently that we may perceive and follow its 

structures. Outside any such structures lie those aspects of the work which are not 

contained by its unifying forces – the excess.
334  

According to Thompson, the formal forces, which are the narrative systems 

unifying the whole film, can never exhaust the materiality of the image. The 

excess exists when the material goes beyond the narrative functions. The 

argument of Thompson points to an essential branch of cinematic trends, namely, 

that their concentration on spectacular visuals and imagery has gutted narrative 

proficiency. Additionally, Thompson’s claims point out another research avenue 

to pursue when approaching the blockbuster movies. By looking into the visual 

and stylistic aspects of the films, the material of the filmic techniques leads film 

studies beyond “the traditional concept of criticism as an activity designed purely 

to explain the narratively functional aspects of the work.”335  

The Hollywood blockbuster, in particular the high concept film as defined by 

Wyatt, belongs to the trend described by Thompson, where the visual spectacle 

overwhelms the narrative. Wyatt thus adopts the concept and its emphasis on 

visual messages beyond the narrative functions, and further adapts it to the 

context of the Hollywood blockbuster to conceptualize the films’ textual 

composition and contextual practices. In his account of the high concept mode, 

Wyatt identifies moments in which the visual/material aspects distract from the 

unifying narrative system to such an extent that the distractions are foregrounded 

and themselves become salient features of these films. Wyatt calls such moments 

the “excess moments” of high concept films. The first trait of these excess 

moments, as pointed out by Wyatt, is that these scenes distinguish themselves 

from the films’ dominant visual formal style and form their own aesthetic. 

                                                                                                                                                           
332 Stephen Heath, “Film and System: Terms of Analysis Part I,” Screen 16, no. 1 (1975): 7–
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333 Kristin Thompson, “The Concept of Cinematic Excess,” in Narrative, Apparatus, 
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According to Thompson, “style is composed of techniques which are repeated and 

become characteristic of the film”336. Thus, excess can be understood as visual 

techniques that do not form specific patterns across the film, and which most of 

the time ‘stand out’ from the style of the rest of the film. 337 Wyatt describes the 

excess style of 1980s and 1990s movies thus: 

 On the level of formal composition, the high concept films are linked by a set of 

production techniques composed of extreme backlighting, a minimal (often almost black-

and-white) color scheme, a predominance of reflected images, and a tendency toward 

settings of high technology and industrial design. At times, these techniques combine to 

freeze the narrative, creating an excess within the film.
338  

Wyatt’s account of the excess style emphasizes that throughout the conspicuously 

stylish and aesthetically exaggerated visuals, the high concept films encourage an 

appreciation for the film’s formal composition that outweighs the developing 

story.339  

The second relevant contribution made by Wyatt to the conceptual framework is 

that he connects the style, which he sees as “standing out”, to advertisement 

aesthetics. This further contextualizes the strategy of excess moments in the high 

concept films. Wyatt attributes the strategy of excess moments to the high 

concept films’ focus on marketing and merchandising: 

 The tie between marketing and high concept is centered on a concept which is 

marketable. The  marketability of the concept must possess a visual form, presentable in 

television spots, trailers, and print  ads.
340 

In other words, the strategy to visually exaggerate crucial parts of a high concept 

film arises from the demand for material for advertisements. In this respect, the 

excess style of high concept films stems from advertising-oriented aesthetics. It is 
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designed for film advertisements across media channels, including trailers, 

television advertisements and posters. On the one hand, as they are designed to 

entice people to the theatres, the trailers contain most attractions of the films, 

including what is presented and how it is presented, in terms of motifs, spectacle, 

as well as new technologies. On the other hand, these excess moments are 

deliberately distributed all across the films, constituting the most stylish 

component of the movies and their most dazzling cinematic attractions. 

In the case of Chinese blockbusters, the scenes presenting martial arts combat are 

representative excess moments. The martial arts performance is a privileged 

cinematic attraction appealing to both the East and the West, as the kung fu 

genre has obtained the greatest commercial success for Chinese films in domestic 

and international markets. Thus, the combat moments are recurring motifs across 

various marketing tools. Moreover, the Chinese film industry lavishly spends on 

importing digital technologies such as bullet time, and creates a conspicuous style 

by combining the Hollywood high concept excess moment mode with the 

conventions that have brought recognition to Hong Kong kung fu films.  

2.4 The Excess Martial Arts Combats 

A recurring issue concerning the Hollywood blockbuster and its spectacularization 

is that many scholars believe it to undermine narrative progress, which has long 

been considered as the primary task of a feature movie.341 Erlend Lavik has 

analyzed the discourses concerning spectacle and excess of the blockbusters. In 

his view, though the contentions that Hollywood’s spectacularization leads to an 

evaporation of narrative can easily be refuted, there is indeed abundant evidence 

to support the argument that sees narrative “as somehow marginalized in 

contemporary Hollywood films”342. Lavik quotes researchers who agree with this 

                                                             
341 There have been many studies devoted to the narrative norms of classical 
Hollywood movies. See for example: David Bordwell, The Way Hollywood Tells It: Story 
and Style in Modern Movies (University of California Press, 2006). 
342 Erlend Lavik, “The Battle for the Blockbuster: Discourses of Spectacle and Excess,” New 
Review of Film and Television Studies 6, no. 2 (2008): 173, 
doi:10.1080/17400300802098305. 
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argument343, which Wyatt also shares. Wyatt holds the view that the apparatus of 

the excess moments is bound to work against the narrative, as he describes the 

excessive visual style of high concept as “a high-tech visual style and production 

design which [is] self-conscious to the extent that the physical perfection of the 

films’ visuals sometimes ‘freezes’ the narrative in its tracks”344. Stephen Prince, in 

his review of Wyatt’s book, characterizes the excessive visual style of high concept 

as: 

 the appropriation and adaptation of advertising aesthetics by filmmakers to 

create moments within the film which seem to work against the developing story, 

encouraging an appreciation for the film’s formal composition.
345 

Here is also where academics are divided. Unlike Wyatt, Thompson attributes the 

visuals overweighing the narrative to the incompetence of contemporary 

screenwriters.346 Lavik also admits that “there is no necessary opposition between 

narrative and spectacle.”347 However, Chinese blockbusters evidently exhibit a 

halt of the narrative during the excess moments. As I will show in the following 

sections, by introducing excess moments from the Hollywood/Western 

                                                             
343 These studies include: Thomas Schatz, “The New Hollywood,” in Film Theory Goes to 
the Movies: Cultural Analysis of Contemporary Film, ed. Jim Collins, Ava Preacher Collins, 
and Hilary Radner (New York: Routledge, 1993); Wyatt, High Concept, 2010; Fred Pfeil, 
“From Pillar to Postmodern: Race, Class, and Gender in the Male Rampage Film,” in The 
New American Cinema, ed. Jon Lewis (Durham, NC and London: Duke University Press, 
1998), 146–86; James Schamus, “To the Rear of the Back End: The Economics of 
Independent Cinema,” in Contemporary Hollywood Cinema, ed. STEVE NEALE and Murray 
Smith (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), 91–105; Wheeler Winston Dixon, 
“Twenty-Five Reasons Why It’s All Over,” in The End of Cinema as We Know It, ed. Jon 
Lewis (New York: New York University Press, 2001), 356–66; Michael Allen, Contemporary 
US Cinema (Harlow, England ; New York: Routledge, 2002); Thomas Leitch, “Aristotle V. 
the Action Film,” in New Hollywood Violence, ed. Steven Jay Schneider (Manchester 
University Press, 2004), 103–25. 
344 Wyatt, High Concept, 2010, 23. 
345 Stephen Prince, “Review of High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood by 
Justin Wyatt,” Film Quaterly 49, no. 3 (Spring 1996): 53. 
346 Kristin Thompson, Storytelling in the New Hollywood: Understanding Classical 
Narrative Technique (Harvard University Press, 1999), 306. 
347 Lavik, “The Battle for the Blockbuster,” 173. 
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advertising tradition, Chinese blockbusters have transformed long-lasting visual 

traditions of filmic representations of the martial arts genre.   

As mentioned in section 1.3, the Chinese martial arts films have for a long time 

followed the Hollywood continuity filmmaking tradition – a style that moment-by-

moment unfolds the story in shots and scenes. This style, when it appears in 

Hollywood classical movies, is characterized as being “fastidious about realism of 

detail, restraint of emotion, and plausibility of plot”.348  The style’s primary 

concern is to unfold a story in front of a voyeuristic spectator, and to create a 

realistic illusion. The Chinese martial arts genre has long taken this style as 

canonical. When it comes to the presentation of the martial arts combats in such 

films, the genre strongly emphasizes a seamless integration of the combat scenes 

into the narrative349. This rationale is reflected through the locations selected to 

situate the combats, which are usually the same places as those where the 

narrative takes place. Thus, in the martial arts films before the blockbuster era, 

the places where the combats take place are motivated by the narrative flow, and 

so the “look” of the places appears random. The narrative was designed in certain 

ways that try to offer  motivations for the selection of the combat locations. 

However, the dynamics of the action, and not the visual appearance of the space, 

is the primary concern.  

The most remarkable cases involve many directors who derived their reputation 

from their innovative strategies dealing with complex shooting situations, 

especially in the kung fu films. Jackie Chan is among these due to his ability to 

manipulate the surroundings and make use of it to his advantage when engaging 

with an opponent (see Fig. 1 below). In most conflicts where Chan is involved, the 

situations are elaborately picked and designed. Sometimes additional motivations 

have to be provided to justify them. The locations are designed in such a way that 

the actions of either Chan or his opponents are always hindered. Chan’s ability to 

                                                             
348 Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong, 19. 
349 Jia Leilei’s doctoral thesis is devoted to this question. Read Leilei Jia, “武舞神话： 

中国武侠电影及其文化精神 (The Myth of „Dance of Martial Arts‟: Chinese Martial Arts 

and Its Cultural Spirit),” Doctoral Thesis, (2007), Nanjing Normal University. The thesis is 
originally in Chinese. The author has translated and paraphrased it. 
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utilize the uncomfortable surroundings provides additional cinematic attractions. 

As Anderson notes, Chan’s early films maintain a distinctly human 

conceptualization of the limitations of movement350. In Chan’s case, the primary 

concern regards the dynamics of the actions. Within the fighting scenes, surprises 

occur when everyday objects are used in the fight. In this way, the location design 

supplies important elements to further the action. To sum up, it is the function of 

the locations that matters, rather than their visual appearance.  

 

Fig. 1 Jackie Chan in SHINJUKU INCIDENT (Derek Yee, 2010) 

These norms and conventions concerning the locations of combats reflect the 

Hong Kong kung fu films’ long tradition of adopting the classical Hollywood mode, 

within which the visual forms are integrating into the storytelling and have a 

mainly narrative function. Moreover, this mechanism foregrounds the dynamics 

                                                             
350 Anderson, “Kinesthesia in Martial Arts Films.” 
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of the actions. Spectacular and eye-catching as they are, these actions equally 

concentrate on furthering the narrative.  

These established conventions, which had dominated film practices and were 

discussed by film critics, were challenged with the advent and development of the 

blockbuster, when the DVFx (digital-visual-effects) and other visual spectacles 

started to compete with the storytelling for the attention of the audience and the 

critics. Although many scholars, as previously mentioned, hold the opinion that 

the spectacle undermines, if not destroys, Hollywood classical narrative, this 

position has been contested by, among others, Shilo McClean, who argues that in 

spite of visual spectacle, the classical narrative mechanism has been maintained. 

In her book, McClean discusses and assesses the spectacle of digital effects within 

Hollywood blockbusters. She applies Bordwell’s framework of classical Hollywood 

to the era of the blockbuster and approvingly quotes his claim that: 

 narration can in fact draw upon any film technique as long as the technique can 

transmit story information.
351 

From McClean’s point of view, the validation and the general encompassing 

capability of the classical Hollywood narrative is still at play in the computer-

generated spectacles of the blockbuster era. She assesses the achievements of a 

film’s utilization of digital effects with the standard of whether these effects are 

seamlessly integrated into the storytelling.352 Moreover, McClean denies what 

most critics assert, namely that “films that do not meet the classical standard exist 

solely for the purposes of spectacle”.353 From her point of view, spectacle that 

fails to be integrated into the storytelling simply results from unsuccessful 

experiments with CGI techniques for storytelling purposes.354  

                                                             
351 David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson, The Classical Hollywood Cinema: 
Film Style & Mode of Production to 1960, Reprint edition (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 1985), 21. Quoted in Shilo T McClean, Digital Storytelling: The Narrative Power of 
Visual Effects in Film (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2007), 11. 
352 McClean, Digital Storytelling, 69–102. 
353 Ibid., 11. 
354 Ibid., 11–4. 
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However, my observation of the Chinese blockbuster regarding the locations of 

the combats contradicts McClean’s assertion. In these Chinese films, the 

continuity of storytelling, as well as the integration of the narrative, is interrupted 

by the excess moments. The Chinese blockbusters exhibit a prevailing trend of 

foregrounding and separating the excess moments and their visual spectacle from 

the narrative flow. This trend is reflected in two ways in the renewed martial arts 

genre. Firstly, the alternation of the locations announces the advent of the excess 

moment, which interrupts the preceding narrative sequences. Secondly, the visual 

appearance of the locations is given primary emphasis, as the mechanism of the 

excess moment is designed to advocate the visual form over the narrative.  

In the first case, the Chinese blockbusters compromise the genre’s convention of 

showing consistent locations. In many cases, there is not enough narrative 

justification to explain the change of space. Within the film, the treatment of 

location explicitly announces the entrance into the excess moments. In CURSE OF 

THE GOLDEN FLOWER, for example, the logic of the narrative would suggest that the 

fight between prince Jie and his father, the king, should have occurred in the 

palace. However, it is arranged at the royal inn in order to separate it both from 

the previous scene and the following scene that takes place in the queen’s 

bedroom.  

In HERO, Zhang Yimou uses another strategy to achieve the same effect. In order to 

isolate the scene of the assassination of Canjian and Feixue from the previous and 

following scenes, all of which are located in the palace of Qin, Zhang Yimou 

applies a set of strategies including illumination, props as well as colors. In the 

assassination scene, the palace is decorated with an abundance of green silk 

cloths, which transforms the palace into a different place (see Fig. 2). In order to 

include all these specifically picked locations, these films have consciously 

abandoned the routine of continuity. In HOUSE OF FLYING DAGGERS, two of the battles 

are shot in the jungle and in the mountains of Ukraine, while the others were shot 

in Mainland China. Though the narrative tries to make the audience ignore the 

dramatic change of location, it is still noticeable and casts doubt on whether 

realistic illusion is the aim of the filmmakers. In HERO, the combat scenes between 
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Feixue, Canjian, Ruyue, and Wuming, which are supposed to happen within a 

continuous time frame, were shot across the Xinjiang, Qinghai and Sichuan 

Provinces. The directors preferred these beautiful nature scenes despite running 

the risk of breaking realistic illusion by acknowledging the radically different 

settings.  

 

Fig. 2 Canjian and Feixue's attempt to assassinate Emperor Qin in HERO (Zhang 

Yimou, 2002) 

This connects to the second aspect, which points to the Chinese movies’ 

exaggeration of the visual beauty in the excess moments. This exaggeration is 

designed in a way that is unfamiliar to audiences acquainted with classic 

Hollywood narrative. Where the old-school kung fu films foreground the dynamics 

of the action, the blockbusters highlight the landscape as complement and 

competitor. The old-school kung fu films always feature the dynamics of the 

action as the sole cinematic attraction within the combats. The space, which 

usually constitutes the background, is most of the time neglected and 

photographed out of focus. The new Chinese blockbusters, however, foreground 

the beauty of the background to such an extent that the landscape from time to 

time draws the spectator’s attention away from the fighting action.355 However 

                                                             
355 Chapter 4 and 5 are dedicated to further discussion of the cinematic landscape in 
the Chinese blockbusters. 
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concentrated the human actions are, the background surroundings decisively 

contribute to the atmosphere of a scene.  

In this way, the visual exaggeration of the cinematic landscape foregrounds the 

visuality over the narrative within the excess moments.356 It draws the spectator’s 

attention to enjoy the visual forms, and temporarily suspends their curiosity 

about the progress of the story. This visual stratebgy functions as more than just 

adding cinematic attraction, which is unfamiliar to the audiences of traditional 

kung fu films.  

Concerning the mechanism of the excess moments in the blockbusters, the 

change of location announces the advent of the excess moments. The landscape 

in the background sets the dominant atmosphere with its exaggerated visual form 

and affects the way in which the spectator experiences the excess moments. This 

visual strategy is reflected through the establishing shots within the sequences of 

combats, which present shots from extremely far away.  

As section 1.3 discussed, Hollywood films apply a sandwich formula, which 

conveys the story information with an orienting long shot, namely an establishing 

shot, and closer shots/reverse shots. Bordwell has illustrated that some Chinese 

directors such as John Woo follow the norm when visualizing the kung fu conflicts, 

while many others utilize constructive editing, and sideline overviews while 

pursuing thrilling action views. When it comes to the Chinese blockbusters, the 

establishing shots not only return, but also develop into extreme panoramas. 

Functioning to give a general idea of the spatial relationship between the 

opponents, the “normal” panoramic shots of martial arts films aim to cover only 

the opponents located on their fighting grounds (see Fig. 3), while those used in 

the Chinese blockbusters encompass much more – the opponents themselves are 

presented as an astonishing spectacle on the wide screen (see Fig. 4). These 

establishing shots in the Chinese blockbusters select exciting spots in an 

elaborated style. Varying from the style of traditional martial arts films that 

                                                             
356 The spectator’s experience of the excess moments is investigated in detail in 
Chapter 3.  
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foreground characters and ignore the background, the high concept patterns 

attempt to make the audience enjoy the formal composition of the spectacular 

backgrounds, even risking to distract from the narrative and the main characters. 

Also, the duration of these panoramas has considerably increased.357  

 

Fig. 3 Zhao Wenzhuo in TRUE LEGEND (Yuen Woo-ping, 2010) 

                                                             
357 Further explorations into the extreme panoramic shots can be found in Chapters 4 
and 5. 
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Fig. 4 Combat scene in HERO 

To sum up, representation of martial arts in the Chinese blockbusters has 

evidently shifted away from traditional conventions. The continuity of the story is 

damaged, as well as the thrill and clarity of the action, both of which were 

considered essential to what was attractive in the Chinese martial arts genre. The 

primary interest with regards to the martial arts combats becomes to present 

excess moments, which are distinguished both from the connecting sequences 

and from the integrity of the whole film in a stylish and conspicuous visual 

aesthetic. The super panorama shots, though to some extent damaging the speed 

and clarity of action, announce the excess moments. They introduce an altered 

space, where the story is halted, the visual aesthetics are extravagant, and where 

mundane storytelling gives way to dazzling effects and spectacle. Not only 

cinematographic techniques, but also expensive digital techniques are deployed 

to generate a breathtaking visual spectacle. During these excess moments, the 

spectators’ attention is firmly held on the visual form, with their curiosity about 

the narrative progress suspended.  

With the establishing shots announcing the excess moments, other scenes of the 

excess moments prominently present martial arts fights in a spectacular style 

developed on the basis of the established kung fu conventions, and that fuse with 

expensive Hollywood special effects such as bullet time. Both visual aesthetics 
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have established their reputation in global markets, and bullet time even occupies 

an important status in mainstream Hollywood, as we have discussed above. The 

fusion of the two is certainly intended to attract the widest audiences, both 

Western and Eastern.  

III. “Hollywood-ized” and “Hong Kong-ified”: Martial Arts Genre in 

Chinese Blockbuster Era 

3.1 Martial Arts in the Chinese Excess Moments: The Visual Rhythm of Emotion 

In section II I have compiled evidence demonstrating the martial arts genre’s 

Hollywood-ization and its departure from the genre conventions. Nonetheless, 

the Chinese blockbusters still adhere to the most essential norms and traditions 

derived from Hong Kong action films, which according to Bordwell represent the 

most important achievement of the Chinese kung fu genre, and which he also sets 

as a major reason for the films’ international success. In fact, even the Hollywood-

ized bullet time scheme, which was first designed by Yuan Woo-ping, could be 

considered as the development of the Hong Kong conventions by blending 

expensive Hollywood techniques, or vice versa, as de-familiarizing the Hollywood 

popular style by combining it with kung fu genre conventions. The Chinese 

blockbuster industry derives inspiration from both its Hong Kong and its 

Hollywood predecessors. Thus it embraces features such as the 

pause/burst/pause pattern and the strategy of expressive amplification, as 

Bordwell calls them from the kung fu genre, and the bullet time scheme as well as 

the high concept mode from Hollywood blockbusters.  

The Chinese blockbuster’s fusion of Hong Kong and Hollywood elements 

generates an extravagant style in the excess moments, which I call a visual rhythm 

of emotion. This visual rhythm of emotion is influenced by the Hong Kong kung fu 

genre and features a pause/burst/pause pattern when visualizing the martial arts 

combats. Additionally, it also maintains the Hong Kong tradition, which 

emphasizes the expression and emotion through the facial close-ups. On the 

other hand, the Chinese movies explicitly display traces to imitate their Hollywood 

predecessors. The martial arts combats with a certain visual rhythm are 
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highlighted within the mode of the high concept and its excess moments. 

Moreover, the expensive digital techniques from Hollywood are adapted and 

appropriated into the pattern and the rhythm in the form of bullet time. These 

scenes of bullet time are put in the visual rhythm as accents. Together with the 

facial close-ups, they highlight and amplify the emotions and the expressions 

during the actions. This section is dedicated to illustrate the visual rhythm of 

emotion, and to demonstrate how the romantic, emotional and rhythmic 

spectacle appeals to both Western and Eastern mainstream audiences.  

The tradition of creating rhythmic scenes to visualize martial arts can be dated 

back to an earlier period of the Chinese cinema in the 1950s and 1960s, when the 

Chinese opera was cinematically adapted. Bao Weihong evoked the concept of 

“rhythmic Mise-en-Scène” to characterize a style that developed when the 

directors tried to appropriate the Chinese opera’s famous expressive, symbolic 

and formulaic style and merge it with the then-dominant realistic mainstream 

cinema.358 In Bao’s account, the rhythm of the film is generated mainly by the 

rhythmic performance of the characters that are featured in the Chinese opera. 

He also suggests that the whole apparatus of Mise-en-Scène, including 

illumination, performance, and props, contribute to the effect. Although his focus 

was on Mise-en-Scène, Bao also looked at the interaction between Mise-en-Scène, 

cinematography, and editing.  

The rhythmic pattern Bordwell observed in Hong Kong action films is achieved by 

this kind of interaction, involving the characters’ action (the pause/burst/pause 

action pattern), as well as constructive editing and shooting. Close-ups constitute 

an important part of this rhythm, and not only function as pauses, but also carry 

the essential expressive charge.359 This approach is taken up in Chinese high 

concept films. During the combat scenes, these close-ups are manipulated in 

different ways that are emotionally and romantically expressive. More and more 

facial close-ups are utilized in the martial arts combat scenes. Besides subjective 

                                                             
358 Weihong Bao, “The Politics of Remediation: Mise-En-Scène and the Subjunctive Body in 
Chinese Opera Film,” The Opera Quarterly 26, no. 2 (2010): 256. 
359 Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong, 231. 
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perspective shots, which allow the audience to experience the intensity of the 

combats, the facial close-ups make it possible to engage with the emotion of the 

characters. Another trend involves more and more slow-motion techniques within 

the facial close-ups, against lyric background soundtracks. These close-ups and 

slow motion shots make it possible for the characters to express emotions in a 

more complex way even during combat. This performs a generic function as 

pauses during the martial arts combats.  

Another component of the rhythm involves the bullet time scheme and the high-

speed shooting technique. Section 2.1 has demonstrated the short history and 

mechanism of the scheme of bullet time in terms of the Hollywood blockbusters. 

Chinese blockbusters have appropriated the established scheme and adapted it 

into the cinematic martial arts combats, and into the historical costume sub-genre. 

The “bullets” are substituted by items that are more linked to Chineseness. 

Combining still photography, high-speed photography, computer-generated 

images, and motion capture, these shots catch extreme details such as raindrops 

splashing when hit by the weapons and objects falling into pieces, which are 

impossible to follow with the naked eye. Taking the scenes from REIGN OF 

ASSASSINATIONS (Su Chaobin and John Woo, 2010), as an example, the 

distinguishing feature of the heroine’s weapon, Sword of Green Water (bi shui 

jian), is that it can change directions during a fight. In normal shots at a normal 

speed, these motions are invisible or unnoticeable, while through CGI and high-

speed photography, they constitute a conspicuous spectacle. Both Eastern and 

Western audiences have been awed by the technique of bullet time in expensive 

Hollywood blockbusters, such as the MATRIX series. Thus the Chinese movies are 

aligned with the most expensive Hollywood blockbusters. The Chinese 

blockbusters further de-familiarize the scheme by introducing elements that are 

related to the Orient and Chineseness as items appearing in martial arts fights. 

The Chinese bullet time is offered as a significant cinematic attraction, whilst 

effectively functioning to align Chinese movies with the Hollywood mainstream, 

and to de-marginalize them in global film markets.  
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I account for the pausing elements, namely the facial close-ups in slow motion 

and the high-speed bullet time, as the active accents of the visual rhythm of the 

filmic martial arts combats in the Chinese blockbusters. The conventional accents, 

such as the burst actions, give way and are considered as lyrical for two reasons. 

Firstly, compared to others, these shots are more significant in their technical 

nature. The close-up and the slow motion are both normally utilized to highlight 

certain elements of a film. Moreover, the expensive technologies and the 

sumptuous spectacle of the bullet time schemes amplify the significance of these 

shots.  

These also reflect Chinese blockbusters’ different strategy compared to their Hong 

Kong predecessors. Within an old-school kung fu film, the filmic highlights are 

traditionally delivered as speeded-up actions, labeled the “decisive moments” of 

Hong Kong cinema by Bordwell.360 Thus a facial close-up is used either to open or 

close a scene. Their occurrence within one film is also limited, compared to the 

Chinese blockbusters. The Hong Kong kung fu film rarely takes the risk of 

interrupting a sequence of actions by attracting the spectator’s attention to its 

film techniques, as the Chinese blockbusters do. Secondly, the duration of these 

pausing shots also grows. Both the slow motion and the high-speed technique 

prolong the duration. In the old-school kung fu films, the pausing shots usually 

feature the withdrawal of fighters. As break-of-action sequences, they take a 

relatively short time. Conversely, the extended pausing shots in the Chinese 

blockbusters attract more attention from the spectators. Moreover, the extended 

duration is dedicated to more complex and more spectacular visualizations of 

emotions and expressions. All of these contribute to support my argument that 

takes the pausing shots as accents of the visual rhythm rather than the action 

shots.  

The main attraction of the Hong Kong kung fu genre, according to Bordwell, is 

visualization of speeding actions and the intensity of the combats, both of which 

are also compromised in the Chinese blockbusters. Both bullet time and the facial 

close-ups slow down rather than speed up the tempo of the actions. And 

                                                             
360 Ibid., 212. 
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simultaneously, the slow motion adds an emotional aura to the fighting scenes. 

The attention of the audience shifts from the intensive action to the emotions. 

From time to time, facial close- ups are inserted, and the emotional experience is 

highlighted. In the film CURSE OF GOLD FLOWER, audiences might simply imagine 

Prince Jie as an ambitious political character without these details. However, 

through facial close-up shots, Jay Chou is capable of expressing more emotions in 

the combats. The detailed visualization of facial expressions of the character 

enables the audience to understand his love as well as his hatred for his father, 

and his sympathy for his mother. Facial close-ups in slow motion create 

opportunities for audiences to sympathize with the characters as well as simply 

empathizing with the combat actions. Facial close-ups not only allow for more 

emotions and expressions during longer filmic time, but also give the audiences 

more time to experience and to engage with the character.  

From my point of view, Chinese blockbusters’ extensive utilization of the brand 

names of the Chinese Fifth Generation should be taken into consideration when 

attempting to account for the martial arts sequences’ emphasis on emotions and 

expressions. It could be regarded as pertaining to the directors’ personal 

characters, which are entailed from their works of art house cinema. Moreover, it 

is more likely motivated out of the industry’s conscious attempts to maintain the 

aesthetic features of the brand names. As far as I am concerned, the evident 

attempts to identify with these directors’ art house films is an attempt to expand 

the existing fan groups of such films, especially in Western markets.  

To summarize, the aesthetics of the martial arts visuals in the Chinese 

blockbusters fuse a range of film conventions from both China and Hollywood, 

including spectacular Hollywood visuals, the kung fu genre norms, and the 

Chinese Fifth Generation style.361 All these collaborate to maximize the Chinese 

blockbusters’ appeal to the widest audiences.  

3.2 Martial Arts in Trailers: an Advocated Attraction  

                                                             
361 For a definition of the Chinese Fifth Generation, see Chapter 1. Chapters 3 and 4 
further explore the Chinese blockbuster’s adoption of the Chinese Fifth Generation 
style.  
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In the introduction of the dissertation, I highlighted the important role played by 

the paratexts within the framework of the blockbuster. Jonathan Gray's book 

Show Sold Separately: Promos, Spoilers, and Other Media Paratexts 362  was 

referred to as theoretical support. These paratexts, argues Gray, constitute a 

central part not only of media production but also of consumption and of the 

process through which the audience ascribes meaning to a film. 363  This 

dissertation devotes Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 to elaborate and to discuss the 

mechanisms through which the paratexts have an impact on the film and on 

related consumption, as well as on the audience experience and on reception, 

while discussing the visualization of the female body and of the landscape.  

I am not going to repeat my analyses in this chapter, but I would like to address 

the point that the first step of the mechanism’s operation is through promotional 

activities, such as TV ads, marketing campaigns, posters and trailers, which exhibit 

selected cinematic attractions. These cinematic attractions feature the most 

alluring and the most spectacular visuals of the blockbuster, in other words, the 

high concept. Moreover, the marketing explicitly features the merchandising 

interests of the film, including spin-offs and ancillary products.  

In this section, I pick the trailers of HERO to illustrate my first point. Trailers are 

considered as a collection of the most spectacular shots to exhibit the most 

innovative aesthetic characteristics of a film. With regards to martial arts as one of 

HERO’s essential attractions, one sequence of shots recurs in different versions of 

trailers with minor alterations, including versions marketed in Mainland China, 

North America, Hong Kong, and Japan. This sequence features the visual rhythm 

discussed in section 3.1. Rather than a sequence from a filmic scene, the trailer is 

generated by combining shots from different excess moments in a deliberately 

arranged order. Thus the aesthetical inclinations and intentions are exhibited in a 

more explicit way compared to the scenes in the film. The extracted sequence 

                                                             
362 Jonathan Gray, Show Sold Separately: Promos, Spoilers, and Other Media Paratexts 
(New York: NYU Press, 2010). 
363 Ibid., 2–16. 



120 
 

fully and better supports my argument about the visual rhythm of excess 

moments.  

I will take the shots of the Japanese version of the trailer as an example. It 

proceeds as following: 

Shot 1: close-up in slow motion, depicting a foot stepping into water, with 

splashing water captured by high-speed camera; 

Shot 2: medium shot, depicting Wuming drawing his sword; 

Shot 3: close-up in slow motion, depicting a sword sweeping through a rain 

shower, with water splashing that is captured by high-speed camera; 

Shot 4: full shot, depicting Wuming lifting a branch of writing brushes, speeded up.  

Shot 5: close-up in slow motion, depicts a sword tip piercing into rain fall, with 

water splashing that is captured in high-speed camera; 

Shot 6: medium shot in slow motion, depicting water splashing when Changkong 

turns his spur.  

Shot 7: close-up in slow motion, depicting Wuming’s face traveling through the 

rainfall, with water splashed that is captured by high-speed camera; 

Shot 8: medium shot in slow motion, over Changkong’s back, depicting Wuming 

thrusting towards Changkong, with water splashing that is captured by high-speed 

camera; 

Shot 9: close-up in slow motion, depicting a sword tip thrusting into and through a 

writing brush, which is generated by CGI techniques; 

Shot 10: CGI shot, depicting a writing brush blowing up in slow motion. 

The shot-by-shot analysis of the trailer amply demonstrates my argument about 

the visual rhythm, and makes explicit its construction, including the accents and 

lyrics. In these ten shots, the trailer evidentially foregrounds the pausing elements, 
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including close-ups in slow motion and bullet time, and boasts the innovative 

techniques imported from Hollywood. The speeded-up action shots appear in 

merely two out of ten shots, as transitions and intensifications of the rhythm. 

Similar compositional pattern recurs in different versions of the trailers. In the 

Chinese version of the trailer, the same sequence is seen with a few more 

speeded-up actions as lyrical moments integrated into the rhythm. The similar 

sequences in versions of the trailer for the markets in North America and Hong 

Kong are shorter, and as exceptions, only some of the bullet-time shots are kept. 

This probably is because both of the markets are more fond of the Hong Kong 

kung fu genre than the Chinese Fifth Generation, on the contrary to Mainland 

China.  

To sum up, what is enthusiastically advocated in these trailers is the rhythmic 

visualization of the martial arts, with harmony and emotional expression as key 

features. It is composed of Mise-en-Scène, cinematography and editing. As 

alluring cinematic attractions, the Hollywood-ized bullet time and Hong Kong-ized 

facial closed-ups are highlighted. This visual rhythm can be observed in all of the 

Chinese blockbusters since the first one, HERO, and recurs as a popular style in the 

following Chinese blockbusters.  

IV. Conclusion 

This chapter has illustrated an innovative aesthetics for visualizing the martial arts 

in Chinese blockbusters, namely a visual rhythm of emotion. Moreover, this 

chapter has exemplified the construction of the excess moments in Chinese 

blockbusters, and the mechanism through which the excess moments are 

allocated within the films. Wyatt’s conceptualization of the blockbuster within a 

high concept filmmaking mode has been introduced and is considered as 

applicable to the Chinese version. In this way, the martial arts scenes of the 

Chinese movies are understood as highly stylish visual attractions, influenced by 

advertising aesthetics. This assertion is supported in the final section of the 

chapter, when comparisons are made between the trailers and the film scenes of 

HERO, and between different versions of trailers for the film.   
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Furthermore, this chapter has explained the Chinese high concept style as a fusion 

of conventions and aesthetics from Hollywood, the Hong Kong kung fu genre, and 

aesthetic reminiscences of the Chinese Fifth Generation. This fusion involves more 

than the strategy of the martial arts visualization. It also reflects the general visual 

strategy of the Chinese blockbuster, which is designed to appeal to mainstream 

audiences, both Eastern and Western. In this way, this chapter also exemplifies 

the Chinese blockbuster’s cultural and visual strategies, as discussed in Chapter 1.  

In the last section (section 3.2), the advertising features of the Chinese 

blockbuster have been discussed. I argue that the trailers show the most essential 

attractions that are deliberately designed and that carry significant marketing and 

merchandising interests. In the case of the martial arts trailers, rhythmic and 

romantic visualization are highlighted. Further investigation and discussion is 

necessary to demonstrate how the mechanism of promotional paratexts and 

publicity operates and how the film industry and the film consumption are 

influenced by such paratexts. Chapters 3, 4 and 5, are dedicated to further 

explorations of the interweaving of the marketing paratexts and the Chinese 

blockbuster’s merchandising and consumption. 
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Chapter 3: Contemplating the Female: Body and 

Costume 

 

In the previous two chapters I have attempted to illustrate the institutionalization 

of the Chinese blockbuster, from both a contextual and a textual perspective. This 

chapter is devoted to the efforts of interpreting and conceptualizing the film texts 

pertaining to the new mode, which privileges visualization over narration. It 

illustrates the alternative experiences provided to spectators, to the female 

spectators especially, when sexual difference and the subjective male gaze are 

obscured, and when a homosexual and fetishist contemplation is encouraged. 

This chapter utilizes as a representative case Zhang Yimou’s third blockbuster 

work, CURSE OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER (2006).  

CURSE OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER (Zhang Yimou, 2006; abbreviated as CURSE from now 

on), is the third martial arts work and a blockbuster of the globally renowned 

Chinese film director Zhang Yimou, after HERO (2002) and HOUSE OF FLYING DAGGERS 

(2004; DAGGERS hereafter). As the first Chinese movie released simultaneously in 

China and in the U.S, CURSE achieved commercial success with a domestic box 

office record of ￥ 15,000,000 (approximately $2,451,000) on premiere night and 

￥96,000,000 ($ 15,686,400) in the first weekend. The film received intensive 

attention in the form of massive media coverage, audience response, and critical 

debates, both domestic and international.  

In my account of the Chinese blockbuster, CURSE is a better representative case of 

the Fifth Generation’s adaptation of the high concept filmmaking mode than the 

other two. This is because CURSE presents a conventional narrative featuring a 

patriarchal male and oppressed female, while HERO and DAGGERS primarily portray 

the martial arts genre tradition, as discussed in Chapter 2. In this sense the film 

provides an opportunity to address the consistence, and more importantly the 

inconsistence, of the Chinese blockbuster with the artisan works of the Fifth 

Generation, especially Zhang Yimou, such as RED SORGHUM (1988), JUDOU (1991) 
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and RAISE THE RED LANTERN (1991). Moreover, a reflection on the critical comments 

on the movie suggests the dysfunctionality of the existing framework, established 

on the basis of the conceptualization of the artisan works, when confronted with 

the Chinese blockbusters. While all the political-economic reviews were 

fascinated by the film’s high concept filmmaking mode and the aggressive 

international selling, textual analyses failed to identify any features that 

distinguish the movie from its art house precedents. Consequently, the latter 

approach cannot provide explanations for its success in the global commercial 

markets on a textual level.  

This chapter is dedicated to an attempt to allocate features of the blockbuster 

CURSE with which the movie aligns itself to the mainstream theater chains in global 

markets, and which distinguishes it from the director’s earlier marginal works 

distributed mainly in art-houses. By highlighting the visual perspective rather than 

the narration, the chapter proposes an alternative reading/experiences approach, 

foregrounding the visual perspective instead of the narrative and taking into 

account the intertextual information conveyed in media publicities and other 

marketing products. It argues that the excessive visual style addresses the 

costume as an additional cinematic attraction to the female body, and that 

through this style the movie is allied to the fashion industry and appealing to, as 

well as empowering the female audience. Moreover, this chapter demonstrates 

that this experience is facilitated with the aid of the film’s industrial context that is 

established through the film's marketing activities and.  

The chapter progresses as follows. The first section historically reviews the 

ideological framework that currently dominates the critical accounts of Chinese 

cinema, and demonstrates its dysfunctionallity when addressing Chinese 

blockbusters. The second and third sections look into the visual text of the movie, 

and compare it with Zhang Yimou’s earlier art-house films. Together these two 

sections illustrate that rather than eroticize the visualization of the female body, 

the movie foregrounds costumes and attires as competing cinematic attractions, 

appealing to the female audience. They demonstrate that the body-centered 

eroticism that intends to satisfy the male voyeuristic gaze is reduced, and that the 
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direct fetishizing of female-to-female reading is encouraged, which mimics the 

enjoyment of a fashion show or a fashion magazine. The tendency of such an 

experience is enhanced during the movie’s industrial circulation, through media 

publicity and other marketing products, which is elaborated in the fourth section. 

This chapter then concludes that the Chinese blockbuster institution embraces 

not only transformations on the levels of industry and content, but also a different 

form of spectatorship. Innovative audience policies are privileged In the Chinese 

blockbusters’ efforts to appeal to global mainstream audiences. 

I. A Controversial Movie or a Dysfunctional Framework? 

The critical reading of Chinese film content has conventionally privileged the 

ideological significance of cinema over others. And with regards to the Fifth 

Generation films, especially Zhang Yimou’s, a psychoanalytical perspective is 

predominately taken, with references to Sigmund Freud and Jacques Lacan. The 

psychoanalytic framework is set up on the basis of the dichotomy of gender 

difference, namely the male and the female. While the male is assigned a 

subjective, active and powerful status, the female is objectified, passive and 

subject to the patriarchal control in her assigned roles of a daughter, a mother 

and a wife.364 This framework is drawn upon to conceptualize the Chinese Fifth 

Generation films, among which Zhang Yimou’s art-house films have played an 

important role. Within this framework, Rey Chow proposes an ethnographic 

account of Zhang’s most famous art-house works, RED SORGHUM, and RAISE THE RED 

LANTERN.365 The gender tension comes through an older domineering male who 

purchases wives for perverse sexual pleasure and reproduction; and a young 

abused female under male dominion.  

Drawing upon this conceptual schema, certain aesthetical policies are allocated. In 

her canonical work “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”, Laura Mulvey 

                                                             
364 This framework is thoroughly discussed in Jinhua Dai, 雾中风景：中国电影 1978-
1998 (Landscape in Mist: Chinese Film Culture 1978-1998) (Beijing: Peking University 
Press, 2006). 
365 Rey Chow, Primitive Passions: Visuality, Sexuality, Ethnography, and Contemporary 
Chinese Cinema (New York [etc.]: Columbia University Press, 1995). 
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mapped the ideological effect of the basic apparatus by considering the content 

of images and scenarios in Hollywood’s classical period, by focusing on a narrative 

reading and relying on a particular psychoanalytical model.366 In Mulvey’s account, 

Hollywood narrative cinema of the classical period was organized around the 

pleasure of a voyeuristic gaze and narcissistic identification with others. An active 

male presence became a “position of mastery”367 and this gaze produced the 

film’s spatio-temporal coherence. During the identification process, the female 

body was represented as a passive object of the active male gaze – “to-be-looked-

at-ness”368 – and erotically stylized. In other words, the aesthetics of visualization 

are defined according to specific role descriptions - the actively gazing male and 

the passive female to be looked at. The representation of the female focuses on 

the body and is eroticized. A similar aesthetical apparatus has been identified in 

Chinese cinema. Chow notes the ‘body-centric’ visual strategies in the 

aforementioned three films. Zhang’s ‘women’ draw attention to themselves 

precisely through their spectacular, dramatic bodies.369 In her account, this body-

centric approach could almost be considered “pornographic”370. Moreover, the 

male gaze is crucial in Zhang’s film. Chow puts great emphasis on Judou’s decision 

to look back when her husband’s nephew watches her bathing: ‘As she confronts 

Tianqing with her naked body … she exhibits her female body for the male gaze 

literally, in the manner that one cites a well-used platitude’.371 Though Judou’s 

resistance is beyond the scope of the article, Chow does give a clear description of 

the three components of the voyeuristic tension: man, the male gaze, and the 

erotically naked female who is subject to the male gaze. 

                                                             
366 Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” in Film Theory and Criticism 
Introductory Readings, 5th ed (New York [etc.]: Oxford U.P, 1999), 833–44. The article 
was originally published as Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” 
Screen 16, no. 3 (September 21, 1975): 6–18. 
367 Scott Bukatman, “Spectacle, Attractions and Visual Pleasure,” in The Cinema of 
Attractions Reloaded (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2006), 72. 
368 Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” 1999, 837. 
369 Chow, Primitive Passions, 48. 
370 Ibid., 45. 
371 Ibid., 167. 
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The same schema of reading that focuses on the female body is reflected in the 

blockbuster work of Zhang Yimou, CURSE.372 Here, the tension between the sexes is 

addressed and the role of the queen is foregrounded as an oppressed wife and an 

oedipal mother. The portrayal of the feminine attributes accents them as objects 

of spectacle on display, subjected to the dominating male gaze. As Huang Yiju puts 

it, “her bodily charm, hair ornaments and ostentatious gowns work together to 

substitute the phallus and cover up her ontological void”.373 

Regardless of how rigorous these arguments are, they evidently fail to correspond 

with the political-economic analysis that aligns the film with other Chinese 

blockbusters. These scholars, who are devoted to investigating the industrial 

context of the Chinese blockbuster, include Yin Hong and Rao Shuguang based in 

Mainland China, and Julian Stringer, Zhang Yinjing, Zhu Ying and Stanley Rosely 

outside, as mentioned in Chapter 1, section II. They are fascinated by the fast-

developing film industry and the flourishing film market in Mainland China. This 

historical period is on record as being dominated by the Chinese 

blockbusters/high concept films, and is prominently characterized by the booming 

ticket office revenues achieved by the Chinese films in both domestic and 

international mainstream film markets. Nevertheless, the political-economic 

reviews fail to provide reasons for the commercial success on the textual level, 

which is what distinguishes the movie from its art-house precedents. The 

differences on the textual level should be considered as crucial in the movie’s 

commercial success, since prior stories such as RED SORGHUM, JUDOU, and RAISE THE 

RED LANTERN never achieved comparable revenues. Jenny Lau recorded her 

                                                             
372 Further readings include: Ya-chen Chen, Women in Chinese Martial Arts Films of the 
New Millennium: Narrative Analyses and Gender Politics (Lanham: Lexington Books, 
2012), 133–151; Yiju Huang, “Weaving a Dark Parody: A Psychoanalytical Reading of 
Zhang Yimou’s Curse of the Golden Flower,” Film International 6, no. 2 (April 2008): 
41–51; Lu Fan, “红色导演的轼父情结－谈《满城尽带黄金甲》轼父主题的回归 (the 
Patricide as a Consistent Theme of Zhang Yimou: Revitualizing the Patricide in CURSE 

OF THE GOLDN FLOWER),” 电影文学(Film Literature) 13 (2007): 45–46; Tianran Liu, “权力、

秩序与东方想象－解读电影《满城尽带黄金甲》(Power, Order and Orientalism -- 

Interpretation of CURSE OF THE GOLDN FLOWER),” 电影文学(Film Literature), August 2007, 

36–37. 
373 Huang, “Weaving a Dark Parody,” 43. 
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experiences during JUDOU’s premiere in 1990.374 In her account, the film faced a 

censorship ban in Mainland China. And in Hong Kong where the film was released, 

the critics’ responses were unfavorable. Even in the West, where the Fifth 

Generation found their reputation, the screenings were limited to film festivals 

and art-house theatres. Thus it is reasonable to ask the following question: which 

attributes within the cinematic texts make the Chinese blockbusters popular and 

de-marginalize them on the global film market? In other words, how does the 

Chinese high concept mode contribute to this process? 

In Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 I demonstrated two points. The first is that 

spectacularization is one of the essential textual strategies of the Chinese 

blockbusters. The second is that the high concept mode primarily spins around 

the excess moments in the advertisement-oriented visual aesthetics. By definition, 

the excess charges the visual style from time to time with some additional 

meaning beside its narrative function, 375  and as such, it encourages an 

appreciation for the film’s formal composition.376 In CURSE there are multiple 

scenes that could be considered as excessive, as their spectacular visual style 

exceeds their narrative function. And many of them exhibit the female body. 

Huang Yiju speaks in fact of the “excessive representation of female bodies”377. 

And subtly she suggests that the exaggerated visual style contributed meaning 

beyond its narrative function, which sometimes “intrudes” into the narrative and 

distracts from it.378 Huang’s point corresponds with Peter Travers’ review of the 

film in Rolling Stone, who wrote: 

 You’ll go nuts too if you try to unravel the plot strands or interpret the film 

through the personal relationship between Gong Li and her director that ended in 1995. 

                                                             
374 Jenny Kwok Wah Lau, “JUDOU－ A Hermeneutical Reading of Cross-Cultural Cinema,” 
Film Quarterly 45, no. 2 (December 1, 1991): 2. 
375 Kristin Thompson, “The Concept of Cinematic Excess,” in Narrative, Apparatus, 
Ideology, ed. Philip Rosen (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986), 130–32. 
376 Justin Wyatt, High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood, 28. 
377 Huang, “Weaving a Dark Parody,” 42. 
378 Ibid. 
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The pleasures are mostly visual, from the texture of a gold fabric to the bloody battles that 

didn’t need to be so amped with computer effects.
379

 

Both of the arguments point to the importance of including visual elements in the 

reading of the film. And both imply that the decoding of the visual messages could 

go beyond the narration. Consequently I believe that the Chinese blockbuster 

allows a reading of the visualization of the female body that differs from the 

frameworks proposed by Mulvey and Chow. The following section is devoted to 

decoding these additional meanings within the context of the Chinese 

blockbusters. I exemplify them with the case of CURSE in order to show how this 

spectacle-driven cinematography can appeal to the female audience by 

encouraging a possible alternative reading, while the conventional reading still 

secures the male audience.  

II. The Visual Apparatus of Body 

As summarized in section I, Chow argues that the cinematographic apparatus of 

the Chinese blockbuster establishes the voyeuristic male gaze. It is constituted of 

the object, which is the eroticized feminine body subjected to the voyeuristic gaze, 

the master, who is a domineering male, and the gaze of the male. The opposition 

between the actively gazing male and the passive female ‘to be looked at’ is 

crucial. It is revealed through various visual strategies. Aiming at satisfying the 

voyeuristic desire, the female is represented as “a corpus body”, a sexual object in 

an erotic way, in Zhang’s case often pornographic380. From my point of view, stills 

in Fig. 1-3 (below) representatively display Zhang’s routine ‘eroticizing’ treatment 

of the female body. We now consider these scenes in more detail.  

Both of the scenes situate Judou against relatively simple backdrops. The medium 

shots with short focus help simplify the environment. The attention of the male 

gaze and that of the audience is directed to the center of the image - the 

characters and their actions. The woman (Judou) is humbly dressed. The dress 

codes and gestures are clearly directed towards evoking sexuality: in the first 

                                                             
379 Peter Travers, “CURSE OF THE GOLDN FLOWER,” Rolling Stone, January 25, 2007. 
380 Chow, Primitive Passions, 55. 
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image Judou with her buttons pulled revealing her neck, clavicle and even breast; 

in the second image Judou is tied up and lies underneath her husband, dressed 

only in underwear revealing her breasts. The sexualized body is the center of both 

scenes. Furthermore, compared to the relatively simple treatment of background 

and costumes, JUDOU performs a series of complex and determined camera 

movements to present the female body. The camera sweeps across the eroticized 

female body, focusing on several significant portions such as legs, belly and 

breasts. In this way, the camera presents the female body in a sexual way. It is 

presented to be gazed upon. The camera functions as a substitute subject and 

simultaneously induces the viewer to look along the curves of the female body as 

if touching it. Furthermore, the female character cooperates with the camera and 

presents her body as a sexual object. Her behavior is designed to show off her 

body to sexually arouse the viewer.  

Ma Junxiang has discussed Zhang’s typical style of representing the female body 

in reference to his famous dianJiao (jolting bridal sedan, in RED SORGHUM) scene, 

during which gender opposition is established through a shot/reverse shot:  

 By utilizing reverse angle shots during the scene, Zhang Yimou suggestively 

signified sexual intercourse through the female body writhing in the red bridal sedan chair. 

From the perspective of the bride inside the sedan chair, the back of the man had beads of 

sweat running over it. Meanwhile, from the perspective of the bearer outside, parts of the 

female body could be gazed at. A relationship of sexual tension was created during the 

scene.
381

  

This visual schema of the representation of the female body is substantially 

subverted in the blockbuster CURSE. The film presents a repeated motif of 

characters: either a man or a woman walking along a corridor. During these 

scenes, the characters are ostentatiously dressed up, the corridor is sumptuously 

decorated, and the soundtrack accentuates the moments. A number of recurring 

trends and patterns appear in the images, best elaborated by a closer look at 

                                                             
381 Junxiang Ma, “从《红高粱》到《菊豆》 (From RED SORGHUM to JUDOU),” 二十一世纪 

(21st Century), no. 7 (October 1991): 125. The paper is originally in Chinese, 
translation by the author. 
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Figure 4 (below). The scene consists of three shots, depicting the Empress walking 

along a corridor for 20 seconds. It displays a typical scene for the representation 

of the female body in CURSE. One could criticize the scene as unnecessarily 

spectacularized, as there is little narrative development during the 20 seconds 

other than a change of location.  According to the conventions of Mainland 

Chinese fictional films, this could have been seen as one of the parts that should 

have been skipped or omitted. However, considerable weight can be placed on 

this scene in term of excess moments. The unnecessarily long duration, the 

extraverted visualization and its centralization on the female body, one of the 

essential cinematic attractions, all mark the scene as significantly standing out 

within the flow of the film, despite its limited narrative function. The corridor 

constitutes a linking spot, indicating the transfer from the narrative flow to the 

excess pause.  

 



132 
 

 

Fig. 1: Gong Li starring in JUDOU                

  

Fig. 2: Gong Li starring in JUDOU                               
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Fig. 3: Gong Li starring in JUDOU 

Radically different from what is shown in JUDOU, CURSE evidently departs from the 

‘conventional’ visual apparatus in term of the representation of the female body. 

First of all, the gender difference is dissolved due to the lack of presence of either 

a male onlooker or an imaginary male gaze hinted at in the scene when the 

female body is exhibited. As mentioned before, most narrative interpretations 

depart from the assertion of gender opposition. In their studies, which have 

become canonical texts of reading Zhang’s films, both Ma Junxiang382 and Rey 

Chow383 place great emphasis on the male subject of the gaze, the former on the 

sedan bearers and the latter on Yang Tianqing, the hero of JUDOU. I take Fig. 1 and 

Fig. 2 as illustrations of this. In Fig. 2, the patriarchal male character Yang Jinshan 

is the gazer. And in Fig. 1, Yang Tianqing is suggested as an onlooker, with reverse 

angle shots in the sequences. A male onlooker is essential in the voyeurism 

paradigm because he is the gazer, whom the spectator identifies with.384 In this 

sense, the absence of the male onlooker not only distinguishes the image of the 

                                                             
382 Ibid. 
383 Chow, Primitive Passions, 167. 
384 Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” September 21, 1975, 12–3. 



134 
 

female body in CURSE from that in Zhang’s earlier works, but also undermines the 

foundation of the voyeurism paradigm. It neutralizes the obligation to identify 

with the mastery male and to engage in the eroticizing voyeuristic gaze, at least 

from the female audiences’ point of view. This point could also be accounted for 

through the mechanism of the excess moments, which encourages the 

appreciation of visual forms over the curiosity regarding narrative progress. The 

corridor shifts the audience to the excess moment, during which the story of the 

domineering husband attempting to control his wife is halted. Within these 20 

seconds, the spectacular visuals offer a possibility to temporarily exclude the 

domineering male, especially for the female audiences.  

Fig. 4: Gong Li as the queen in CURSE (below) 

 

*N.1: Full to Medium (32’06’’-32’14’’) 
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(4-1) 

*N.2: Full (32’14’’-32’18’’)   
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(4-2) 

*N.3: Full to Medium then to full (32’18’’-32’26’’)       

Moreover, CURSE adapts a distinct photographic approach to exhibit Gong Li’s 

body in contrast to that of JUDOU, which strictly guides, second by second, the 

spectator’s gaze along the curves of the female body as if virtually touching it. In 

the scene featured in Fig. 4, the camera movement is relatively simple and 

sometimes halted. Zhang’s conventional solutions exhibiting the female body are 

missing, as are the reverse angle shots implying sexual intentions, or the 

accentuations of certain body parts. And meanwhile the character abandons the 

suggestive poses and gestures responding to the erotic gaze. In the duration of 20 

seconds, the halted camera portrays the queen conducting no other action but 

walking. The female body ceases to attract an aroused gaze with suggestive 
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gestures. This kind of camera strategy allows the spectator, either male or female, 

to seek and obtain pleasures other than the voyeuristic gaze. The female 

spectator is emancipated, as she is provided with options other than the 

obligatory identification with the male voyeur. Such a camera strategy makes it 

possible for a spectator to identify with the female as a subject and not an object.  

This differentiation becomes even more complex when the images in Fig. 5 (below) 

are taken into account. These scenes treat the female and the male body with 

similar strategies. In other words, these scenes present the male figures just as 

the female ones, dressing them up and locating them within a sumptuous 

environment. Among these figures there is the hero of the film, Prince Jie (Jay 

Chow). The apparently similar treatment of the male and female body further 

problematizes the dichotomic view on gender relation presented in previous 

studies.  
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Fig.  5 screenshots in CURSE 
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III. An Additional Cinematic Attraction: the Costume 

While from several perspectives the eroticization of the female body in CURSE is 

reduced, as demonstrated in section II, it does feature an additional cinematic 

attraction competing as spectacle, namely the attires and other background 

decorations. The most striking evidence comes from the ostentatious presence of 

the attires and ornaments that are placed in a luxurious background. Numerous 

financial and labor efforts were invested in establishing the material foundations 

of the spectacle. Huo Tingxiao and Chung-Man Hai were recruited as art designer 

and costume designer respectively; their teams have established a global 

reputation as winners of several professionally recognized competitions. 3,000 

laborers were involved to construct and to decorate the diegetic palace.385 Nine 

costumes were explicitly designed for the imperial couple and 40 kilos of gold 

were used. ￥10,000,000 (approximately $1,631,000) was spent on the seven sets 

of attires, which were especially designed by Chuang-Man Hai for the King and the 

Queen.386 The sumptuous and provocative costumes and props are elaborately 

featured with the contribution of new film techniques. As Greer attests:  

 light was of the utmost importance in Curse of the Golden Flower. As the pre-

modern Tang Dynasty was known for its dazzling opulence. … The first obstacle was to 

create the hand-blown glass the dynasty was  known for without it costing millions 

of dollars. It took four or five months to develop this glass and form columns throughout 

the place lit by tiny bulbs to look like flames.387  

                                                             
385 Ya Peng, “张艺谋耗巨资改造横店故宫 3000 工人加班加点 (Zhang Yimou Invests 
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386 Jingwen Ye, “华丽背后苦不堪言 巩俐 80 磅凤袍显动人身段 (Interview with Gong 
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http://news.xinhuanet.com/photo/2006-10/27/content_5257927.htm. Accessed on 
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OF THE GOLDN FLOWER,” Digital Content Producer, March 1, 2007, 
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The full figure shots and especially those with long focus also facilitate 

appreciation of the props and costumes. Fig. 4-1 blocks the characters with sheer 

curtains, leading the viewer towards the jade-decorated corridor, which attracts 

more attention than the characters. The aesthetic intention is confirmed and 

stressed again in Fig. 4-2, by an explicit avoidance of the characters’ front. This 

contributes to our understanding regarding the investigation of another type of 

scene (Fig. 6 below), which recurs several times in the film. It is similar to the 

former, but with more illustrative power, since there is neither a main character 

nor an attractive female. It consists of just one shot lasting for thirteen seconds, 

depicting merely the change of time. The character in the scene is positioned in 

the upper left frame, at the very end of the otherwise empty corridor, and is given 

little importance. Thus, the corridor gains the full attention of the spectator. And 

the elaborated decorations move from the background to foreground and are 

highlighted. Time is given to the spectator to explore details, ranging from the 

exquisite carved windows and the jade-decorated pillars, to the exotic carpets.  

Moreover, the actress’s performance, in collaboration with the photographic 

treatment, encourages the spectator to appreciate the costumes. Looking at Fig. 4 

again, the actress walks in such a way that she keeps her upper body straight and 

still. Her posture explicitly exhibits the dress and jewelry. The camera captures her 

frontally, then her right profile, then her back; it features the top part of her body, 

then her full figure, and then half of her body again. This photographic solution is 

normally utilized in fashion shows, as an exhibition of fashion trends. The 

costumes and ornaments are in focus. Besides, as there is neither narrative 

progress nor character action, the excess moment allows enough time for the 

spectator to contemplate the material details of the attires and jewelry.  
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Fig.  6: screenshots in CURSE 

Therèse Andersson (quoting Kurland and then Landis), has noted the cinematic 

value of costume in a general sense – most of which concerns their narrative 

function: 

 “Costumes provide features as colour, silhouette, balance and symmetry to the 

film frame”. As Deora Landis puts it: “each frame of the film provides a proscenium for 

foreground and background action; cinematographers, production designers and costume 

designers collaborate to fill those rectangular dimensions” (Kurland & Landis, 2004:5). 
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Actors’ movement in the proscenium then alters the symmetry of the frame, emphasizing 

the action and directing the gaze.
388 

As suggested by Andersson, costumes and other elements of mise-en-scène are 

set to balance the symmetry of the filmic frame, and actors can directly influence 

this symmetry in their performance. The altered symmetry thus directs the 

spectatorial gaze. Most cinematic costumes featured in Zhang’s earlier art-house 

films confirmed Andersson’s point of view. They helped to highlight the actions of 

the female characters and to direct the male voyeuristic gaze at the female body. 

Nevertheless, Andersson still points out that the costumes, their colors and 

configurations intervene with the actors’ movement, allowing further 

characterization on a more associative level.389 The costumes in the excess 

moments of CURSE could be considered as being subjected to one of these 

alternative characterizations. As articulated earlier in this section, the action of 

the heroine – walking with a still upper body – barely changes the symmetry of 

the frame. Without distracting from the symmetry of the film frame, the 

spectatorial cathexis, which is encouraged to be contemplative, depends neither 

on narration flow nor actions but on the luxuriant Asian costumes and other 

decorative elements of mise-en-scène. The costumes attached to the female body 

are sumptuously foregrounded to the extent that they do not blend in with the 

frame, but actually dominates it, even ‘exceeding’ and overwhelming the female 

body. The costume becomes almost a competing cinematic attraction with the 

female body. The female heroine exhibits the spectacular costumes more than 

driving the narrative flow. Thus these excess moments replicate fashion shows, 

with the heroine and other characters displaying their attires like models. The 

female is presented as bearer of the costumes and the focus on the female body 

is blurred by the costumes. Therefore, the costume, seen as one of the significant 

                                                             
388 Therèse Andersson, “Costume Cinema and Materiality: Telling the Story of Marie 
Antoinette through Dress,” Culture Unbound: Journal of Current Cultural Research 3, no. 
1 (2011): 103. 
389 Ibid. 
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cinematic attractions in the early cinematic era390, has made its return in the 

Chinese blockbuster. 

These visual policies function more than just foregrounding the costumes 

(together with the background decorations) as an additional cinematic attraction. 

These excess moments and the excess of costumes invite the possibilities of 

alternative reading for the female spectator, since the costumes and attires, 

especially the fetishized ones, intuitively connect to some, if not many female 

spectators.  

Concerning the female spectator’s reaction to the representation of women, 

Gaylyn Studlar notes that in much of current theoretical discourse, spectatorship 

is channeled by Hollywood film into two exclusive avenues for pleasure: ‘either a 

masochistic (or narcissistic) over-identification with the passively exhibitionist 

female or an identification with the privileged male position/gaze for whom the 

spectacle of woman is constructed’391. She illustrates, however, a possible 

alternative reading, by scrutinizing Marlene Dietrich’s eroticized images by Von 

Sternberg. According to Studlar, the absence of a strong male protagonist and the 

fetishized costumes of Dietrich brought across a fetishistic ‘direct erotic rapport 

with the spectator’392. She argues that the direct erotic rapport encourages a 

potentially subversive female-to-female viewing. Studlar distinguishes this direct 

female-to-female spectatorship from the masochistic (or narcissistic) over-

identification by her contemporaries. Mary Ann Doane allies with many others 

when she suggests that ‘given the structures of cinematic narrative, the woman 

who identifies with a female character must adopt a passive or masochistic 

                                                             
390 For more discussion of cinematic attraction and the female body as an attraction, 
see: Tom Gunning, “The Cinema of Attraction[s]: Early Cinema, Its Spectator and the 
Avant-Garde,” in Early Cinema: Space, Frame, Narrative, ed. Thomas Elsaesser (London: 
British Film Institute, 1990), 56–62; Tom Gunning, “The Non-Continuous Style of Early 
Film (1900-1906),” in Cinema 1900-1906: An Analytical Study, ed. Roger Holman 
(Brussels: FIAF, 1982); Miriam Hansen, BABEL AND BABYLON (Harvard University 
Press, 1991). 
391 Gaylyn Studlar, “Masochism, Masquerade, and the Erotic Metamorphoses of 
Marlene Dietrich,” in Fabrications: Costume and the Female Body, ed. Jane Gaines and 
Charlotte Herzog (New York: Routledge, 1990), 247. 
392 Ibid., 248. 
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position, while identification with the active hero necessarily entails an 

acceptance of … a certain “masculinization” of spectatorship’.393  

Studlar’s norm of directly female-to-female spectatorship inspires a reading of the 

female in CURSE that fetishizes attire over body. The cinematic presence of the 

female, which characterizes exhibition aesthetics rather than the narrative, 

facilitates similar spectatorship that is directly female-to-female. The gaze of the 

viewer during the excess moments is no different from that of a fashion show or 

reading fashion magazines, in which women are invited/stimulated to look at, 

admire, and identify with other women. Reina Lewis writes:  

 as I gaze at the model, I may simultaneously at a fantasy level desire to be like her, 

and desire to have her desiring gaze. Further, in the “all female” world of the fashion 

magazine, the logic of a female desiring gaze produces what I call a paradigmatically 

lesbian viewing position for any woman.
394

  

Hence the female spectator is endowed with subjectivity in consuming the filmic 

images. She identifies with the female character while she maintains a feminine 

subjectivity. She subjectively projects a gaze instead of objectively bearing to be 

looked at. Moreover, here it is necessary to notice the possibility of an alternative 

male spectatorship. Since similar visual strategies are evidentially shared in 

representing the male (see above), a similar male-to-male reading is also possible 

besides the voyeuristic gaze. The male characters are less masculinized than 

fetishized, and identified with due to the spectator’s desire for their costumes. 

The male character functions as no more than a fashion model. This kind of 

spectatorship, shared by female and male viewers, accentuate both attires and 

materiality. The eroticism that enhances the tension between men and women is 

reduced, while the fetishism that establishes the connection between the body 

and the attires is facilitated.  

                                                             
393 Mary Ann Doane, “Film and the Masquerade: Theorising the Female Spectator,” 
Screen 23, no. 3–4 (September 1, 1982): 82. 
394 Reina Lewis, “Looking Good: The Lesbian Gaze and Fashion Imagery,” Feminist 
Review, no. 55 (April 1, 1997): 95. 
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IV. Facilitate the Reading in the Context: the Costume Circulated across 

Media 

The dominating male voyeuristic gaze apparatus might be more powerful than the 

direct female-to-female reading, which fits better with the visual schemata of the 

excess moments. The latter, however, is enhanced and facilitated by the 

intertextuality established within the institution of the Chinese blockbuster.395 The 

blockbuster institutionally generates and engages abundant media contents and 

messages during its saturated marketing activities and its high-profile media 

coverage. All of these offer opportunities for the film industry to orientate the 

spectator’s attention according to its different strategies. In the case of CURSE, the 

spectacularity and the fetishization of the costumes are manifested throughout 

the film’s promotion activities and media publicity. The costume as a spectacular 

cinematic attraction and simultaneously as a marketing hook is repeatedly 

emphasized . Moreover, the visual schemata as illustrated in section III recurs 

from time to time in both the film’s marketing productions and the media 

publicity. And Gong Li’s stardom as a fashion star as well as a film star was 

essential as it was utilized to establish connections between the film and fashion 

industry. 

First of all, the headline-hitting reports of the movie drew great attention to the 

costumes of the film. Almost from the beginning of the CURSE project, messages 

concerning the costumes and props were issued to hit the headlines of various 

entertainment reports. First, exposure revealed the involvement of Huo Tingxiao 

as art designer and Chung-Man Hai as costume designer, both of whom had 

established their reputation from their earlier works. As winners of several 

professionally recognized competitions, Huo and Hai’s reputation attracted much 

public attention to the mise-en-scène of the forthcoming film. During the process 

of shooting the film, news and information were released to keep the film in 

                                                             
395 For detailed discussions on how intertextuality, including the merchandising, ads, 
and texts within franchises influence the audience reception, see: Tony Bennett and 
Janet Woollacott, Bond and beyond: The Political Career of a Popular Hero (Macmillan 
Education, 1987); Jonathan Gray, Watching with the Simpsons: Television, Parody, and 
Intertextuality (Routledge, 2006). 
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continuous public exposure. Updates about props and costumes constituted 

important aspects of this. Statistics and figures helped to establish this process—

for example, as mentioned earlier, 3000 laborers were involved in the 

construction and decoration of the diegetic palace, nine costumes were explicitly 

designed for the Imperial couple, and 40 kilos of gold was used as a result.396 In 

April 2006, a group of pictures was published depicting many details of the 

diegetic palace, which brought into focus things like the flowering pillars and the 

golden decorated walls.397 In October 2006, two months before the release of the 

film, Xinhua net, a Chinese governmental site, cited HK Mingpao press on the 

Queen’s costume:  

 The costumes of the Queen in CURSE are sumptuous and provocative. Every time 

it takes Gong Li and her assistants four hours to wear the gowns which weigh as much as 

80 pounds. According to HK Mingpao  Press, 10,000,000 RMB (approximately 

1,631,000 US Dollars) are spent on the seven sets of attires, which  are especially 

designed by Chung-Man Hai for the King and the Queen. One of the formal gowns of the 

Queen costs 1,250,000 RMB (approximately 203,880 US Dollars), weighs 80 pounds and 

has been made by  hand in two months…. For the formal dress, the Queen usually 

wears six or seven layers of petticoats with embroidery all over…. Gong Li, who plays the 

Queen, has described the costumes as “irresistibly beautiful”: “I feel like a Queen in the 

mirror”. … Chung-Man Hai states that the inspiration for the Queen’s attires  come from 

a fresco of the Tang Dynasty. Elements from the costumes of the French court are blended 

in.
398

 

This report highlights the costumes of CURSE by offering impressive statistics. In 

fact it has a format similar to a fashion magazine editorial, which locates 

                                                             
396 “满城尽带黄金甲 幕后揭秘 (Behind the Scene of CURSE OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER,” 
Mtime, accessed July 22, 2014, 
http://movie.mtime.com/44693/behind_the_scene.html. Original in Chinese, 
translated by the author. 
397 “组图：《黄金甲》核心宫殿将完工 布景富丽堂皇 (Palace Ready for CURSE OF THE 

GOLDEN FLOWER,” Sina Entertainment, accessed July 22, 2014, 
http://ent.sina.com.cn/m/c/p/2006-04-13/10001047952.html. 
398 Ye, “华丽背后苦不堪言 巩俐 80 磅凤袍显动人身段 (Interview with Gong Li on 

CURSE OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER).” The interview is originally in Chinese, translation by the 
author. 
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designer’s inspirations, materials, formats, styles, and even the dressing code. 

Most reports during the release period continued this fetishism and elaborated on 

the decorative mise-en-scène into details. One report from Hong Kong City 

Entertainment Magazine on February 9th, 2007, detailed the jade and golden 

decorations in the corridors, the chrysanthemum carved on windows and pillars, 

the embroidered carpet covering 1,000 meters, the 600 pieces of lanterns, and 

the embroidered garments. Subsequently, the prize of the American Costume 

Designers Guild Awards and the nomination for an Academy Award in the 

category of best costume were the ultimate confirmation of the film’s attention to 

decoration. Most of the comments from IMDB and Douban mention these 

costumes. Tie-in products such as scarfs with chrysanthemum embroidering, 

which was an important motif in CURSE, were widely sold. There were even fans 

calling for DIY activities inspired by CURSE to replicate the costumes and 

accessories.399 The promotion successfully orientated the focus of the spectator 

towards the costumes. 

The film’s promotional activities and events further enhanced its highlight on 

costumes. The hosts of the film’s official premiere party wore the garments of the 

royal family, confirming the costume as an essential cinematic attraction of this 

movie (see Fig. 7 below).400 Fig. 8 (below) shows one of CURSE’s promotion events 

where Gong Li accepted the satin garment and hair ornaments she wore in CURSE 

as gifts.401 In this event, materials such as the costume and accessories were the 

focus besides Gong Li. Attention was brought to the fact that the film used 

famous designers and had also been nominated for ‘Best Costume’ at the 

Academy Awards Film Festival. This event, along with all these details reviewed, 

                                                             
399 “DIY: Gowns of Gong Li in CURSE OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER,” accessed June 18, 2013, 
http://diy.g.ifensi.com/thread/index/1939072/1/. 
400 “图文：《黄金甲》晚会 主持人身着古朴唐装登台 (Hosts Costumes on Premire of 
CURSE OF THE GOLDN FLOWER),” Sina Entertainment, December 14, 2006, 
http://ent.sina.com.cn/m/p/2006-12-14/21461370564.html. 
401 “图文：《黄金甲》凤袍赠冠仪式 (Gong Li Is Gifted with the Garment She Wears in 

CURSE OF THE GOLDN FLOWER),” Sina Entertainment, December 18, 2006, 
http://ent.sina.com.cn/m/p/2006-12-18/14041374684.html. Accessed July 22, 2014. 
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guided the attention of the spectator to the costume as well as other material 

elements. 

So the media publicity and promotional events blatantly addressed the additional 

cinematic attraction of the costume, and thus further embody a paradigm in the 

film’s marketing products, within which the visual schemata recurs as illustrated 

in section III. Moreover, an association is established between these printed 

products and the fashion magazine images. It also contributes to facilitate the 

direct female-to-female reading. Fig. 9 displays one of CURSE’s cast posters. It is 

not a still from the film, which means that it was especially designed for 

promotion. The poster is dominated by a golden tone, which integrates the 

actress’s gown and ornaments, as well as the screen in the background and the 

wall behind it, decorated with gold and jades. All three are kept in focus. The 

boundary between foreground and background is in this way dissolved. The 

background decorations and the costumes are equally highlighted through their 

sumptuous color. Besides, Gong Li is captured frontally with her gesture displaying 

the costumes. She holds her body straight, with both her hands touching the 

lateral creases of her dress. Such a pose is commonly presented in fashion 

displays. And it recurs when Gong Li models for several style magazines, for 

example, as cover figure for BAZAAR in January 2010 (Fig. 10). Gong Li’s double 

status as both film star and fashion icon prominently accounts for the association 

established 
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Fig. 7: Hosts at CURSE 's premiere party                 

  

Fig. 8: Gong Li is presented with the garment she wore in CURSE 
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between the film poster and the image in the fashion magazine. Gong Li’s 

presence could be articulated into three layers. Each layer interplays with the 

others and collectively they contribute to the spectator’s interpretation of the 

movie. Gong Li as a film star and her past relationship with the director Zhang 

Yimou contributes to the narrative reading of the film as a Freudian story about 

men and women. However, Gong Li is also well recognized as a fashion icon 

besides being a film star. Stardom is regarded by Christine Geraghty, as ‘an 

emblem of national celebrity, founded on the body, fashion and personal style’402. 

According to Andersson, the idea of Geraghty ‘indicates a further emphasis on 

image’, which ‘refer(s) to style: as the conscious construction of signs; hairdo, 

make-up, and attires, result in a particular look.’403 Both researchers indicate the 

intimate association between stardom and fashion, which fetishizes hairstyles, 

make-up, and attires, and which equates celebrities with fashion icons. 

Consequently, CURSE’s promotion events together with Gong Li’s involvements 

were not only covered by film journals but also hit the headlines of various 

fashion and female lifestyle magazines.  

                                                             
402 Christine Geraghty, “Re-Examining Stardom: Questions of Texts, Bodies and 
Performance,” in Reinventing Film Studies, ed. Linda Ruth Williams and Christine 
Gledhill (London: Arnold, 2000), 186.  
403 Therèse Andersson, “Fashioning the Fashion Princess: Mediation—transformation—
stardom,” Journal of AESTHETICS & CULTURE 4 (March 13, 2012): 3. 



152 
 

       Fig 9: a casting post of CURSE                          
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Fig. 10: cover image of BAZAAR (January, 2010)  

This connection between images within fashion magazines and films becomes 

even more pronounced with the increased cooperation between these two 

industries. The fashion magazines have been involved as an efficient promotional 

device and as an essential component of the publicities of the Chinese 

blockbusters. As an official partner of the film THE BANQUET, BAZAAR presented its 

20th anniversary issue as a special edition about the film (Fig. 11 below). The 

cover image features two female protagonists in modern fashionable dresses, 

who pose and are photographed in almost the exact same way as Figures 9 and 10 

above.  

 

Fig. 11 cover image of BAZAAR (October 2006) 
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V. Discussion 

This chapter illustrates how the Chinese blockbusters generate multiple readings, 

some of which are not necessarily in accordance with the dominant narration. The 

apparatus that potentially provokes the alternative readings is embodied in the 

visual schemata of the excess moment. Through prioritizing the visual forms while 

halting the narrative flow, these movies provide audiences with the possibility of 

alternative experiences. Moreover, the film industry is actually able to consciously 

inspire, highlight, direct, and promote some of these readings in accord with its 

various commercial policies. This can only be achieved within the institution of the 

blockbuster, through its high profile media coverage and saturated marketing 

events. The visual schema circulates across various marketing products. And the 

industry tries to direct the spectator’s reading by guiding and orienting the 

highlights of media publicity, as well as those of the promotion events. In the case 

of the film CURSE, the pleasure of a direct female-to-female gaze is offered within 

the sumptuous visualization of the costumes, which is foregrounded as a 

cinematic attraction competing with the female body. The female audiences 

derive pleasure from appreciating the material attires and by thus empowering 

themselves, rather than seeing the female body on the screen as a passive object 

of a male gaze. These excess moments, by allowing an alternative reading that 

invites subjectivity of the female audiences, reflect a strategy that is in line with 

the overall commercial goal of the blockbusters and embrace the widest 

audiences. Moreover, this reading aligns the film with today’s world, which is 

characterized by fashion, fetishism and the consumer society, though its narrative 

is situated in a feudal and patriarchal China. This could arguably be considered as 

relating to the Chinese blockbuster’s strategic efforts to collaborate with other 

industries. The connection between the Chinese blockbuster industry with the 

fashion industry, as demonstrated in section IV, is but part of the industrial 

landscape. The discussion will be furthered in the following two chapters. 
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Chapter 4: Shaping the Imaginary World 

The Representation of Landscape and Architecture 

from HERO to PAINTED SKIN II 

 

      “The film *HERO] itself may be forgotten. However, people shall still remember 

how two women dressed in red were flying through the poetic and bloody-red 

birch forest.”404 

 “One scene of swordplay *in HERO] in particular that takes place in a grove of 

trees amongst swirling yellow leaves almost stopped my heart in my chest: It was 

that gorgeous.” 405 

 The beautiful and often computer-generated or computer-enhanced visuals of 

landscapes, architecture and their related real locations have attracted much 

attention of audiences in China and in the rest of the world. A lot of work and 

money is invested in the search, construction and visualization of spectacular 

landscapes, buildings and natural phenomena. Creative teams from Hollywood 

are involved, and Computer Generated Images (CGI) and digital compositing 

techniques have been imported into Chinese blockbusters. The picturesque 

Chinese landscape with startling digital rendering substantially contributes to the 

breathtaking spectacle of Chinese blockbusters’ excess moments. The spectacular 

visuals of the landscape are proudly mentioned in all kinds of marketing 

campaigns and are exhibited across media through trailers, posters, and television 

advertisements. In short, these landscapes have played a part in all relevant 

paratexts. They astonish and attract both Eastern and Western audiences, as the 

                                                             
404

 Lu Gan, 缘起 (Cause), making-of documentary (Cause Hero Documentary Studio, 2002). 

It was the first making-of documentary of a feature film DVD sold independently in China. 
The documentary and all the interviews are originally written in Chinese, and are 
translated and paraphrased by the author. 
405

 Comment in the Reviews and Ratings of Hero collected by International Movie 
Database, http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0299977/reviews, accessed on November 26, 
2012. 
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comments cited in the beginning of this chapter show. Moreover, the spectacular 

visuals of the landscape trigger interest in the real locations and the desire of 

people to visiting the locations, resulting in a new phenomenon that has been 

described as media tourism, or, more specifically, film-induced tourism.406 

Contrary to the growing significance assigned to landscape and architecture in the 

context of Chinese blockbusters, related research remains relatively limited. Jia 

Leilei describes the landscape in HERO as a “realm of marvel”407: a realm 

constituted of swirling leaves, killer butterflies, and tree monsters; a realm where 

“mountains fall, earth rips asunder, and gigantic waves of water crash into 

heaven”. 408  Others concentrate on the associations between the Chinese 

blockbuster industry’s globalization and the utilization of CGI and VFx (Visual 

Effects) in films, focusing on the economic and political issues that are at 

stake.409  One of the few to explore the meaning of landscapes, buildings and 

natural phenomena in more depth is film scholar Mary Farquhar. She attempts to 

conceptualize the digitalized landscape within the narrative framework of HERO, 

and so explores the impact of global cooperation and utilization of CGI on a 

textual level.410 However, one of her limitations is that in both her articles, 

                                                             
406

 Media tourism is a relatively new research topic. Erasmus University Rotterdam has 
been conducting a project on the increasingly popular media tourism within contemporary 
culture since 2012. See Stijn Reijnders, Places of the Imagination: Media, Tourism, Culture 
(Ashgate Publishing, Ltd., 2011). Film-induced tourism is a sub-category that focuses on 
tourism behaviors induced by films. See Sue Beeton, Film-Induced Tourism (Channel View 
Publications, 2005).  
407

 Leilei Jia, 武之舞--中国武侠电影的形态与神魂 (Spirit of Wu: Form and Ideology of 
Chinese Martial Arts Films) (Henan: Henan People Press, 1998), 130. The book is in 
Chinese and the translation is quoted from Mary Farquhar, “The Idea-Image: 
Conceptualizing Landscape in Recent Martial Arts Movies,” in Chinese Ecocinema: In the 
Age of Evnironmental Challenge, ed. Sheldon H. Lu and Jiayan Mi, 1st ed. (Hongkong: Hong 
Kong University Press, 2009), 99. 
408

 Ibid. 
409

 This kind of research includes, for example, Julian Stringer and Qiong Yu, “Hero: How 
Chinese Is It?,” in World Cinema’s “Dialogues” with Hollywood, ed. Paul Cooke (London: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 238–54. 
410

 Mary Farquhar’s explorations of landscape can be found in two papers, Farquhar, “The 
Idea-Image: Conceptualizing Landscape in Recent Martial Arts Movies”; Mary Farquhar, 
“Visual Effects Magic: Hero ’S Sydney Connection,” in Global Chinese Cinema: The Culture 
and Politics of “Hero,” ed. Gary D. Rawnsley (London and New York: Routledge, 2010), 
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Farquhar attributes the innovative representation of space exclusively to New 

Picture’s cooperation with the Animal Logic Company located in Sydney, which is 

responsible for the CGI in the movie. Moreover, on the textual level, the 

conceptualization of the digitalized landscape is conducted by exclusively focusing 

on its narrative functions and ideological indications. Farquhar's current approach 

fails to depart from what she wrote about Zhang Yimou’s artisan films ten years 

ago, where the function of costly digital techniques is considered not different 

from what the camera has achieved and merely complementing it.411  

Farquhar’s earlier exploration of the landscape is part of a discourse focusing on 

the representation of the landscape in the Fifth Generation films, which was quite 

flourishing in Chinese film criticism a few decades ago. Some representative 

articles are collected in the anthology Cinematic Landscapes: Observations on the 

Visual Arts and Cinema of China and Japan (1994), edited by Linda Ehrlich and 

David Desser.412 These studies reveal many aspects of Chinese film’s conventions 

concerning the filmic landscape, which are arguably both embraced and changed 

in Chinese blockbusters. As few studies have been devoted to this topic, I will 

bridge the gap in this thesis. By concentrating on the visual aesthetics of the 

landscape and architectures in Chinese blockbusters, this chapter departs from 

what Farquhar has done and discovers characteristics distinguishing the Chinese 

blockbusters from their predecessors.  

What I provide in this chapter is an attempt towards a systematic understanding 

of the representation of space in Chinese blockbusters, which includes both 

natural landscape and architecture. The argument of this chapter goes as follows: 

Spectacles of landscape and architecture have gained significant emphasis in the 

excess moments of the Chinese blockbuster and are foregrounded as one of the 

most important cinematic attractions, not only in film texts, but also in marketing 

paratexts. The style of landscape and architecture is achieved by the Chinese 

                                                                                                                                                           
184–97. 
411

 See Linda C. Ehrlich and David Desser, “Editor’s Introduction,” in Cinematic Landscapes: 
Observations on the Visual Arts and Cinema of China and Japan, ed. Linda C. Ehrlich and 
David Desser, 3rd edition (Austin, Tex.: University of Texas Press, 1994), 6. 
412

 Linda C. Ehrlich and David Desser, eds., Cinematic Landscapes. 
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blockbuster adapting traditional Chinese filmic conventions with new digital 

techniques. Moreover, the style is also largely influenced by the film industry’s 

collaboration with the tourist industry. In this way, the spectacle of the landscape 

exhibits a mythological China, with features that encourage touring desires.  

Thus the argumentation of this chapter is going to be unfolded around the 

investigation of the aesthetics of the landscape and architectures, revealing the 

distinctive features of the Chinese blockbuster through its adaptation and 

alteration of the existing conventions. Section I discusses how the landscape and 

architecture, which used to function as backdrops, are highlighted as a cinematic 

attraction. It demonstrates that digital techniques imported from Hollywood help 

the process by changing old-school establishing shots into super panoramas (the 

old-school establishing shot is itself a convention imported from classical 

Hollywood style). Section II accounts for the highlights assigned to the spectacle of 

the landscape and architectures by relating them to the industrial practices 

around the visualization of the landscape. It attributes the emphasis given to the 

landscape to the blockbuster industry’s extensive collaboration with the tourist 

industry. It also explains why the aesthetic features of the landscape are shaped 

as they are, as demonstrated in section V, to evoke touring desires. Sections III 

and IV are respectively devoted to two aesthetic conventions that are fused in 

visualizing the Chinese landscape: conventions of the Chinese Fifth Generation 

and digital aesthetics. So section III discusses what the blockbusters have 

inherited from the Chinese Fifth Generation, whose strategy of self-orientalism 

had established their reputation on well-known international film festivals. In this 

section, emphasis is given to the Fifth Generation’s cinematic adaptation of 

classical Chinese painting. Section 4 looks at how digital aesthetics have been 

imported from Hollywood, which helps to position the Chinese movies among the 

most expensive, state-of-the-art, and highly popular movies in the global market. 

Finally, section V explores how the two kinds of aesthetic conventions are fused 

and adapted to each other, which is driven by the Chinese blockbuster’s attempt 

to appeal to the global mainstream audiences. It demonstrates the aesthetic 

features of the landscape and architectures in Chinese blockbusters, which are 

shaped by all the previously mentioned influences, including digital aesthetics, the 
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conventions of the Fifth Generation, and the interests of the tourist industry. 

Similar to the previous chapters, the focus of this chapter is on the excess 

moments of the Chinese blockbusters. 

The films discussed in this chapter include HERO (Zhang Yimou, 2002), HOUSE OF 

FLYING DAGGERS (Zhang Yimou, 2004), THE PROMISE (Chen Kaige, 2005), CURSE OF THE 

GOLDEN FLOWER (Zhang Yimou, 2006), THE BANQUET (Feng Xiaogang, 2006), REIGN OF 

ASSASSINS (John Woo, 2010), as well as the CGI-heavy movies FLYING SWORD OF 

DRAGON HOUSE (Tsui Hark, 2012) and PAINTED SKIN: RESURRECTION (Wu Ershan, 2012). 

My discussion therefore traces the history of these phenomena throughout the 

short existence of the Chinese blockbuster. My discussion of nature-space and 

architecture-space includes:  

a. Landscape, the natural background setting of the space, such as 

mountains, rivers, forests, and grassland.  

b. Natural elements, such as water drops, leaves, flowers, rain, sky, clouds 

and mist.  

c. Architecture settings, such as palaces, cabins and squares.  

I. The Excess of the Establishing Shot 

“The film *HERO] itself may be forgotten. However, people shall still remember 

how two women dressed in red were flying through the poetic and blood-red 

birch forest.”413 Zhang Yimou’s remark directs people’s attention to the two 

essential components of HERO’s spectacle. The martial arts scenes constitute the 

first essential component; the second component is the landscape. In Chinese 

blockbusters, the visuals of the landscape exhibit profound alterations of the 

established Chinese film conventions, which had been developed throughout 

Chinese film history and encompassed those of both Hong Kong kung fu films and 

of the Fifth Generation. The landscape and the architectures used to belong to the 

backdrops, against which the narrative characters and actions took place and 

occupied the focus of the viewers’ attention. In the Chinese blockbusters, 

however, the landscape and architectures are given more emphasis, and their 
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visuals are highlighted as a film spectacle. This is directly reflected in the changing 

establishing shots. Additionally, it is enhanced by the marketing paratexts of the 

films.  

1.1 The Changing Establishing Shots 

The second chapter has shown that the construction norms and formulas of the 

so-called continuity/classical style were deeply rooted in martial arts films. The 

first point I presented was the conservative style of the moment-by-moment 

unfolding of the story, which is quoted from David Bordwell’s record of the Hong 

Kong martial arts films, adapting the classical Hollywood system as the continuity 

style (see section 1.3). The continuity style is constructed by the so-called 

“establishing shot”, a shot from a relatively long distance initiating a scene by 

exhibiting the environment and the situation of both opponents, which is 

followed by close shots featuring both combat opponents. This type of 

construction is also incorporated by the directors of the Fifth Generation in non-

combat scenes, as discussed in depth in the anthology Cinematic Landscapes: 

Observations on the Visual Arts and Cinema of China and Japan.414 In the 

introduction of the book, Ehrlich and Desser demonstrate that the Fifth 

Generation uses establishing shots, shot/reverse shots, and eyeline matches in 

dialogue scenes to preserve the illusion of continuity. 415  Nevertheless, the 

establishing shots appear to undergo important changes in the excess moments of 

the Chinese blockbuster, namely they develop into what I call “super panorama” 

shots, and the landscape and architectures are no longer secondary to the 

narrative actions of the characters.  

In both the conventional martial arts films of Hong Kong and the Fifth Generation 

films, the characters and their actions are centralized and highlighted, which 

informs narrative progress. When framed in long shots, the backdrop could 

sometimes also be considered as risky and spectacular. However, the function of 

the long shots is to depict the situations of the two opponents, while the 
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depictions of the locations are subservient to this function. Take the screenshot 

from TRUE LEGEND shown in Fig. 1 below as an example. This scene depicts one 

decisive fight between the protagonist Su Qier (played by Zhao Wenzhuo) and the 

villain Yuan Lie (played by Andy On). The characters’ actions take the foreground 

and large portions of the image. A small portion of space is presented in the back, 

which functions to depict the location the characters are in. It is followed by 

medium shots that respectively focus on the two opponents. Regarding the 

establishing shots, characters are clearly the main focus of the shots. To better 

feature the actions, the backdrops were compromised. Fig. 2 below pertains to 

the same sequences and also serves as an establishing shot. During this shot, the 

landscape is reduced, with the intention to depict a full image of the two 

opponents. The priority of an establishing shot, as any other shot in classical 

Hollywood style, is to foreground and to feature characters’ actions, and typically 

the backdrop landscape is marginalized. Rather than exhibiting a spectacular 

landscape on screen, the film seems to prioritize the martial arts actions, which 

appear more thrilling when they are performed in such an environment. The 

landscape, in other words, is secondarily positioned as a backdrop, setting off the 

narrative actions. Extreme instances of the marginalization of landscapes can be 

witnessed in the works of King Hu, one of the most famous Hong Kong martial arts 

directors in the 1970s and 1980s. He is well known for stylish speeding editing and 

ellipsis editing, which are characterized by the speeding up of rhythm in the 

presentation of the combat actions. This is achieved through eliminating parts of 

the actions, and the background of the actions, namely the landscape, is 

intentionally obscured. 
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Fig. 12 Screenshot of TRUE LEGEND (Yuen Woo-ping, 2010) 

 

Fig. 13 Screenshot of TRUE LEGEND (Yuen Woo-ping, 2010) 

As part of the innovative visual style of Chinese blockbusters, the landscape in 

backdrop layers is foregrounded to offer spectacularity and extra attractions 

during the excess moments when the narrative progress is halted. In terms of 

visualization, highlights assigned to the landscape are evidentially reflected 

through the scale of the landscape within the frame. The blockbusters develop 

the conventional establishing shot of Chinese martial arts films into what I call a 

“super panorama”. These panoramic shots are excessive in the scale of the 

landscape backdrops. In contrast to conventional establishing shots, the 

background landscape dominates over the characters, who are smaller in scale 
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than in conventional martial arts scenes. This imbalance or reversal draws the 

attention of the spectator away from the narrative actions, through both its scale 

and its spectacularization, and turns the landscape itself into an essential 

cinematic attraction. The excessive scale of the landscape showcases the beauty 

of the destination as much as possible.  

Fig. 3 below exhibits the extreme “super panoramic” strategy of the Chinese 

blockbuster. This shot is part of the sequences depicting the heroine Princess Jing 

(played by Zhao Wei) riding a horse and sprinting to the cliff, following an 

emotional blow after her love for Huo Xin (played by Chen Kun) is rejected. In this 

image, the character, who is also the heroine of the film, is diminished to the 

extreme of being almost unnoticeable. The landscape, by contrast, is elaborately 

depicted. Such a panoramic treatment in the landscape obviously exceeds its 

narrative function. To some extent it even risks the delivery of the narrative 

messages.  

 

Fig. 14 screenshot from PAINTED SKIN II: RESURRECTION (Wu Ershan, 2012) 

Another excessive element of these shots is their duration. The previous chapter 

has discussed the contemplative experience of the spectator induced by the 
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excess moments, the duration of which is disproportionate when seen from the 

narrative perspective. The representation of the landscape also offers 

contemplative experiences during the period when the narration is relatively 

halted. Such contemplative experiences resonate with the aesthetical principles of 

painting, which are adapted into the cinematic representation.  

In her book devoted to cinematic special effects, Michele Pierson discusses the 

“effects sequences” that are presented as spectacle in the Hollywood 

blockbusters of the early 1990s.416 She characterizes the effects sequences as 

“temporal and narrative breaks” from the dramatic and/or action flows.417 

Moreover, she particularly notes the motives for these sequences as follows: 

 Temporal and narrative breaks might be thought of as helping to establish the 

conditions under which  spectators’ willed immersion in the action – their 

preparedness to being carried along by the ride  – is suspended long enough to direct 

their attention to the display of a new kind of effects artifact.
418

  

From where Pierson stands, the effects sequences not only present CGI effects, 

but also disrupt the flow of immersion in the action (narrative) by introducing the 

spectator into another mode of enjoyment, a mode of contemplation, where a 

visual display ‘specifically solicits viewers’ aesthetic appreciation’419.  

Pierson’s statement on the effects sequences corresponds with what happens in 

the excess moments of the Chinese blockbuster, as is demonstrated through the 

visualization of the female body and its costumes in Chapter 3. Since the 

establishing shot is usually the initiating shot of a sequence, the super panorama 

normally announces the effects sequences and also the transition of the 

audience’s status of appreciation. Moreover, the Chinese blockbusters go further 

in terms of break/transition as the excess moments in the Chinese blockbuster 

usually change locations from the previous sequences. Chapter 2 has discussed 
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how the excess moments break the consistency of the locations, even at the price 

of compromising the narrative continuity (see section 2.4). In these respects, the 

super panorama shot announces an opening to another space, which on the one 

hand indicates the entrance into a spectacular landscape, and on the other hand 

indicates the transition of the status of the audience’s enjoyment of the film, 

breaking from immersion in the narrative towards appreciation of the aesthetics. 

The spectacle of the landscape and architectures, which is achieved by enhancing 

the cinematography of Chinese landscape with digital techniques, constitutes an 

important object which the audience contemplates.  

1.2 CGI and VFx: Autonomous Backdrops and landscape 

Within the “super panoramas”, the landscapes are often emphasized through the 

use of digital technologies. Chinese films (especially martial arts films) have had a 

long history of employing tricks to create dazzling visuals. The tricks involved in 

the visualization of the landscape include cinematic techniques such as forced 

perspective, matte painting and stop motion to create the visual effects of the 

illusion of virtual diegetic spaces. These spaces provide the backdrop to the 

dazzling martial arts sequence, which are aided by other special effect techniques 

such as the use of wires.  

The landscape in Chinese blockbusters is aestheticized through innovative and 

expensive visualizing devices, imported from Hollywood for the backdrop layers. 

The key techniques and practices include CGI techniques and digital compositing. 

The CGI techniques help to generate and/or delete items as well as to modify the 

cinematographed images. Shilo McClean in her book Digital Storytelling: The 

Narrative Power of Visual Effects in Film (2007) refers to CGI as “CG set 

extension”420. She holds the idea that it “extends the cinematic spaces radically by 

juxtaposing various elements together into one image, elements which you might 

have needed several montages to represent”421. This refers to the process 

described by new media scholar Lev Manovich as “combining a number of moving 
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image sequences and possibly stills into a single sequence with the help of special 

compositing software such as After Effects (Adobe), Compositor 

(Alias│Wavefront), or Cineon (Kodak).”422 In his book The Language of New Media, 

Manovich suggests that the key technical feature of the practice is that it 

separates the image into elements, which can be independently rendered. 

“Throughout the production process,” he writes, “the elements retain their 

separate identity and therefore they can be easily modified, substituted or 

deleted.”423 In his later article “Image Future”, Manovich expands upon his ideas 

and describes the technique of CGI as the:    

 ability to composite many layers of imagery with varied transparency, to place 

still and moving elements within a shared 3D virtual space and then move a virtual camera 

through this space, to apply simulated motion blur and depth of field effects, to change 

over time any visual parameter of a frame – all these can now be equally applied to any 

images, regardless of whether they were captured via a lens-based recording, drawn by 

hand, created with 3D software, etc.
424  

In order to discuss the significant innovation that the digital techniques bring into 

cinema, it is important to distinguish their effects with other analog effects. This is 

also important in the context of the Chinese blockbuster because the introduction 

of expensive digital techniques is one of their signatures. Thus the digital effects 

distinguish them from their predecessors. McClean makes the distinction between 

the two terms by reviewing film history. She notes that “the term ‘special effect’ 

generally is used in a broad fashion to cover an array of film techniques”,425 

including digital special effects (abbreviated as DVFx), and traditional special 

effects. McClean describes traditional effects as including “pyrotechnic effects, 

mechanical effects, matte paintings, glass mattes, rear projections, miniatures, 

models, prosthetics, make-up, specialized props,” together with optical in-camera 
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tricks such as “special lenses and optical painting”.426 Farquhar, in her study of the 

DVFx of the Chinese blockbuster, makes a similar distinction by referring to rules 

of the worldwide Visual Effects Society (VES).427 What she complements is the 

Chinese film’s utilization of the special effects techniques, which I expand as 

follows. 

Chinese film directors have developed a range of skills for special effects 

production, and many of these effects have been presented mainly in 

conventional martial arts films.428 King Hu is one of the most significant figures, 

and could be called the grand master of SFx in Hong Kong martial arts films. 429 His 

artistic characteristics and special skills have been further developed by followers 

such as John Woo, Tsui Hark and Stephen Chow. In the golden age of the Hong 

Kong martial arts film, a wide range of tricks has been invented to facilitate the 

stupefying exhibition of martial arts combats, including equipment such as 

trampolines and wires, and techniques such as backward shots. 430 In my point of 

view, all these tricks are employed to realize, to capture and to enhance character 

actions, rather than bringing attention to the backdrop environments. Other 

aiding techniques such as matte painting and forced perspective, while working 

on the backdrops, still aim at realizing impossible actions and enhancing the thrill 

of the combats. Such skills pertains to the category of traditional special effects, 

as Farquhar notes: “… practical or ‘floor effects’ that are photographed ‘live’.”431  

In her exploration of HERO’s utilization of special effects, Farquhar argues that in 

the film, “digital effects blend with live action to augment [HERO]’s ‘setting, mood 

and environment’”.432 Farquhar characterizes the film as “supported by VFx” 
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rather than “VFx-driven” as claimed by the director.433  Regarding the general 

picture of the Chinese blockbusters, I agree with Farquhar and argue that the 

Chinese blockbusters discussed here have developed an innovative, hybrid visual 

language that blends in-camera and on-set SFx with DVFx. I further Farquhar’s 

discussion by arguing that the hybrid style spectacularizes the landscape and 

architectures, highlights them instead of simply treating them as backdrops, and 

allows more aesthetic possibilities in terms of their visualization.  

The techniques employed in Chinese blockbusters to achieve DVFx are imported 

from Hollywood. The Chinese blockbuster directors had to pay handsomely to 

import such techniques into their films, especially for establishing the spectacular 

landscape visuals on backdrop layers. In early blockbusters such as HERO (2002) 

and FLYING DAGGERS (2004), the DVFx were produced by an Australian company.434 

Later, companies specializing in digital post-production emerged in Mainland 

China (see section IV, chapter 1).  

PAINTED SKIN: THE RESURRECTION (2012) is regarded as the first Chinese blockbuster 

that accomplishes its commercial success with DVFx mainly contributed by 

Chinese and Asian teams. This is said to have radically reduced the cost.435 The 

film, however, still spent ¥120,000,000 (approximately $19,435,680) on VFx, 

among which essential parts constituted the landscape of the “frozen 

underground world” and “the most beautiful frontier city”.436   

The super panorama shots are the best examples of Chinese blockbusters 

combining DVFx and traditional VFx to visualize landscape as spectacle. The 

popular treatment in the Chinese blockbuster films is to combine live action shots 

on a blue screen/green screen stage with the separately captured background, 
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many of which are digitally manipulated. One of the most impressive and most 

discussed examples of this is the lakeside combat sequence in HERO (Fig. 4 below). 

The live action scene depicts the combat between Wuming (Nameless, Jet Li) and 

Canjian (Broken Sword, Tony Leung) performing martial arts and fighting each 

other. This sequence was initially shot against a green stage. The dancelike martial 

arts performance was enabled by wires from which the actors hung. The wires 

were digitally removed. After that, the green color of the scene is pulled down 

using a digital system. In this way the background of the live action is modified 

onto a transparent. Then the live action shot is superposed upon a super-

panoramic shot of landscape, which is separately captured and has also usually 

undergone digital modification. This is the standard treatment combining live 

action with DVFx in Chinese blockbuster. 437 The VFx tricks such as wires are 

traditional in Chinese martial arts films, dating back to the 1930s (see Chapter 2, 

section 1.1).  

 

Fig. 15: Lakeside combat sequence from Hero (Zhang Yimou, 2002)   
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Fig. 16: Lakeside combat sequence from HERO (Zhang Yimou, 2002) 

The most important benefit from this treatment is that it liberates the whole 

background plates from being subservient to the narration and to the characters’ 

action. The “traditional” martial arts film image shows the orientation towards 

realism and character action (Fig. 1 and Fig. 2). The long shot is just long enough 

to introduce the opponent’s fighting situation in the environment. However, in 

Chinese high concept excess moments, the panoramic shot is long enough to 

describe the whole spectacle space while at the same time the fighting 

performance is taken into account. This effect can only be achieved by capturing 

these images separately and then finishing the product with digital composition. 

Every module of the element is modified and visually enhanced separately. The 

digital composition technique as an emerging aesthetical instrument provides 

more possibilities to develop the spatial dimensions of the excess moments. It 

allows the landscape to be treated as an independent aesthetic object in the 

autonomous background territory.  

The innovative instrument can be considered more as a compositional tool than 

as one of framing, which facilitates the visualization of the landscape with more 

aesthetic possibilities. Take Fig. 4 as an example. The landscape appears more like 

a painting, a distinct work of art in accordance with certain compositional 

principles and aesthetical ideologies, than a realistic rendering of the actual 

location. Almost every component of the virtual space is separately captured, 
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since the elements of the landscape on location are actually dispersed, as 

explained in the making-of documentary.438 Some of the elements are entirely 

digitally generated such as the mist, the lake water, the reflection and the clear 

sky. Then every module is modified and rendered separately according to the 

filmmaker’s instructions, especially coloring and shapes. In the end, all the 

components including the character actions shot on blue/green screen are pieced 

together, deliberately arranged according to a color and shape scheme – not 

unlike a painting.439  

In this way, the backdrop layer develops an independent set of aesthetic 

principles, as it is entirely liberated from the task of foregrounding narrative 

actions, and artificially composed rather than framed. As a recurring motif in the 

backdrop layers of cinematic images, landscapes supply rich aesthetic conventions 

and traditions as references, encompassing a variety of graphic forms such as 

paintings, photography and early cinema. For the representation and visualization 

of the landscape, aesthetic principles have long been established in both the West 

and the East. All these conventions and principles become available aesthetic 

options for the visualization of the landscape in the Chinese blockbusters.  

1.3 The Industrial Context of the Landscape Visuals 

The increasingly prominent portrayals of landscape and architecture in Chinese 

blockbusters correspond with the booming investment accumulated around their 

visualization. On the one hand, the huge amount of investments does not only 

fund the searching for and construction of locations and buildings, but also the 

expensive digital technologies and technical teams. They are the material 

foundation of the visual spectacle. On the other hand, the money accumulated 

around the landscape and architecture reflects their importance to the film 

business. In this chapter, the importance is related to the film industry’s 

collaboration with the tourist industry. This section is devoted to the industrial 

practices that in many respects shape the visualization of the landscape as it is.  
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First of all, enormous budgets are invested into finding and constructing the 

best/most fitting environments for the settings of the films. In the making-of 

documentary of the film FLYING DAGGERS, Zhang Yimou mentions how he tried to 

grow a field of sorghum for his RED SORGHUM (1987)440. At that time his creative 

attempts were constrained by the financial, industrial, and social situation. As 

Zhang mentions in the interview, he tried to pay local peasants to plant a whole 

stretch of red sorghum at the shooting location of his film, but could not realize 

the project because of limited funding. He could not afford to have people caring 

for the sorghum field, and the locals were not satisfied with their payment and so 

did not care for the field after the seeds had been sown.  

This is not an issue any more in the Chinese high concept era, as the film project 

has dramatically expanded in scale (as has been discussed in depth in Chapter 1, 

section 3.2). More resources are available for the directors, and a considerable 

portion of these resources is devoted to location-related practices. For the film 

FLYING DAGGERS, Zhang sent a team to Ukraine to supervise a local gardening 

company to plant specific flowers.441 For HERO, one of Zhang’s teams stayed in 

Dunhuang for months to take daily pictures of the birch forest until Zhang decided 

it was perfect for shooting.442 Due to the substantially increased budget, Zhang 

can afford to send various groups of people to scout for and to construct shooting 

locations. They travelled around Asia, visited different locations, selected some of 

them, grew large fields of flowers, and even built sumptuous buildings. Initiated 

by Zhang Yimou with HERO, it became a popular strategy for directors of Chinese 

blockbusters to invest large amounts of their budget and time into the shooting 

locations and settings for the films. Wu Ershan spent two years in searching for an 

ideal shooting location for PAINTED SKIN: THE RESURRECTION;443 Feng Xiaogang paid 
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2,500,000 RMB ($420,000) to the team of Timmy Yip, the art designer of THE 

BANQUET (2006), to construct a palace, which was the largest shooting site to date 

in China.444  

Secondly, in addition to financially supporting the actual construction and 

decoration of shooting locations, enormous sums are spent on their visualization, 

including buying expensive software and hiring as well as training technical teams. 

Specialist teams are hired to digitally design and construct spaces. The teams 

recruited by Chinese directors and production companies are usually from abroad, 

as they bring foreign expertise, which in the early period of the blockbuster era 

was not available in the Chinese market (see Chapter 1, section 3.2). These well-

paid teams brought expensive digital devices into Chinese films. More importantly, 

they helped to adapt the visual language of Hollywood into Chinese movies, as I 

have discussed earlier.  

Local Chinese technical teams had experimented with digital composition 

techniques before the international technical team introduced the more typical 

Hollywood treatments into Chinese film market through HERO. Films such as FIGHT 

BOB (Wang Rui, 1999), ROARING ACROSS THE HORIZON (Chen Guoxing, 1999) and CRASH 

LANDING (Zhu Yongde, 2000) were the pioneers.445 In 2001 the first digital short 

film CHYNA (Fu Huayang) was released.446 However, none of these films came close 

to the success in utilizing CGI as we saw in HERO, neither technically nor 

aesthetically. In the premiere of CHYNA, creative crews admitted that their failure 
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in CGI might be due to the limited investments and the lack of well-established 

and skilled creative teams in Mainland China.447 These problems were solved by 

blockbusters including HERO and FLYING DAGGERS by hiring creative crews that also 

worked for Hollywood. At the same time, local teams were being trained.  

As a brief summary, the institutionalization of the Chinese blockbuster has 

brought about a change in the treatment of the landscape in Chinese films. The 

mushrooming budgets fund the search and the construction of the material 

beauty of the locations. International cooperation helps import Hollywood digital 

techniques into Chinese cinema. Innovative aesthetic devices liberate the 

landscape from being submissive to narrative functions and foregrounds it as an 

independent art item. This accomplishes the spectacle of the Chinese landscape in 

the excess moments.  

However, neither the large scale of finance nor the accessible cutting-edge 

techniques is actually new in the discussions of this thesis, since both of them 

have been discussed in chapter 1 as general traits of the Chinese blockbusters. 

Thus why is there such an emphasis on landscape? What makes the visualization 

of the landscape so important that such a huge amount of money, labor and 

techniques are accumulated around it? The next section is devoted to answering 

these questions.  

II.  The Landscape: Cinematic Attraction and Tourism Attraction  

The Chinese blockbuster’s determination to spectacularly visualize the landscape 

could be related to different aspects of the film industry. This section is devoted 

to the economic aspect. From this perspective, the emphasis placed upon the 

landscape could be explained by the industry’s collaboration with the tourist 

industry. As tourism products become important peripherals of the Chinese film 

franchises, the new form of production-consumption matrix affects the Chinese 

blockbuster’s texts. In this way, the spectacle of the landscape is highlighted as a 

tourism attraction, in addition to being a cinematic attraction. This section 
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discusses the new production-consumption matrix of the Chinese blockbuster and 

demonstrates how the economic interests affect the visual aesthetics of the 

landscape. 

2.1 Spectacle and Tourism 

As reviewed in the introduction, one perspective proposed by film scholars to 

understand the spectacularization of the blockbuster is viewing it as a reinvention 

of the “cinema of attractions”, a cinema form alternative to the narrative films, 

which exhibits astonishing and stimulating spectacles (see section II). Many 

researchers, such as Wanda Strauven and Michele Pierson, argue that the 

framework is especially applicable to the VFx-loaded films.448 With regard to the 

cinema of attraction’s revitalization in contemporary cinema, Pierson further 

argues that it is reflected not only in the exhibition of the VFx spectacle, but also 

in the reminiscences to “emotional and intellectual attachment to the cinema”.449 

This spectatorial experience in Pierson's account of Hollywood blockbusters 

involves a new production-consumption matrix, ranging from:   

 [t]he suburban multiplex, [where] the space of the cinema has been integrated 

into the surrounding video arcade, shopping mall, and fast-food outlet that sell the 

licensed consumer products that have vastly increased the commercial spoil of genre 

filmmaking over the last twenty years [...to] a vast entertainment complex that includes 

the game and theme park attractions that are now produced concurrently for its staged 

release.
450

  

Pierson’s assertion that the Hollywood blockbuster revives the tradition of the 

“cinema of attractions” within the frame of a new production-consumption matrix 
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points to the conceptualization of the blockbuster as a franchise. Douglas Gomery 

considers the franchise movie as “an industry business strategy”, an approach 

that Hollywood developed as an attempt to cope with the uncertainty of the box 

office and the consequentially substantial financial risks.451 In her compelling work 

on the LORD OF THE RINGS trilogy, Kristin Thompson defines the trilogy as a “film 

franchise”. For Thompson, a franchise is “a movie that spawns additional revenue 

[and] streams beyond what it earns from its various forms of distribution, 

primarily theatrical, video, and television.”452 The additional revenue streams can 

spread across a wide range. One essential component is generated through the 

film industry’s cooperation with the tourism industry. 453  In this sense, the 

blockbuster as an institution operates, as Pierson puts it, as a new production-

consumption matrix, within which a series of film and film-related practices 

similar to the early “cinema of attractions” are revived.  

With regard to the visualized landscape as one cinematic attraction, a range of 

film practices are involved in the mechanism. The cooperation with the tourism 

industry motivates the spectacular visualization of landscape. This is done with 

large amounts of money, state-of-the-art technologies and an abundance of labor. 

The spectacles of the landscapes are repeatedly highlighted in the discursive 

context of the paratexts such as trailers, posters and different kinds of media 

publicity, which encourages the spectator to appreciate the landscape while 

functioning as a marketing hook for the film. Meanwhile, both the film and other 

promotional products merchandise tourism-related commodities. Lastly, a multi-

faceted space is established for the production-consumption matrix, which 

involves the on-site film-consuming location, such as the cinema theatre and the 

suburban multiplex, the discursive media space, and the tourist destinations.  
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This multi-faceted production-consumption matrix is evident in the Chinese 

blockbusters. The investments in constructing the backdrops can be correlated 

with the increasing support that these films receive from the tourist industry, 

both financially and in other forms. For the Chinese blockbuster industry, the 

tourist industry is the sturdiest ally from outside of the industry. It provides the 

blockbuster project with a variety of support besides the location, including 

finance, production assistance, favorable policies for marketing, and 

merchandising assistance. Moreover, tourist locations are also ideal points-of-sale 

for the film ancillaries. In turn, the growing investments from the tourist industry 

are driven by its confidence in the “pulling effects”454 of the blockbusters in 

promoting tourist productions. Consequently, the blockbusters market the tourist 

locations, as do the film trailers, which are dominated by images of these 

locations.  

Further explorations into the mechanism through which the two industries 

cooperate are beyond the scope of this chapter but are elaborated in Chapter 5. 

What is addressed in this chapter is the new production-consumption matrix of 

the Chinese films. The highlight and spectacularization of the landscape can be 

understood as driven by economic interests, in addition to aesthetic motivations. 

In this respect, the landscape is not only cinematic attraction in the context of the 

Chinese blockbuster, but also a tourist attraction.  

The economic motivation leaves traces in the film texts, in particular in the visual 

aesthetics of the cinematic landscape, which I characterize as attempts to 

stimulate tourism to the locations. In order to stimulate the desires of the 

spectators, in other words the potential tourists, to actually travel and visit these 

sightseeing destinations, these Chinese movies exhibit alluring features, which 

respond to motivations and desires of tourists. Among these, many researchers 

argue, escaping from everyday life is a common and important stimulation for 
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travel.455 Thus the next section argues that as an answer to the post-modern 

desire to escape from the stressful and noisy daily life in industrial societies, 

Chinese films present a mythological China, which is cloistered from industrial 

culture, full of the aura of indigenous high culture, and a nostalgia for the "good 

old times". 

2.2 The Orient as a Tourist Destination 

Such an imagery of the mythological China is a tailor-made escapist destination, 

designed for audiences both Western and Eastern. For the West, the “mirage” of 

the East is formulated throughout the long history of travel writings dating back to 

the medieval ages. The so-called “Grotesque titillations” are brought into 

alignment with “the landscapes, atmospheres, and values of chivalric romance 

and classical pastoral” in descriptions of trips, which are either pilgrimages or 

missionaries, as Mary Campbell phrases it in her book The Witness of the Other 

World: Exotic European Travel Writing 400-1600.456 The imagery echoes to some 

extent the audiences’ imagination of a mythical, idyllic and isolated Oriental China, 

an exotic Shangri-La as described in James Hilton’s famous novel Lost Horizon 

(1933). By the postcolonial era, the American cultural critic Edward Said, who laid 

the groundwork for theorizing Orientalism, conceptualized “the ideological 

suppositions, images and fantasies about a currently important and politically 

urgent region of the world called the ‘Orient’”.457 According to Said and other 

postcolonial theoreticians, the Western imagination of the East assumes 

ontological differences between the Orient and the Occident.  
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During the postcolonial era, the Eastern countries themselves dynamically 

participated – most of the time through various content-producing industries such 

as novels and travel magazines – in the construction, reinforcement and 

circulation of Oriental myths, referred to as self-Orientalism by many scholars.458 

The content-production industries, both Western and Eastern, cooperated to 

generate an imaginary Orient, often cruel, sly, backward and irrational, uncivilized, 

mysterious and most importantly, exotic.459 Through incorporating the oriental 

imagination, one may establish a place that is exotic to both Western and Eastern 

audiences. For the West, the imaginary Orient would be the Other to their home 

country, but would fit into what they have read, watched, and imagined. For 

Eastern audiences, this Orient would not correspond to their daily experience, as 

the imaginary Orient as a material location has never existed. For the young 

generation, continuous exposure to media contents of modernism aligns them 

with western audiences, to whom the imaginary ancient time is alien and the 

Other. Among such industries is the tourist industry. Such an oppositional 

imagination offers an adequate source for the modern tourist industry to 

represent the East as an Other place, a different place for both the East and the 

West to escape to.  

In their investigation of the image of China in the discourse of China’s self-

promotion, Grace Yan and Carla Santos analyzed the official promotional video 

“China, Forever”, which was produced by the China National Tourism 

Administration (CNTA) in 2003.460 Through this video, Yan and Santos interpret 

the Chinese tourism discourse as what they, too, call “self-Orientalism”. They 

argue that an ancient past of a “changeless, nostalgic, mythical and feminine 

China that speaks to a Western Orientalistic imagination” is introduced in this 
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video, as China is represented by natural scenery, traditional architecture and 

Chinese women, together with musical instruments such as drums and 

Guzheng:461  

 Scenes are aesthetically reminiscent of traditional Chinese landscape 

paintings with the use of empty spaces and the decentering of human affairs 

from the larger cosmos… China is depicted as an agrarian, pastoral society by 

the repeated use of farmland shots, as well as people farming, fishing and 

picking tea. Clear blue sky, transparent flowing water, depicts an idyllic China – 

no exposure to modernity, no pollution from the massive manufacturing, and 

no vestige from western civilization.462 

Yan and Santos conclude that by sacrificing, compromising and selectively using 

indigenization and specific Chinese traditions, the Chinese tourist industry, or at 

least the Chinese tourist authorities, construct self-Orientalistic representations of 

Chineseness and reaffirm Western perceptions in an attempt to promote China as 

a desirable tourist destination. Although the attitude of the researchers toward 

the phenomenon of “self-Orientalism” is rather negative and critical, their 

discussion represents to some extent the general policy Chinese authorities adopt 

in their pursuit of Chinese culture’s global currency. 

The Chinese blockbuster echoes the Orientalistic imagination towards China and 

Chineseness in the previously mentioned tourism discourse. It virtually constructs 

an imaginary China as reminiscent of Oriental imaginations. A big budget and 

cutting-edge technologies are utilized for the splendid visualization of a range of 

the traits of Oriental Chineseness: settings with historical features, ethnic 

costumes, virgin and remote landscapes, and traditional architecture, as well as 

aesthetic reminiscences of traditional high cultural forms. In this way, the 

blockbusters construct a spectacular Orient, a perfect place for both the East and 

the West to escape to. These places are both virtual and real locations. The 

former refer to cinema as a virtual destination, an imagined place. The latter have 
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more significance, as they refer to the cinematic visuals of the landscape and the 

architecture as well as the function of merchandising tourist destinations.  

Chinese tourism’s promotional strategy of self-Orientalism is shared by the films 

of the Chinese Fifth Generation. The Fifth Generation is also labeled in Chinese 

film history as deploying a deliberately designed self-Orientalistic strategy to 

appeal to Western audiences in international film festivals and in art-house 

cinemas, of which the landscape constitutes one important aspect.463 These self-

Orientalistic conventions, in terms of the cinematic landscape, provide rich 

aesthetic sources and options for the Chinese blockbuster’s effort to shape an 

imaginary China desired by Chinese and international audiences and visitors.  

III.  Primitive China versus Mythological China: Painting and Other 

Visual Traditions  

The previous section discussed the economic interests that are embodied in the 

cinematic landscape. However, this is only one of the motivations that drive the 

spectacularization of the landscape in the Chinese blockbuster. The films’ 

highlighting of the landscape as one of their important cinematic attractions could 

also be regarded as part of the Chinese blockbuster’s global/local strategy, which 

in Chapter 1 was named as a “cultured blockbuster”. In this account, the 

landscape is considered as an important cinematic attraction as it has also been a 

recurring motif of the Chinese Fifth Generation. The representations of the 

Chinese landscape, as brand traits of films made by Zhang Yimou and Chen Kaige, 

have participated in the West’s Orientalistic imagination of Chineseness. Thus the 

Chinese blockbuster adapts the existing conventions and highlights the landscape 

as a cinematic attraction in its attempt to appeal to mainstream global audiences. 

This section traces and reviews the aesthetic conventions of the landscape in the 

films of the Fifth Generation. Additionally, it accesses this set of conventions by 

referring to the Chinese cultured blockbuster strategy.  
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3.1: Aesthetic Sources: the Chinese Fifth Generation and Traditional Chinese 

Painting 

As one of the archetypal characteristics of the Chinese Fifth Generation, cinematic 

landscape in these films has been investigated in depth.464 These studies perceive 

the aesthetics of the cinematic landscape by tracing its cultural roots back to 

traditional/classical Chinese painting. 465  The book Cinematic landscapes: 

observations on the visual arts and cinema of China and Japan edited by Linda 

Ehrlich and David Desser is fully devoted to this trend, in regard to representative 

works of the Fifth Generation including YELLOW EARTH
466 (Chen Kaige, 1984), BLACK 

CANNON INCIDENT (Huang Jianxin, 1985), KING OF CHILDREN (Chen Kaige, 1988), and 

JUDOU (Zhang Yimou, 1990). These articles take the perspective of film history, 

concentrating on the Fifth Generation films as these films’ cinematic adaptation of 

the classical painting transformed the language of Chinese cinema. 467  The 

aforementioned essays illustrate in detail how Chinese films experiment with 

“alternatives to one-point perspective and the horror vacui (fear of empty space) 

of Renaissance art”,468 and how they embrace traditional aesthetics through their 

cinematic composition, lighting, color and camera movement. In these studies, 

the aesthetics of the cinematic landscape is associated with classical painting, the 

traditional high culture form, and is allocated among the rich Chinese art 

conventions. However, these cultural reminiscences are concealed by the 

narrative connotations of the landscape. As the film narrative represents China as 

a feudal and patriarchal Orient, inhabited with agrarian, barbaric and uncivilized 

traditions, the aesthetics of the landscape is widely perceived as primitive and 
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uncivilized, which completely contradicts the results of the aesthetic analysis.469 

This contradiction is common, and is even evident in the aforementioned research.  

In my opinion, this contradiction can be explained by how the Fifth Generation 

chooses to adapt traditional culture; an approach which is subtle and works in 

“high context”. The terms “high context” and “low context” are introduced by 

Edward Hall to conceptualize cultural gaps in intercultural communication.470 In a 

low communicative context, clearly defined codes are applied to convey explicit 

information. Conversely, within a high context, abundant knowledge of a specific 

culture is necessary to decode the given information. The aesthetics of the Fifth 

Generation pertains to one that creates a high context. Reading into it requires 

not only profound understanding of the narrative but also sophisticated 

acquaintance with Chinese film history and Chinese culture, in particular 

traditional Chinese painting.  

Another reason for the contradiction is that the Chinese Fifth Generation 

primarily utilizes the landscape as a narrative character, and builds a strong bond 

between the visuality of the landscape and the storytelling. It serves narrative 

functions rather than being presented as an excessive spectacle. This is largely 

responsible for the humbleness of the high cultural reminiscence in the cinematic 

landscape. The following paragraphs identify and illustrate the Fifth Generation’s 

cinematic adaptation of the principles of the Chinese traditional painting. 

Additional emphasis is given to how the adaptation serves its narrative function.  

Chinese cinema, from its beginnings, has adopted and followed Western film 

traditions, which, as many scholars agree, are generally derived from Renaissance 

realist painting.471 The laws of focal perspective, also known as the Renaissance 
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perspective, are considered as the principle point of most Western researchers 

concerning “shared techniques and premises” between cinema and painting.472 

According to Ni Zhen, the laws are: 

 the representation or recording of objects according to the principles of focal 

perspective with a viewpoint in which the position of the viewer, the line of sight, and the 

frame are all fixed. The result is a horizontal depth, characterized by a vanishing point, 

which causes objects further from the viewer to appear smaller than closer objects.
473  

Realist spaces drawing upon Renaissance painting principles are utilized in 

narrative films, such as classical Hollywood, Soviet realist and Chinese feature 

films. This helps to convey continuous storytelling and to ensure that the viewer is 

located in an optimal viewing position to observe the narrative flow.474 The 

apparatus discussed in section I pertains to such conventions; it is comprised of 

establishing shots and the subsequent shot/reverse shots. From an early stage of 

Chinese film history, filmmaking was subjected to Western conventions, featuring 

realist settings that center narrative figures, their actions and their relations.475 

The experiments conducted by the Fifth Generation are associated with their 

attempts to explore alternatives to the Renaissance focal point of view, afforded 

by the Asian painting system of “nonfocal, antifocal, and multifocal 

perspective”.476 This revolutionary approach involved extreme long shots, which 

provided a mobilizing point of view through slow panning or tracking shots. The 

panning shot is designed to mimic the spreading of the horizontal or vertical 

scrolls of classical Chinese painting, which “imply a mobile point of view and an 

open temporal ordering” by “extensions in the plane of the painted surface”.477 
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They are also often named empty shots.478
 Research suggests that they are called 

empty as “the greater part of the screen is occupied by space, with tiny human 

figures serving as accessories to the natural world”.479 However, the shots are 

considered dynamic in film aesthetics as the landscape is assigned significant 

narrative connotations. Berry and Farquhar exemplify this by referring to the 

close-up at the ending of YELLOW EARTH. “According to Zhang Yimou”, they indicate, 

“these shots and the constant backdrop of flowing water imperceptibly lead the 

audience to feel the Yellow River is indeed the ‘cradle of Chinese civilization’ and 

also frees the viewer to concentrate on Cuiqiao’s face, feelings, and 

movements”.480 

No matter how revolutionary the Fifth Generation declared their cinematic 

language to be, their cinematic adaptation of principles of Chinese painting 

through panning shots and mobilizing the focal point can also be traced back to 

early Chinese films. Ni Zhen states that “the spatial consciousness and 

composition of classical Chinese painting exerted a direct influence on the 

imagistic structure and organization of cinematographic language in early Chinese 

films” and that similar but developed trends appear in the works of the Fifth 

Generation.481 Continuous camera movements have been observed in artists’ 

attempts at the freely shifting viewpoint and evoking the horizontal aspect of 

handscrolls as far back as the 1950s.482 According to Lin Niantong, the panning 

shots feature the landscape not only continuously, but also progressively. The 

continuous flow of the mobile focal points of the landscape is related to the anti-
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fragmentary principles of “dragon vein” in terms of classical landscape painting 

and garden design.483  

The dragon vein is an essential aspect of compositional principles in traditional 

Chinese painting. In Fritz Van Briessen’s account of Chinese painting, it is defined 

as follows: 

The Chinese speak of dragon veins (lung mo) when they want to describe those 

invisible threads or connectives, which are woven in an ingenious and complex 

system across a painting. These veins are considered to be strong when the 

visible elements in a painting are firmly anchored in place.
484 

Chinese films imitate these invisible threads with the continuous movement of 

the camera and, accordingly, the viewpoint. According to Lin, the camera 

movements are deliberate, as the narration as well as feelings develop with the 

progression of the camera.485 To expand his argument, Lin quotes Jiang Jin’s 

theory of “a-focal pictorial composition”, in which he suggests that continuous 

camera movement should be considered “a concrete form of expression” in 

Chinese film history.486 The essence is that the moving visual focus should be 

handled as a succession of one-space arrangements evolving from one into the 

other, and the succeeding arrangement is meant to provoke “the subtle meaning 

that defies confinement”.487 Such a progressive sequence echoes the poetic 

principle of Chinese literature, as expressed in Chinese poems such as “A new step 

introduces a new scene” and “a tilt of the peak causes a turn in the road.”488 
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Such successive sequences are comprised of panning shots that anchor the 

narrative flow. They recur in works of the Fifth Generation and have earned 

contributed to their reputation. From my point of view, the opening sequence of 

YELLOW EARTH is a fine example. With several pan-at-the-landscape and dissolving 

shots superposed, the opening sequence not only features the poetic and 

picturesque landscape, but also introduces both narrative threads: Gu Qing 

visiting to investigate folk songs; and Jiu’er’s wedding. 

Through the successive spatial arrangements, the works of the Fifth Generation 

create a semantic system, ascribing connotations and significance to the 

landscape as image codes. Another group of semantic codes utilized by the Fifth 

Generation relates to filmic color. One essay by Jenny Lau in Cinematic 

Landscapes is devoted to it.489 Jenny Lau relates Zhang Yimou’s film JUDOU to the 

classical Chinese portraiture tradition by scrutinizing its signifying system of color. 

Lau argues that in contrast to the monochromatic landscape tradition in YELLOW 

EARTH, color is utilized in JUDOU to convey narrative themes, for it is divided into 

dominant and subordinate schemata for different sequences.490 This cinematic 

treatment of color in the film is recognized as an emanation of Nong Cai Hua's rich 

color painting and the splashed ink style of traditional Chinese painting. In the 

works of the Fifth Generation, both the iconic coding systems, including the 

arrangements of space and color in accordance with the principles of traditional 

painting, are unified, and they interweave to reveal rich meanings and 

connotations. As Ni Zhen states, these stylistic and semantic codes unify the iconic 

signification of films with their narrative system and transcend the narrative to 

produce a relatively independent signification and stylistic flavor.491  

The cinematic adaptation by the Fifth Generation of the principles of traditional 

painting is aimed at conveying narrative functions, which results in an intimate 
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connection between the landscape and the storytelling. It reflects the Fifth 

Generation’s understanding and interpretation of ancient Chinese philosophical 

and aesthetic consciousness, which is bound up in traditional painting.492 The 

majority of writings on traditional Chinese painting mention it as a category of 

studio art, which reflects a philosophical contemplation of the world, free from 

the dead weight of the physical world.493 The semantic system designed by the 

Fifth Generation, including both the iconic landscape and the attached colors, is 

established to convey emotions, ideas and concepts of the directors. This is 

thoroughly explained by Berry and Farquhar, who argue that the primary 

consideration of the form of brushwork delineates more an idea (yi) or meaning 

than realistic rendering.494 Both Chen Kaige and Zhang Yimou value the abstract 

and expressive characteristics of classical Chinese painting and adapt it into their 

films.495 Furthermore, both of these directors state that their creative processes 

primarily start with the writing of an idea or a concept of composition (xieyi).496 

The Fifth Generation’s emphasis on the connections between the representation 

of landscape and the artisan ideas and emotions echoes with the attitude held by 

early Chinese film directors, who believed that the progression of pan shots 

should be anchored to the artistic idea and abstract concept ascribed to the 

narrative flow. Lin conceptualizes principles of the successive spatial 

arrangements with the concept of you (roam), stating that: “*t+he audience should 

be tempted to let their imagination ‘roam’ and ‘tour’ therein.”497 This concept is 
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drawn from the oldest Chinese classical philosophy, which conveys a vibrant spirit 

and rhythmic movement.498 It reflects the connections between the aesthetics of 

imaginary and concrete elements, which is rooted in classical Chinese 

philosophy.499 

The landscape’s intimate connection with narrative flow is evidentially reflected 

through the famous “swollen shots” in the works of the Fifth Generation. They 

have been described by Berry and Farquhar as follows:  

 People do not enter or leave the frame from left to right; rather, they are often 

slowly swallowed by, or emerge from, the land itself. Thus, composition in the film 

reinforces the sense of maternal intimacy between land and people.
500  

Such a tight binding between the landscape and the narration to some extent 

explains why many critics label the representation of the landscape in works of 

the Fifth Generation as agrarian, uncivilized, primitive and barbaric. Yet the films’ 

critical reflection of the backwardness of Chinese tradition is partly visualized 

through the landscape. Moreover, the films’ connection to traditional painting, 

which pertains to high culture, is frequently disregarded. The representation of 

the landscape, namely the continuous panning shots, pertains to the montage 

mechanism. The signifying system aligning the landscape and its connotations is 

embodied within the flow of the sequences and within the shifting of the shots. 

And it is the aesthetic principles adapted from traditional painting that govern the 

movement of the panning shots, as well as the progression of the shots and 

sequences. I think it is easy for the audience to infer meanings alongside the 

sequences, while sophisticated trained eyes are necessary to appreciate the 

aesthetic philosophy behind the movement and the progression and to recognize 

its cultural roots. Such a cultural strategy satisfactorily serves the artistic works of 

the Fifth Generation. The elite audience at top international festivals are among 

those who can appreciate the delicate adaption of traditional culture. And the less 
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sophisticated audiences can be satisfied with the exotic landscape and the 

primeval connotations of the Oedipal epos. 

3.2 Transformed Conventions: Light Shed from the “Cultured Blockbuster” 

Strategy 

For the directors of Chinese blockbusters, the situation has changed radically. 

Jenny Lau's study, which contextualizes the first Chinese blockbuster HERO, notes 

the peripheral status of the Chinese Fifth Generation in international markets, and 

shows that the directors such as Zhang Yimou are determined to de-marginalize 

their blockbusters in the Western mainstream markets.501 Thus the Chinese 

blockbusters take into careful consideration the reactions of both domestic and 

foreign audiences. They have to strike a balance between pleasing foreign 

spectators and irritating local audiences with the eroticization of Chineseness in 

the films. In this respect, the self-Orientalistic strategy of the Chinese Fifth 

Generation is no longer a good choice, as there is evidence that domestic 

audiences are irritated by the primitive representation of China this entails.502 

Additionally, some films of the Fifth Generation were banned in Mainland China 

for this very reason.503 All these points are what the Chinese blockbusters were, 

and are, determined to avoid.  

Under these circumstances, the aesthetics of the landscape in Chinese 

blockbusters is deliberately designed to appeal to all audiences.  It refers to the 

traditional painting canons of both East and West, as well as the digital cinematic 

language shaped by  Hollywood. For Western audiences, this is easily recognizable 

as “Oriental culture” and as an exotic spectacle. Simultaneously, it is also easily 

considered as enjoyable since it somehow embodies the “picturesque” tradition 

                                                             
501

 Jenny Kwok Wah Lau, “Hero: China’s Response to Hollywood Globalization,” no. 49 
(2007), http://www.ejumpcut.org/archive/jc49.2007/Lau-Hero/text.html. 
502

 For example, D. Qing and J. Tai, “Raised Eyebrows for Raise the Red Lantern,” Public 

Culture 5, no. 2 (January 1, 1993): 333–37; Wang, “我性的还是他性的‘中国’?: 张艺谋影

片的原始情调诠释 (China: Self or Otherness: on Zhang Yimou’s Primitivism)”. 
503

 Jenny Kwok Wah Lau, “Judou－ A Hermeneutical Reading of Cross-Cultural Cinema,” 
Film Quarterly 45, no. 2 (December 1, 1991): 2. 



191 
 

of Western landscape painting. For Chinese audiences, the situation is more 

complicated. On the one hand, the aesthetical style possesses apparent features 

that are obviously recognizable as connected to Chinese traditional culture and 

even to a higher cultural hierarchy. This resonates with the strategy of Chinese 

cultural blockbusters. On the other hand, the traditional painting canon is also 

alien to most of the young generation, whose own aesthetic assumptions have 

been slowly altered by imported Western taste. In this respect, the visual style is 

defamiliarized as a cultural spectacle for both domestic and international 

audiences.  

The first part of the Chinese blockbuster’s demarginalizing strategy is constituted 

by the utilization of CGI and digital compositing techniques for the visuals of 

landscape. Similar to the bullet time technique discussed in Chapter 2, the 

utilization of digital techniques increases the international currency of the Chinese 

blockbusters (see section 2.2). The techniques of CGI and digital compositing,  

align Chinese cinema with the expensive Hollywood blockbusters.  

The second part of the strategy concerns the aesthetic style of the landscape in 

the Chinese blockbusters. The Chinese blockbusters seek to raise their cultural 

status by creating a more direct link to the traditional high cultural forms. To 

accomplish this strategy, the cinematic adaption of the principles of the 

traditional painting must be designed so its cultural roots are easily identified. 

Thus the Chinese blockbusters create an alternative approach to adopt the 

landscape in traditional paintings. In contrast to the delicate style of the Fifth 

Generation, as embodied by the montage sequences, the blockbusters' approach 

manipulates the compositional elements within individual shots to convey the 

aura of traditional and classical Chineseness. This task, which is beyond the scope 

of cinematic techniques, is accomplished by digital techniques such as CGI and 

digital compositing.  

IV. Digital Compositing: Composing the Chinese Landscape 
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Section I provided a preliminary description of what happens with the backdrops 

of the Chinese blockbusters. It demonstrated that the introduction of the CGI and 

digital compositing techniques opens up more aesthetic possibilities. The 

phenomenon in Chinese cinema corresponds to worldwide trend that merges 

production techniques and aesthetics of distinct commercial moving image 

culture, such as animation and cinema. Lev Manovich is among the first to take a 

close look at this trend.504 He evokes the term “hybrid aesthetics” to define the 

style generated by the blending of traditional techniques such as cinematography 

with the new technologies.505 According to Manovich, the aesthetics hold a 

consistent logic, namely the “juxtaposition of previously distinct visual languages 

of different media within the same sequence and, quite often, within the same 

frame.” 506  The aesthetics blended together include animated, hand drawn, 

computer generated, photographic and filmic images. This production method 

brings about many new aesthetic possibilities to all these moving image products. 

With regard to cinema, such techniques enable the creation of many layers of 

imagery with varied transparency, the placement of still and moving elements 

within a shared 3D virtual space, and even the movement of a virtual camera 

through this space, to apply simulated motion blur and depth of field effect, and 

to change any visual parameter of a frame over time.507  

In the context of the Chinese blockbuster, the hybrid techniques are utilized in 

visualizing the landscape, which enables the filmic shot to be composed and 

modified, in addition to and on the basis of the photographic capture of the 

existing world. Take Fig. 4 in section I as an example. The making-of documentary 

of HERO shows the “real” appearance of the shooting location before CGI and 

digital compositing. Comparing the “real” location with the film shot indicates that 

the physical reality of the space is not as depicted in the film. The lake is much 

smaller, there are no mountains in the distance, and the pavilion is located in a 

different spot than in this image. Most importantly, there are hedges between the 
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mountains and the lake, and also a stretch of sand next to the pavilion. In this 

regard, the hybrid techniques should be considered as compositional tools, 

aligned more with paintbrushes than with cinematography, which mirrors the 

physical state of the world.  

The new tools’ abilities to separately capture, to modify, and to compose within 

the filmic frame are crucial regarding the cinematic adaptation of the Chinese 

traditional painting. In his investigation of the Chinese traditional landscape 

painting, Briessen characterizes it as a studio art, which puts efforts into 

materializing the artist’s idea.508 In traditional Chinese painting, landscapes are 

often portraits and are not necessarily faithful to their material reality. In this 

respect, traditional Chinese painting is radically different from the Western 

painting (with special reference to Renaissance realist painting), since the latter 

places emphasis on accurately reproducing the physical existence. The latter has 

also decidedly dominated film aesthetics both Western and Eastern, as it easily 

resonates with what is often seen as the technical essence of cinema. This 

fundamental difference, moreover, set the major obstacle for the artists’ attempt 

to adapt traditional painting into cinema. The aesthetic principles distinguishing 

Chinese painting from Western painting contradict this so-called technical 

essences of cinema. As demonstrated in previous discussions in section 3.1, these 

principles include antifocal/multifocal perspective, extensions in the plane, 

valuing empty space and a firmly anchored “dragon vein”, none of which could be 

achieved within the photographic frame.  

The Chinese Fifth Generation performed experiments that attempt to adopt these 

principles through panning shots and montage. However, as argued in section 3.1, 

their efforts of adapting the high cultural form are too subtle for the less 

knowledgeable Western audiences, and the young Chinese generation, to 

recognize. On the contrary, with the help of hybrid techniques, directors of 

Chinese blockbusters have adapted these principles in a more recognizable way 

through digitally rendering, modifying and relocating the geographic elements 

captured by cinematograph.  
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For the Chinese films, the most profound influence of the digital compositing 

techniques are observed when they abandon the forced aligned perspective. Due 

to the technical properties of cinematography, the aesthetic treatments of the 

landscape had previously been restricted as the aligned focus was given to the 

characters’ action, and the representation of other elements was subordinated to 

it. Digital compositing techniques allow multiple foci within one image and one 

shot. This not only liberates the cinematic aesthetics from Western Renaissance 

aesthetics, but also facilitates the compositional style pertaining to Chinese 

traditional arts. The digital compositing techniques enable the creative teams to 

separately capture these elements, to render, modify and rework each of them as 

they wish, and to freely arrange their locations within an image and to blend them 

seamlessly into one shot.  

The whole process obviously allows more possibilities for subjective interference 

by the creative team. CGI and digital compositing techniques perform like brushes 

held by artists, by depicting, rendering and arranging every geographic element 

into a piece of artwork governed by certain aesthetic principles. In fact, the close 

kinship between the hybrid visuality of Chinese blockbusters and traditional 

Chinese painting has been noticed early on in McClean’s study of digital 

storytelling. She illustrates that six canons of Chinese traditional painting are 

applied to govern the creation of CG-imaginary and the hybrid aesthetics in HERO. 

She indicates that CGI and other VFx techniques are capable of realizing every 

compositional principle to create a traditional painting according to Chinese 

painting conventions.509  

With the benefit of hybrid techniques, a wide array of aesthetic characteristics of 

Chinese traditional painting become conspicuously visible in the blockbusters, 

from the large portions of blankness to the continuous flow of the dragon vein. 

Such traditional characteristics, along with the Hollywood-style digital graphics 

constitute another level of hybrid aesthetics: the hybrid of traditional art and 

cutting-edge technology. In his work on hybrid aesthetics, Manovich points out 

another level of the logic of the hybrid style: the hybrid energy of local and 
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transnational in various combinations. This dimension of hybrid aesthetics is 

significant for the Chinese blockbuster, as discussed previously (see section 3.2), 

since it, on the one hand, aligns the Chinese movies with the expensive and 

mainstream Hollywood blockbusters, and on the other hand, differentiates them 

in the international markets through the highly visible traces of the indigenous 

culture. Moreover, the blockbusters’ explicit reference to the traditional painting, 

namely the high cultural form, raises the cultural status of the movies in both 

domestic and international markets. All these aspects substantially contribute to 

the Chinese blockbuster’s global/local strategy.  

To sum up, what constructs the cinematic landscape and architectures in the 

Chinese blockbusters includes the man-made/natural locations that are digitally 

rendered, modified and re-organized in accordance with principles of the Chinese 

traditional painting, which is also an abstract art form. However, this does not 

mean the cinematic landscape has an unreal or virtual style. On the contrary, it is 

anchored to reality, but digitally enhanced. Manovich, in his exploration of the 

hybrid aesthetics in the context of the film production, with particular reference 

to THE MATRIX RELOADED and THE MATRIX REVOLUTIONS (Wachowskis, 2003), noted that 

animations are utilized as a set of general-purpose techniques in the film forms, 

although the photo/live action cinematography provides an initial layer for the 

overall graphical mix.510 Despite all the technical components pointing to the 

hyperrealistic trait, which emphasizes its digital origins, Manovich acknowledges 

that the filmic hybrid style is mainly oriented to create photo-realistic images.511  

While Manovich is uncertain about the future of hybrid aesthetics, Shilo McClean, 

one year later, enthusiastically aligns with it. Within her assessment of good and 

bad VFx, McClean is of the opinon that VFx should be seamlessly blended into live 

cinematography to preserve the realist illusion of diegesis, even when the story is 

exaggerated and fantastical. 512  One of the cases examined in McClean’s 

investigation is the fantasy movie HERO, where the live action plate is seamlessly 
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incorporated into the digitally modified landscape and the audience is convinced 

it is real.513 These kinds of efforts that are oriented to create photo-realistic 

landscape are generalized in the Chinese blockbuster. However, I argue differently 

from McClean that the storytelling is only one of the motivations of the privileged 

photo-realism style, and that another, if not the main, is the Chinese blockbusters’ 

economic interests to promote tourist destinations.514  

PAINTED SKIN: THE RESURRECTION and ZU WARRIORS FROM THE MAGIC MOUNTAIN (Tsui Hark, 

1983) reflect two alternative styles of hybridization in different eras in Chinese 

film history. Although they belong to the same genre, ZU attempts to build a 

fantasy world far away from our real world, while PAINTED SKIN attempts to 

persuade the audience that the fantasy has actually taken place in the past. ZU’s 

strategy is reflected in its title, in which the location is referred to as the magic 

mountain, a vague generalization rather than a particular place. The blockbuster 

PAINTED SKIN, however, employs a contrasting strategy. Fig. 6 below exhibits how a 

virtual city is digitally constructed in the film. Within the image, the only real 

existence is the city, which is cinematographed in a realist style. The wall, the gate 

and the flags are constructed for shooting. The sky is digitally modified and 

decorated. The mountains are wholly digitally generated. The final result of the 

image exhibits a photo-realist style, which is complemented by the  footage of the 

city and the wall. Moreover, the marketing paratexts of the film repeatedly 

enhance the realist illusion. The city, which is the only real thing in this shot, is 

included on different versions of posters, rather than the digitally generated and 

modified elements (see Fig. 7 below). This visual is exhibited in the film’s media 

publicities. Within the discourse it is called by the name of the city, Bai Cheng, and 

is geographically located as a tourist destination.  

As a conclusion, although the cinematic landscape and architectures in the 

Chinese blockbusters is achieved with the help of virtual techniques and governed 

by abstract painting principles, they exhibit photo-realist aesthetics and connect 
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to destinations in the real world. This aesthetic option is highly motivated by the 

film industry’s collaboration with the tourist industry.  

 

Fig. 17 images from making-of feature on visual effects of PAINTED SKIN: THE RESURRECTION 

 

Fig. 18: Poster of PAINTED SKIN: THE RESURRECTION, Mainland China version 

V. Digitalizing Traditional Aesthetics 

According to the brief of Animal Logic, the Australian company who did most of 

the VFx works for HERO, the landscape featured in the film was designed to be a 

“poetic yet potent vision”, “beautiful but at times appear*ing+ very ominous”, and 

a “complex blend of dream sequences with breathtaking live action”.515 I use the 
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term mythological China to characterize the aesthetics of the cinematic landscape 

in the Chinese blockbusters, which is described by Animal Logic as poetic, 

beautiful, potent, beautiful, and dreamy. The previous sections have discussed in 

depth the aesthetic elements that go into constructing the filmic landscapes, 

including digital techniques, hybrid aesthetics, the Orientalism imagination of the 

West, the film conventions of the Fifth Generation, and the aesthetic principles of 

the Chinese traditional painting. Moreover, it has also been indicated that the 

construction of the cinematic landscape is shaped by the interests of the tourist 

industry and the “Chinese-cultured blockbuster” strategy. This section 

characterizes the aesthetics of the mythological China and explain the art choices 

by connecting them the previously discussed economic, cultural and aesthetic 

roots.  

The mythological China is generated through the cinematic adaptation of the 

principles of traditional painting. This is achieved through CGI’s perfect blending 

into cinematic live actions. The realistic geographic elements, which are 

cinematographically captured, are abridged to a composed imaginary China by 

CGI articulation, modification, rendering, deleting and addition. Equally important, 

these rendered geographic elements are arranged with the help of CGI and digital 

compositing techniques according to familiar compositional principles. An 

essential part of the aura of old and traditional China is derived from such a 

deliberate composition. In the introduction of his book Chinese Landscape 

Painting, Sherman Lee points out the Western clichés of interpreting Chinese 

landscape in terms of occult balance and space composition. 516  Superficial 

features such as empty blankness and occult balance are among the aesthetic 

features most likely to be recognized as rooted in Chinese traditional culture, 

namely in Oriental paintings, by both Western and domestic audiences. 

Section 1.2 has demonstrated ways of the digital modification loaded in Chinese 

blockbusters. These treatments indicate the rationale according to which the 
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landscape is digitally modified: unaesthetic components are removed, 

geographical elements are decorated and then positioned according to some 

specific compositional law, and necessary elements are added to complete the 

traditional painting composition. The elements are added, deleted and modified 

in accordance with some principles of traditional painting, in order to make the 

cultural roots visible to untrained audiences. 

The first stylistic feature is the ratio between human and landscape, which 

distinguishes the style of the landscape in the Chinese blockbusters and bridges it 

with traditional painting. This ratio between the landscape and human figure 

constantly recurs in traditional landscape painting, as landscape painting is 

considered as “an opportunity to symbolize the puny human race confronted with 

the majesty of nature”.517 As illustrated in section I, the human figures are 

abstracted as dots, leaving the landscape foregrounded in these images. Such a 

strategy can also be observed in works of the Fifth Generation, for example, in 

YELLOW EARTH. Shots of its opening sequence are good examples. The shots are 

taken from a long distance in order to shrink the size of the human figure, and the 

low angle makes it possible for the landscape and sky to occupy up to three-

quarters of the shot. However, the digitally composited shots, for example Fig. 3, 

are quite different. The extreme panorama shot presents a complete picture of 

the beauty of the landscape, since the live action is separately shot and does not 

interfere with the landscape layer. An eye-level angle is also made possible. It 

reduces the implied meanings assigned to the landscape through the shot angle. 

Moreover, being liberated from the constraints of a live action layer, more 

aesthetic compositional editing can be accomplished in the backdrop layer. 

The second feature that is visible in traditional painting, and cinematically 

adapted, is blankness. The digitalized efforts to maintain the blankness resonate 

with the tradition of occult balance of the classical landscape painting. Chinese 

landscape paintings strongly value the balance between Shi and Xu (fullness and 

emptiness). Traditional painters believe that the large blank whiteness conveys 
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the spirit and connotes the eternality of Tao. 518  The elaborately arranged 

emptiness weighs as heavily as the “full” landscapes. As mentioned in section V, 

the Fifth Generation experimented with empty shots. The mechanism of empty 

shots narratively functions within the sequences of panned shots and through 

traditional Chinese symbols and motifs. Especially in YELLOW EARTH, Nizhen notes 

extreme long shots where a greater part of the screen is occupied by space, with 

tiny human figures serving as accessories to the nature world. He describes the 

blank whiteness as a connotative space and as structural elements of figural 

extension.519 Actually, these empty shots are not literally empty but only contain 

little character action, and landscape elements are highlighted to make meaning. 

Nevertheless, the method utilized by Chinese blockbusters to achieve blankness is 

more literally in accordance with the principle of traditional painting and achieved 

within individual images through composition. The background space is captured 

in an extra-wide angle while the added live-action plate features a shot from long 

distance. The relatively small size of the main character leaves considerable 

emptiness in the broad shan shui (mountains and water). Furthermore, digitalized 

purification eliminates noises that might have disturbed the whiteness. 

A series of images exemplify how blankness is achieved through CGI techniques. 

In Fig. 4 the wild grasses and sands are deleted and the still lake water is stretched 

as consciously left whiteness. In Fig. 9 (below) the digitally generated snow covers 

the ground and preserves the whiteness of this image. In Fig. 8 (also below) large 

plain masses are left amidst the few lines of sand dunes. The calm water, the 

snow-covered ground and the stretches of sand constitute large emptiness within 

the images. Atmosphere is conveyed from the emptiness of the images. 

Compared to the subtle semantic codes, the spectacle with large portions of 

empty corners more obviously strikes domestic and Western audiences as 

unfamiliar, as oriental and from the ancient Chinese era. The domestic audience 

belonging to the generation who grew up being exposed to Western realist 
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aesthetics is no different from Western audiences in their inability to appreciate 

these delicate implications. The occultly balanced images with large portions of 

emptiness, however, are easier to recognize as being Sinicized, with an aura of old 

China, and as a spectacle. 

The cinematically adapted principles from classical painting also includes the so-

called “dragon vein”. According to the definition by Briessen cited in section III 

above, the dragon vein is the invisible thread that interweaves every dynamic 

component into an integrated painting. The Fifth Generation and their 

predecessors make an analogy between the rules of the dragon vein and the 

progressive movement of the panning shots. This is the most challenging way to 

approach the adaptation. A handful of directors were involved in this discussion 

and experiment since the 1960s.520 However, it has been almost missing in the 

discussions of the pan shots by the Fifth Generation. The Chinese blockbusters 

revitalize the rules of the dragon vein within the digitally composited landscape in 

a relatively visible style. Fig. 8 is representative of this digitalized principle. The 

horse-riding scene is primarily shot on location in Dunhuang Desert. On location 

there are only the few sand dunes closely behind the human figure. Neither the 

distant dunes nor the ice-topped mountains were shot on location. With the 

digitally added-on snow mountain, the continuous flow of the dragon vein 

embodied in the sand dunes is extended into the distant background. The 

extension conveys the dynamic stretching and opening to the background. 

Moreover, adding mist is also a traditional treatment to imply the further stretch 

of mountains. Anchoring the mountains into the background is intended to 

maintain the peaceful blankness, as guided by principles of continuous flow from 

traditional painting. 
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Fig. 8: Screenshot from the horse-riding scene of HERO 

Another appeal that is incorporated into the traditional painting reminiscence lies 

in its attempts to create a China that attracts tourist visits. In response to the 

excessive intentions to collaborate with the tourist industry, this imagined and 

constructed space is meant to appeal to the desire to escape from the modern 

world and ordinary life, and to be an escapist destination for both cinematic 

audiences and potential tourists. CGI and digital composition techniques help to 

convey an idyllic, poetic, and pleasantly anti-industrial aura of an imaginary China, 

which is established by cooperating with and superposing onto traditional 

aesthetics. 

The most common digital method is to create a clear blue sky. Most natural 

landscapes appear more impressive on a clear day. Furthermore, blue skies are 

considered as one of the key characteristic of ancient China. It represents a pre-

industrial era and intimates an association with nature, which best characterizes 

an imaginary destination to escape to. The blue sky then is a symbol distinguishing 

the excess moments from the narrative flow, and indicates the entrance into the 

dreamy and mythological Chinese landscape. As Fig. 3 shows, a dramatic blue sky 

with light mist is not always available when shooting. However, it is demanded for 

the romantic imaginary of ancient China. CGI techniques make it extremely easy 

to construct a blue and clear sky, which is an especially popular solution for most 

high-concept excess moments. 
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This also holds true when it comes to the dreamlike snow in the Mongolia 

highland, as illustrated in Fig. 9 below, which is narratively suggested as ancient 

China as well. The digitally generated snow covers the whole world with 

whiteness, giving a peaceful aura to the scene. Thus, the blue sky suggests a 

location that is not polluted by mass manufacturers, and the idyllic peace 

promises a destination to escape to from the noise and anxiety of modern society. 

 

Fig. 9: Screenshot from HOUSE OF FLYING DAGGERS  

To further guarantee the escapism, traces of human activities are counted as 

disturbances that need to be eliminated. The treatment could be considered as 

wiping out disrupting elements and as maintaining the continuous flow of the 

dragon veins. Moreover, it indicates that digital techniques are utilized to distil 

traces of human activities and to purify the nature present. The imaginary China is 

represented in the excess moments as pristine and as remote from human 

activities. As noted by Farquhar, an entire village on a mountain slope is digitally 

deleted, so that the hero’s horseback ride along a winding road appears to 

happen in a virgin forest.521 This is a prime example of how high-concept films 

manage scenes to show as little human fingerprint as possible, especially in the 

excess moments. Chinese blockbusters construct an imaginary China full of 

untouched, pristine and virgin landscapes. This imaginary China is unfamiliar to 

both the Oriental imagination of the Western audience and to the Chinese viewer 

who is brought up on a convention of realism. The pristine China image partly 
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grows from the Western Oriental image of remote China, seen as primitive and 

rural, and situates savage traditions as depicted in Shangri-La. 

Such an oriental imagination is dated back to New Chinese Cinema522, which 

according to Lu is created by virtue of remoteness to urban centers.523 There is a 

difference between the rural landscape in New Chinese Cinema and the pleasant 

landscape spectacle in the blockbusters. In New Chinese Cinema, prioritized 

consideration is given to the reflection of the savage patriarchal conventions that 

are long accommodated in the rural landscape. Thus the intimacy between land 

and people is visually reinforced through scenic formation such as long 

panoramas, where characters are swallowed up into the landscape. In these Fifth 

Generation films, nature interacts with human characters, narratively functioning 

in the story flow. The “uncivilized” rural residences stop appearing in Chinese 

blockbusters. Instead, the untouched and pristine natural landscapes dominate 

the image. Digital techniques are used to eliminate traces of human inhabitance, 

and a vision of a pristine and virgin territory is offered. 

A comprehensive consideration of Fig. 3, Fig. 4, and Fig. 5 indicates that human 

characters are somehow independent from the landscape. In the first place they 

are on different plates. The digital blending of live actions and backdrop landscape 

is horizontally anchored. The human figures stand out from the landscape, which 

gives the landscape a virgin aura. Secondly, as distinct from the swollen shots, 

characters in Fig. 4, Fig. 5, and Fig. 9 move horizontally and stay within the live 

action plate, while Wuming in Fig. 8 rides towards the audience. All the figures are 

captured by pan shots. Neither the characters’ movements nor the camera 

movements suggest human touches on the landscape, thus ascribing an 

untouched aura to the landscape. The virgin landscape somehow resonates with 

both Chinese and Western desires to escape from the industrial era to an oriental 

Shangri-La, either virtually in cinema theatre or on real tours. 
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To sum up, the mythological China is a imaginary filmic space designed to provoke 

tourist desires. Thus it is depicted as a place with an idyllic, poetic, and pleasantly 

anti-industrial aura. These aesthetics are generated with the help of digital 

techniques by rendering, modifying and reorganizing the cinematographically 

captured geographic elements. Moreover, the aura resonates with the old China 

flavor, which is achieved through an explicit reference to traditional painting.  

VI. Conclusion 

The investigations of the cinematic landscape and architectures in this chapter are 

significant to the historical account of the Chinese blockbuster in many respects. 

First of all, the hybrid aesthetics of the landscape largely informs the Chinese 

blockbuster’s local/global strategy. It draws upon two essential components that 

are expected to appeal to the global mainstream audiences: the VFx-loaded visual 

language, and the balanced Chineseness. The former aligns the Chinese movies 

with the expensive Hollywood films, paving their way into the mainstream global 

theater chains. And the latter engages Oriental imaginations of the West, while 

modifying them to avoid irritating either the domestic or the Western audiences. 

This chapter demonstrates several sources of the Western imagination of the 

Orient/Chineseness, such as the tourism discourses, films of the Chinese Fifth 

Generation, and some surface features of the traditional culture that the West is 

acquainted with.  

Secondly, regarding the key concept of this dissertation, namely the excess 

moment, this chapter demonstrates the mechanism linking the films' aesthetics to 

the industry and markets. The visual appearance of the landscape and 

architectures are dominantly shaped by the economic interests of the film project, 

due to the film industry’s collaboration with the tourist industry. The investigation 

is furthered in the following chapter, focusing on the mechanism of the excess 

moment, which functions as a juxtaposition linking cinematic spectacle, the 

marketing paratexts and the industrial context. The cinematic landscape is still 

considered as an illustrative topic. 
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Thirdly, the conclusion of this chapter, which indicates that the excessive 

landscape follows painting principles, goes in accordance with the conclusion of 

Chapter 3, which argues that the excess moments induce a contemplative 

experience. Sections IV and V demonstrate how the Chinese blockbuster achieves 

traditional painting principles within frame, rather than in sequences, with the 

benefit of hybrid aesthetics. This trend, which is characterized as “resistance to 

montage” or “anti-montage” by Manovich,524 embraces the halted long shot 

explored in Chapter 3. In these excess moments, contemplative experience and 

free-floating gaze replaces the experiences during which the audience’s attention 

is guided second-by-second. The latter, as discussed in Chapter 3, pertains to 

enjoyment of curiosity in the narrative progress. Thus, I believe that the new trend 

reflects the reinvention of the spectacle and visuality, in other words the 

cinematic attraction, in the Chinese blockbusters, which induce a completely 

alternative way of appreciation, at least during the excess moments.  
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Chapter 5: Following in the Footprints of Films 

Chinese Blockbuster and Induced Tourism 

 

You shall be on the road, with your body or your soul. Thanks to the films, 

featuring all the picturesque landscapes and navigating our souls. Come and join 

us travel all over the world through films.  

-- editorial lines Sina Video, travel category 525  

Film-induced tourism traveling to filmed locations is popular these days. Tired 

from work? Pack up and go chasing the footprints of all these canonical works.  

-- editorial lines of CCTV-Travel, film category 526 

With the flourishing of Chinese blockbusters, tourists have started to travel to the 

locations where the films have been been shot. Almost every blockbuster has led 

to a popularity of tourist destinations, such as An Ji, the small town in CROUCHING 

TIGER, HIDDEN DRAGON (Ang Lee, 2000), the villages and valleys of Jiu Zhai Gou, the 

streamlined hill of Yardan and the populous euphratica forest of E Er Ji Na in HERO 

(Zhang Yimou, 2002), the bamboo and tea tree forest of Yong Chuan in HOUSE OF 

FLYING DAGGERS (Zhang Yimou, 2004), the valleys of Wu Long in CURSE OF THE GOLDEN 

FLOWER (Zhang Yimou, 2006), the desert of Mo Gui City in CROUCHING TIGER and 

HERO, and especially the Heng Dian World Studio in HERO, CURSE, PROMISE (Chen 

Kaige, 2005) and PAINTED SKIN II (Wu Ershan, 2012). Many of these destinations 

were unknown before the release of the blockbusters, though some others are 

famous tourist destinations listed in many tourist guides and visited by thousands 

or even millions of tourists anyway.  
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One slogan is repeated across media and is familiar to various communities – 

‘travel with film’. The film-induced tourism industry is rapidly growing. Many 

destinations that once accommodated a film shooting are attempting to establish 

a related tourism economy. Moreover, real estate projects featuring film theme 

parks also hit investment headlines, including the Feng Xiaogang Film Utopia, the 

Chinese Odyssey Series theme park, and the Tibet Code theme park. The 

blockbuster-induced tourist industry has grown into a powerful economic agent 

and a meaningful research topic.  

Film-induced tourism is a recently emerging research topic covering a wide variety 

of disciplines. It designates the phenomenon where film is utilized as a 

motivational tool inducing tourism on location and off location. In her 

comprehensive book focusing on this phenomenon from the perspective of 

tourism research, Sue Beeton introduces the landscape of research on this topic 

as: 

incorporating aspects of disciplines such as sociology and psychology, as well as 

industry-based sectors from film making through to destination marketing, 

community development and strategic planning.
527

  

There is limited knowledge and research on this phenomenon from the 

perspective of film studies.528 In this chapter, the focus is on the tourist industry 

induced by Chinese blockbusters from the perspective of film studies, with an 

attempt to illustrate how the high concept film industry operates to induce 

another economic entity, on both the textual and the contextual level; and to 

explore how the induced industry feeds back into the blockbuster industry. This 

chapter will explore different levels of the institution of the Chinese high concept 

filmmaking mode, including the cinematic text, the finances, as well as the 

production and distribution mechanisms. Proceeding with the exploration into the 

institution of excess moments on the basis of the previous chapters, this chapter 
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illustrates how this institution of excess moments on both the textual and the 

contextual level facilitates the Chinese films functioning as marketing tools of 

induced tourism, prominently involving digitally rendered landscapes and 

architectures. The digitally rendered visuals of the landscape of the mythological 

China, as illustrated in Chapter 4, are taken up for discussion again in this chapter 

and in the context of tourism. This chapter will illustrate how they are circulated 

across media and how they are materialized/embodied in the tourist destinations, 

as they contribute to merchandise both the films and the tourist destinations. In 

this way, the institution of the excess moments is regarded as anchoring the 

association between the cinematic text, the marketing publicities and the material 

reconstruction of the filmic landscape.  

The collaboration between the film industry and the tourist industry can be 

discussed by referring to the framework of the film franchise. This is evoked by 

Kristin Thompson when she conceptualizes the commercial success of THE LORD OF 

THE RINGS series (abbreviated from now on as LOTR) and the related peripheral 

products, including the tourist products and the video games.529 In Thompson’s 

understanding of modern Hollywood, incorporations with other industries are an 

inherent feature, aiming to maximize the profitable potential of the film 

products.530 This chapter adapts Thompson’s conceptualization of Hollywood’s 

multiple revenue streams to discuss the Chinese blockbuster. This adds another 

level to my understanding of the Chinese high concept filmmaking mode and the 

Chinese blockbuster industry from the perspective of film franchising.  

Throughout the chapter I will argue that Chinese blockbusters promote filmed 

locations as popular tourist destinations through their excess aesthetics of 

visualization and through their marketing and merchandising campaigns. 

Meanwhile, the induced tourism industry feeds back into the blockbuster 

franchise with additional revenue streams. Through both industries’ interwoven 
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efforts, the imagination of a mythological China, cinematically and touristically, 

becomes established, developed and circulated.  

I. Cinematic Landscape 

The connection between the picturesque scenes on screen and the promotion of 

tourism has been acknowledged in academic discussions on film-induced tourism. 

The most often-cited definition of film-induced tourism is provided by Simon 

Hudson and Brent Ritchie, who characterize it as follows:  

Sometimes called movie-induced or film-induced tourism, film tourism is defined here 

as tourist visits to a destination or attraction as a result of the destination being 

featured on television, video, DVD or the cinema screen.
531

  

In her book on the same topic, Sue Beeton makes a distinction by restricting 

movie-induced tourism to ‘on-location tourism that follows the success of a movie 

made (or set) in a particular region’, while setting apart the extended scale that 

includes television, videos and DVDs.532 There is much research devoted to 

understanding how film-viewing influences travel decisions, even prior to the 

definition quoted above. Among the elements named by Cohen that affect the 

influence of films on tourism,533 the most specific one relating to this chapter is 

that the foregrounding of the backdrop settings in film stories will leave an 

impression on the viewer’s mind. Cohen also considers the duration and the 

occasion when the foregrounding occurs. In 1990, Rob Butler predicted that as 

people relied more on visual media to gain information about places, movies, 

videos and television would become more prominent in persuading tourists to 
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visit a particular destination.534 The research that lays the ground for this issue is 

the push and pull theory evoked by Roger Riley and Carlton van Doren.535 In their 

pioneering essay, Riley and Van Doren liken film-induced tourism to tourism 

induced by hallmark events. They cite Ritchie to define this link as:  

…major one-time or recurring events of limited duration developed to primarily 

enhance the awareness, appeal and profitability of a destination in the short 

and/or long term. These events rely for their success on uniqueness, status, or 

timely significance to create interest and attract attention.
536  

Hudson and Ritchie develop the pull and push theory in their case study of CAPTAIN 

CORELLI’S MANDOLIN.537 In their report they present a framework for understanding 

film tourism, elaborating marketing activities, film-specific factors, as well as pull 

and push motivations that affect a film’s impact on tourism. This is shown in Fig. 1 

below:  
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Fig. 19: Hudson and Ritchie’s framework for understanding film tourism
538

 

Locating the institution in the framework of pull and push theories helps to 

understand the phenomenon of the Chinese blockbuster’s significant role in 

promoting tourist destinations. The textual organization of the Chinese high 

concept style and the excess moments are efficient and in accordance with the 

impact factors drawn upon by the previously mentioned research, incorporating 

especially the designed visual spectacle of the landscapes and architectures in the 

Chinese blockbusters.  

According to Riley and Van Doren, the cinematic exposure of the beauty of the 

physical environment in cinematic venues is longer than traditional travel 

promotion efforts such as print advertisements or broadcast communications.539 

Hudson and Ritchie specifically associate the pull impact with the development of 

the US blockbuster, as it normally reaches a large number of screens through 

international distribution.540  In short, films, especially blockbuster films, are 
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regarded as an efficient way to offer visual images of knowledge and information 

about tourist destinations and attractions of a large scale to audiences/potential 

consumers, both domestic and international. The effectiveness increases when 

the destination holds a prominent position and is repeatedly mentioned 

throughout the film.  

When talking about the position of the location, Hudson and Ritchie mainly point 

to its narrative function. They review the contemporary research that discusses 

the film-specific factors affecting film-induced tourism, which include the 

interrelation of storyline and site, the level of foregrounding the site gains in the 

storyline, the emotional attachment with the location, repeated exposure and the 

length of exposure, an authentic reflection of the destination, the explicit 

exhibition of the setting, and the success of a film.541 In contrast to Hudson and 

Ritchie’s case CAPTAIN CORELLI’S MANDOLIN, Chinese blockbusters foreground the 

views of the destinations and attractions, which are both natural landscapes and 

man-made architecture, rather than their narrative function. Nevertheless, the 

analytical framework discussed above is still applicable for the Chinese 

blockbusters’ influence on tourism.  

The foregrounding of the destination is normally served by the films’ visual 

strategies and their spectacular aesthetics. First of all there is the pro-filmic stage 

of filmmaking, during which the material basis of the cinematic representation is 

established. The most important strategy is the “artificial aesthetics”. Chinese 

blockbusters usually invest a considerable portion of their huge budgets into 

building imaginary traditional architecture and extravagant inner decorations, 

besides their investments in shooting in remote and pristine locations. In the 

production feature released on the official site of the film CURSE OF THE GOLDEN 
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FLOWER, 542, about half the time is devoted to depicting the efforts to select the 

shooting sites and to build the conspicuous palace:  

360,000,000 RMB (57,300,000 US Dollars) were invested into the production of 

this film. We physically built up a palace with the Taihe Square of 30,000 m
2
. We 

decorated the palace with carpets of 1000 meters, 3,000,000 chrysanthemums, 

130,000 square feet of flower plants, 600 lanterns, 600 highly decorated pillars.
543

  

The film PAINTED SKIN II: THE RESURRECTION (Wu Ershan, 2012) also released news 

highlighting the efforts devoted to finding perfect shooting locations:  

The work of searching for perfect shooting locations began two years ago... The 

cinematography supervisor and the aesthetic supervisor of the film searched 

through Tibet, Hebei, Inner Mongolia and Yunnan for these locations.
544

 

The pro-filmic sets, which are either built or spotted for shooting, are in many 

cases transformed into tourist destinations after the premiere of the films, if not 

before. This stage prior to the shooting lays the material foundation not only for 

the cinematic work, but also for the film-induced tourism. 

Subsequently it is the Chinese high concept visual style that presents the 

landscapes and architectures as spectacle with the aid of CGI techniques. The 

luxuriously decorated architecture and inner decorations are elaborately depicted, 

from high camera angles or in deep focus, and for longer duration when the 

narrative flow is halted. Additionally, as demonstrated in the previous chapter, 

the Chinese blockbusters feature super-panoramic shots, where the landscapes 

and architectures are foregrounded. The shots from extremely long distances 

present the beauty of the landscape as much as possible. The photorealistic style 
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enhanced by the digital technologies ascribes authenticity to the cinematic 

portrayals.545 The visuals of the cinematic landscape and architectures lay the 

foundation for the movies to provide virtual but also real touring experiences. 

They offer direct and sensory knowledge of the places through the visuals. They 

convince potential tourists through integrated portrayals of the filmed destination, 

reducing the possible concerns surrounding lack of information.  

The previous chapter also demonstrated the prolonged duration of the super 

panorama, which simultaneously means extended exposure of the tourist 

destinations. Both Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 established that the mechanism of the 

high concept mode encourages the spectator to appreciate visualization over 

narration, thus highlighting the beauty of the landscapes and architecture. 

Chapter 3 in particular illustrated how the excess aesthetics invite the spectator to 

take time to contemplate the visualization and corporeal elaboration. In the case 

of the landscapes and tourism, the contemplative experience inspires a virtual 

tourist gaze at the cinematic space. In this respect, the Chinese blockbusters 

efficiently solicit the attention and the awareness of the spectator, who is also the 

potential buyer, towards the alluring attributes of the tourist destinations and 

products. And the attention is sustained over a relatively long time and focused 

on the visual beauty, due to the mechanism of the excess moments. 

Equally important is the fact that the representation of the landscape in Chinese 

blockbusters, which imaginarily feature a mythological China, approximately 

corresponds with what is pursued by a potential consumer during a trip. This is 

related first of all to the industrial condition that the Chinese blockbuster industry 

is dynamically collaborating with the tourism industry. As indicated in the 

previous chapter, the Chinese blockbusters are intentionally charged with 

characteristics designed to stimulate the desire to visit a given location. The style 

of the visualization of the Chinese landscapes and architecture corresponds to the 

post-modern motivations for touring. The push motivations according to Hudson 

                                                             
545

 Detailed discussion is in section III. 



216 
 

and Ritchie’s account are evidently presented in the views of the Chinese 

landscape, including escapism, nostalgia, fantasy and untainted environments.546  

Moreover, what the Chinese movies exhibit is more than images of the 

destinations. They attempt to capture the essence of a place, or rather, the 

essence in accordance with an Orientalist imagination. As already demonstrated 

in the previous chapter, CGI and digital compositing techniques not only enhance 

the beauty of the cinematic landscapes, but also facilitate the cinematic adaption 

of the principles of traditional Chinese painting. Aided by these digital techniques, 

the cinematic landscape in the Chinese blockbusters becomes filled with flavors of 

old China, a mythological China that is idyllic, poetic, and pleasantly anti-industrial. 

This stylish imagination of Chinese nature and its man-made attributes not only 

resonates with the Oriental imagination of both Western audiences and the 

Eastern young generation, but also appeals to the escapist needs of potential 

tourists, motivating their visit. The spectacular visualization of the destinations on 

the wide screen triggers a desire for both the natural landscapes and artificial sets. 

The ethos embodied in the high concept aesthetics of space - the mysterious aura, 

which encompasses a poetic, pristine and oriental aura - enhances the desire and 

nostalgia for pilgrimage and escape.547 Moreover, principles of traditional Chinese 

painting are adapted into the cinematic visualization of the landscapes and 

architectures, in a way that speaks to both the West and the young generation in 

the East. Such a connection to the indigenous high culture fosters a wider 

international interest in Chinese tourism destinations. This is consistent with 

Hudson and Ritchie’s assertion that ‘historical films also have a huge impact 

internationally’548. 
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Consequently, film-induced tourism is flourishing in China in this era of the 

blockbuster. As mentioned above, almost every film results in the popularity of a 

tourist destinations. Many of these destinations were unknown before the release 

of the blockbusters and have seen visits increase significantly. One of the famous 

travel agencies in China, Elong.com, listed their ten new tourist destinations 

emerging from cinema, including the Ukraine national park from FLYING DAGGERS, 

the An Ji banboo forest from CROUCHING TIGER, and Jiu Zhai Gou from HERO.549  

Unknown landscapes are becoming popular tourist destinations, after being 

promoted by the spectacular depictions in these blockbusters. The populus 

euphratica forest in E Er Ji Na is one such example. E Ji Na is in the middle of the 

wilderness with no train or flights connecting it to the outside world. Thus the 

place remained relatively unknown and was isolated from the modern world until 

the release of HERO. A Chinese film-induced tourism guidebook by Zhang Kuang 

documents his experience of a number of famous film-induced destinations.550 He 

referred to HERO as his initial source of knowledge regarding the existence of the 

populus euphratica forest in E Er Ji Na. This is confirmed by many tourists who 

share their experience of E Ji Na on social media platforms and also by E Er Ji Na’s 

tourist brochure.551  

Besides E Er Ji Na, Zhang Kuang also shows how the cinematic representation of 

Yong Chuan’s bamboo forest in FLYING DAGGERS persuaded him to visit the place. 
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He mentions the preference for blue-green chrome color, which sets off the 

oriental atmosphere with the motif of bamboo and mist: 

 In Western audiences’ opinion, bamboo is a classical oriental conception. Zhang 

Yimou laid the stress on the cinematic views and the film techniques. Saturated 

colors are used to decorate the scenes like a traditional landscape painting.
552   

Moreover, Zhang Kuang acknowledges the audio effects that accompany the 

virtual tourist gaze: the bass pitch of flying bamboo javelins, the echo of the 

cutting of the bamboo, and the human breathing sounds while running. 

Consistent with the theories of Riley and Van Doren, the cinematic representation 

of the landscape prompts tourism by depicting it in line with conceptions of 

oriental aesthetics.  

II. Marketing Blockbusters by Marketing Tourism 

The previous section has examined how the wide screen prompts a tourist 

destination on the textual level in the cases of the Chinese blockbusters. This 

section is devoted to the mechanism of film-induced tourism beyond the wide 

screen and on the contextual level. It will discuss the role played by the Chinese 

movies’ marketing and merchandising activities in promoting the tourist 

destinations. 

The marketing and merchandising activities have to some extent been neglected 

in the discussions on film-induced tourism. Although Hudson and Ritchie associate 

the advent of film-induced tourism with the flourishing of the Hollywood 

blockbuster, they attribute it to the wide screen, the saturate releases and the 

international distribution, while the influences of the Hollywood blockbuster’s 

built-in activities of marketing and merchandising are not mentioned. Actually, 

Riley and Van Doren have evaluated the efficiency of films in inducing tourism to 

wide market segments as a passive, non-sales oriented form of communication.553 
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Beeton is more critical with regard to the pulling impact of films in marketing 

tourism, arguing that: 

There are some major flaws in their rationale, one being that films are not 

developed to primarily enhance the destination or bring tourists, which is a 

primary goal of hallmark events. Riley and Van Doren concede this point, but fail 

to adequately explain why it has been ignored in their proposition.
554

 

With regard to the Chinese blockbusters, the close and active collaboration 

between the film and tourist industries results in intensive film-marketing 

activities with an explicit orientation toward the tourist destinations, as I will 

demonstrate and argue in this section. 

The Chinese blockbuster industry’s cooperation with the tourist industry, as 

demonstrated in the previous chapter, starts in a film project as early as in the 

stages of planning and financing. News has revealed that Zhang Yimou has formed 

a protocol to seek financial investment and favorable policies from local tourist 

administrations during a filming project, and subsequently to pay back by 

promoting local tourist destinations.555 He has set a pioneering example for 

subsequent collaborations between both industries. As will be demonstrated in 

the following sections, some tourist destinations have been built up originally for 

film shooting, or rebuilt according to film scenes, including the Hengdian World 

Studio and the Feng Xiaogang Film Theme Park. This kind of collaboration is 

reflected not only in the film aesthetics as illustrated in the previous chapter, but 

also in the marketing that promotes the shooting locations.  

Thus the location is significant in the Chinese blockbuster’s marketing and 

merchandising activities in two respects. Firstly, the cinematic visualization of the 

locations, both natural landscape and man-made architecture, constitutes one of 

the key cinematic attractions of the Chinese movies, with all the investments – 
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the labor, the finance, the techniques – devoted to the visualization of the space. 

Secondly, the shooting locations, either established tourist destinations or 

potential ones in remote places, are highlighted as hooks by themselves, which 

draw the audiences into the theaters. These two points mean that the locations, 

as key cinematic attractions, gain a prominent position not only in the film text, 

but also in the film’s marketing paratexts, including print posters, trailers and 

other media publicity.  

The highlighted position that the locations occupy in these paratexts thus also 

contributes to promote them as tourist destinations. In this respect, it is worth 

reconsidering Beeton’s criticism towards the pull and push impacts of film, which 

asserts they are passive and not explicitly directed at the destinations. The 

marketing of the Chinese blockbuster foregrounds the locations, visualizing them 

in an alluring aesthetics, and name them directly. They greatly amplify the pull 

and push impact of the movies on induced tourism. If the films, through 

visualization, offer vague information or information not directly pointed at the 

locations, the print and television ads tie up the loose ends, organize them, and 

direct them straight towards the tourist destinations. Moreover, the advertising 

aesthetics facilitate promotion. So the marketing activities of the films perform as 

a complementary attachment to the cinematic exhibition of the Chinese 

landscapes and architectures. The institution of the Chinese blockbuster thus 

becomes a powerful mechanism that efficiently operates to merchandise  film-

induced tourism.  

Several strategies are employed by the Chinese blockbuster industry in its 

marketing paratexts. The first strategy is to highlight the spectacular landscape 

and architectures. The most direct way is to utilize cinematic visuals with the 

locations foregrounded in trailers and television advertisements, and to associate 

them with tourist destinations by naming them. Additionally, the Chinese 

blockbuster industry uses media publicities in a more subtle way to draw and to 

maintain media exposure both to the films and to the destinations. Tracing 

through media publicities of PAINTED SKIN: RESURRECTION indicates that a 

considerable portion of them concern the shooting locations. They were 
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published to attract and keep public attention for the film. Simultaneously, they 

also kept the locations in high profile. This kind of media publicity started with the 

film project and went along with it.  

Different to Zhang Yimou’s blockbusters, which I have discussed previously, 

PAINTED SKIN II exposed its spatial attraction from the beginning of the project. Its 

economic collaboration with the local tourist industry goes deep, with the 

investor’s subsequent project of a film theme park in Tibet.556 The promotion of 

the film dates back to more than one year before the premiere. Early news mainly 

concerned the recruiting of the cast. During this process, entertainment news 

dealt with the shooting locations like one of the characters by emphasizing their 

“dreaminess”.557 When the filming was underway, updates on the film were 

associated with the locations. News noted the labor and money needed to reach 

the remote locations with the crew and equipment. According to an interview 

with the director Wu Ershan, they spent 120 days on shooting in the tourist 

attractions in Beijing, Hebei, and inner Mongolia. On average 550 crew members 

were involved in the filming every day, with a peak of 1200, together with 150 

heavy vehicles and 500 horses. Most importantly, meanings inscribed into the 

spaces were also discussed. For example: 

Tibet attractions 4500m above sea level are captured by Chinese blockbusters for 

the first time. … The concept of extreme and ethereal beauty of the attractions 

echoes with and enhances the romantic love story. … The purity and sublime 

traits are embodied in the Tibetan landscapes such as clear sky and white 

architectures.
558
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During the premiere of the movie, PAINTED SKIN II was promoted as a fantasy legend 

located in a mysterious and spectacular China. The shooting locations were 

highlighted just as much as the key characters and protagonists. Fig. 2 below 

shows the movie poster for the Mainland China version. The attraction of Bai 

Cheng has a relatively important position, and is distinguishable in the middle of 

the background. This highlighting of the attraction is eliminated in versions for 

other Asian countries and districts such as Malaysia, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, 

where the attraction fuses into the background and is blocked by figures in the 

foreground (see Fig. 3). However, in Figure 4, the North America version, the 

architecture gets nearer to the hero and heroines, even dominating the secondary 

characters. On the second layer of the poster, the male and female characters are 

transparent, to avoid competing with the viewers’ attention for the attraction. Bai 

Cheng is highlighted as a primary character, important enough to be included on 

posters, because of its alluring beauty, even though it has no special narrative 

function. The film markets itself by utilizing the allure of tourist attractions, and at 

the same time the tourist attractions are promoted by the film. The reason why 

posters for other Asian countries do not highlight the location may partly be 

explained by the fact that Tibet tourism products mainly target visitors from 

Mainland China. However, North America and Europe make exceptions. From my 

point of view, it should be attributed to the fact that Tibet, as one of the 

hypothetic sources of the imaginary Shangri-La in Lost Horizon (James Hilton, 

1933), is expected to evoke oriental imaginations of the West, and thus to be an 

attractive marketing hook. 
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Fig. 20: Poster of PAINTED SKIN II: RESURRECTION, Mainland China version 

The second strategy employed by the Chinese blockbuster industry which is 

evident in the marketing paratexts of PAINTED SKIN: RESURRECTION involves tying the 

attractions with protagonists and thus with the stars who play them. Fig. 5 shows 

posters of the three protagonists of PAINTED SKIN: RESURRECTION, each of whom is 

located in a distinguishable location. Each location is also the main location for 

most of the character’s activities in the film, especially in the excess moments. In 

this way, a connection has been established between the protagonist and the 

location. And the posters further enhance the connections.  

The posters vary in detail in different versions, but the linking stays. Moreover, 

the linking of protagonists with certain locations reoccurs and is highlighted in the 

film’s different trailer versions, including the conceptual version, the version for 

Mainland China, and the international version. These trailers vary considerably, 

but one rationale is consistent: they highlight the stars playing in the film, 

including Zhou Xun, Chen Kun, Zhao Wei, Yang Mi, Feng Shaofeng and Kris Philips. 

Panoramic shots are selected from the film’s excess moments, which situate each 

of them in his/her most representative scene and in the location belonging to 

him/her: Zhou Xun in the icy prison, Zhao Wei in the sea rounded cliff, and Chen 

Kun in the frontier city. The location of each protagonist is not only shown in 

these panoramic shots, but also corresponds to the posters. From a certain 
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perspective, this strategy functions, in terms of promoting the tourist destinations, 

no differently from the ads we see every day that utilize stars to sell commodities.  
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Fig. 21: Posters of PAINTED SKIN II: RESURRECTION: Malaysia, Taiwan, and Hong Kong versions   
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Fig. 22: Poster of PAINTED SKIN II: RESURRECTION, North American version 

The marketing activities of RESURRECTION devote significant efforts to 

foregrounding the tourist destinations, especially Tibet, not only as a 

location/space, but also as a habitat where an exotic culture and lifestyle are 

cultivated. Thus the third strategy employed by the Chinese blockbuster industry 

in its marketing paratexts involves the publicity efforts to extend the imagination 

of a diegetic world, which sometimes goes beyond the film text. Before and 

during the premiere, the promotional film magazines Haohaoshuohua (Dialogues 

about PAINTED SKIN II: RESURRECTION)559 were published in seven editions, covering 

various aspects of the film, including the golden mask, the stars, the 

internationally reputed crew, CGI and digital techniques, and the fantasy story. 

Among all these attractions, the fantastic world plays a significant role. The April 

edition devoted one-third of its pages to describing the imaginary world. The 
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exotic landscape of the Kingdom of the Wolf is highlighted, and compared to 

other famous virtual locations such as Middle-earth in THE LORD OF THE RINGS (Peter 

Jackson, 2001, 2002, 2003), Zu Mountain in THE LEGEND OF ZU (Tsui Hark, 2001), and 

Narnia in THE CHRONICLES OF NARNIA (Andrew Adamson, 2005, 2008, 2010).560 

Moreover, Sanskrit, the language of the diegetic Kingdom of the Wolf, is 

introduced.561 The magazine even presents an instruction teaching the readers to 

pronounce and to write the terms used in the film. The authenticity of the 

language is specially highlighted in this article by noting that an expert from 

Peking University served as language advisor in the film project.562 The May 

edition of the magazine featured an interview with the aesthetic designer of the 

film Yoshitaka Amano.563 In the interview, Amano articulated different aspects of 

the imaginary Kingdom of the Wolf, including its residents, its culture, its history 

and its religion. And she especially introduced the ritual of resurrection. All these 

paratexts contribute to extend audiences’ imagination about the so-called 

Kingdom of the Wolf, where humans co-exist with demons, where the romantic 

love story takes place, and where the exotic landscape fosters an alien culture. All 

of this tempts tourists to visit.  

In these ways, the marketing activities of the Chinese blockbuster function on 

multiple layers. They highlight the spectacular landscape and architecture of the 

tourist destinations, utilizing them as marketing hooks to promote the films. 

Simultaneously, these paratexts actively market the tourist destinations. 

Compared to the cinematic texts, these marketing texts are more active, sale-

oriented and an efficient complementary to the former in pulling the tourist 

destinations.  
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Fig 23: Casting Posters of PAINTED SKIN II: RESURRECTION 

III.  Envelopment and Illusions of an Imaginary China 

In section I and section II, emphasis has been given to the film industry’s efforts in 

advertising the tourist destinations, through both film texts and marketing 

paratexts. This section will look into this further and concentrate on the material 

base of the marketing activities. I believe it is the embodiment of an imaginary 

world that film texts and tourist productions collaborate to establish, trying to 

persuade visitors to believe in it, which can be found in the film-induced tourist 

destinations. To conceptualize the idea of creating an imaginary world by fusing 

both film texts and tourist productions, I refer to the framework of the 

enveloppement of total cinema.  

The concept of total cinema was evoked by André Bazin in his canonical article 

The Myth of Total Cinema. First published in 1946 in French, Bazin inquires into 

the nature of cinema and characterizes it as an “idealistic phenomenon”.564 In 

Bazin’s theoretical account for the origin of cinema, the real basis of cinema 
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comes from pioneer enthusiasts’ imagination, who considered cinema as “a total 

and complete representation of reality; … *and+ in a trice *as+ the reconstruction 

of a perfect illusion of the outside world in sound, color and relief.” 565  

In his historical review of the idea of realism, Neil Mulholland sees Bazin’s idea of 

“total cinema” as pertaining to the framework of the aesthetical conventions of 

realism.566 According to Mulholland, Bazin’s theory of “total cinema” is “an 

extension of the renaissance pursuit of the hyperreal illusion, the ultimate schema 

that might stand in for lived experience itself”.567 The theory of total cinema is 

interpreted as a technological myth of the future of cinema by many researchers. 

René Barjavel, in his 1944 book Cinéma total, envisions a cinematic apparatus, 

which he describes as “total enveloppement”, as a future and complete version of 

total cinema. He argues that the so-called total enveloppement illusion is achieved 

in the idealistic cinema “by the multi-sensorial experience and the full interactivity 

of the spectator, within the movie itself”. 568 Additionally, Mulholland describes his 

understanding of total cinema as a “full sensory immersion”, a direction many 

cinema-related technologies are oriented at.569 Within his article, Bazin admits 

that the idealistic total cinema is a myth, as technically it “has not yet been 

invented”. However, the myth of total cinema becomes an ultimate pursuit for 

the technological development that is realism oriented, which in Mulholland’s 

account includes “the kinetoscope, the cinematograph, synchronized, speech, 

Technicolor, Eastmancolor, Cinerama, deep focus, 70mm widescreen film, 3D, 

Dolby Stereo, IMAX, digital surround sound, and Virtual Reality (VR).”570  
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All these studies concerning the concept of total cinema remain in the field of Film 

Studies, and the perfectly immersion and envelopment illusion is also considered 

as being achieved within movies and through the previously mentioned film-

related technologies. Alfio Leottam, attempting to conceptualize the tourist 

appeal of the trilogy THE LORD OF THE RINGS (Peter Jackson, 2001, 2002, 2003), 

expands Barjavel’s idea of total envelopment out of the scale of cinema to the 

trilogy’s ancillary products, especially involving tourism products.571 He considers 

LOTR as a sort of “proto-total movie” referring to “Barjavel’s definition of the total 

movie”.572 Moreover, he assigns two layers of significance to his concept of the 

proto-total movie as follows: 

On the one hand, the filmic text itself produces a sense of enveloppement thanks to 

the realism of the special effects, the Dolby surround sound, the Video-game-like 

aesthetics. On the other hand, the movies form the hub of a much wider network 

of LOTR-themed products and activities such as role-games, video games, full-size 

replicas, illustrations and internet communities that all based on notions of 

immersion and interactivity. The cultural consumer easily shifts from one activity to 

the other and this imaginative investment enables the experience of living and 

acting in Middle Earth.
573

 

Among these products and activities, Leotta specially highlights tourism as “the 

last stage of a Barjavelian enveloppement in the fantasy world created by LOTR”, 

which is characterized by “immersion and interactivity within Middle Earth”.574  

Leotta’s framework of conceptualizing film-induced tourism with the concept of 

total enveloppement, from my viewpoint, applies to the Chinese blockbuster and 

its induced tourism. Both the film and the tourist industries work together to 

produce immersion and enveloppement in an imaginary China. This mythological 

China (as discussed in section IV, chapter 4) departs from the real physical world, 

                                                             
571

 Alfio Leotta, “‘Welcome to New Zealand, Home of Middle Earth’: Heterotopian Impulse, 
Western Anxiety and Spatial Identity in THE LORD OF THE RINGS,” in Touring the Screen 
Tourism and New Zealand Film Geographies (Bristol [etc.]: Intellect, 2011), 161–94. 
572

 Ibid., 166. 
573

 Ibid. 
574

 Ibid. 



233 
 

but is established by Chinese blockbusters and is materialized by their induced-

tourism products.  

As Bazin, Barjavel and Mulholland emphasize, and similar to Leotta's observations 

regarding LOTR, the Chinese case of the enveloppement of film and tourism also 

starts with a realistic representation in blockbusters. In the previous chapter, it 

has been discussed that the Chinese blockbusters are subject to the aesthetic 

conventions of photorealism, which foregrounds the realness of the settings (see 

section IV). The utilization of virtual technologies, such as CGI and digital 

composition techniques, as indicated in Chapter 4, section IV, enhance the illusion 

of realism instead of undermining it. Such a realistic anchor of the aesthetics plays 

a crucial role in tying together the connections between the cinematic landscapes 

as well as architectures, and the real tourist destinations.  

Furthermore, both the realistic and hyper-realistic anchored techniques and 

practices, which function on different aspects of the movies, work to absorb and 

immerse the audiences within the films, in other words, to create enveloppement. 

In the case of PAINTED SKIN: RESURRECTION, the 3D technologies augment the illusion 

not only of the virtual experience of the diegesis, but also of the virtual presence 

at the locations, many of which are tourist destinations. 575  Moreover, the 

enveloppement of the imaginary China is extended from the cinema theatre to the 

real world by the paratexts surrounding the Chinese blockbusters, including media 

publicities, posters, and fan communities.  

One of the most illustrative examples is in the making-of documentary of FLYING 

SWORD OF DRAGON GATE.576 Part of the documentary is devoted to an interview 

about the shooting of one of the most striking scenes of the film, which features 

Zhao Huai’an (played by Jet Li) jumping from an 80-meter-high cliff. Visuals 

depicting the on-location shooting recur four times in the documentary, 
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accompanied by interviews with the director Tsui Hark and star Jet Li about the 

shooting of the scene. Both of them emphasize how dangerous the cliff is, and 

how difficult the shot was to achieve. Another comparable example is the 

shooting of Fig. 6 (below) in the making-of documentary of CURSE OF THE GOLDEN 

FLOWER. Similar to the case of DRAGON GATE, fragments of shooting documenting 

and interviews are involved, depicting how rugged the shooting location is and 

how skillful the actors had to be to achieve the effects.  

In both making-of documentaries, the shooting locations, which are also tourist 

destinations, are depicted in documentary film language, pointing to the realness 

of the locations. Nevertheless, another layer of meaning could be assigned to the 

documentaries and the interviews, regarding their contribution to the 

enveloppement in a mythological China outside of movie theaters. Within all these 

paratexts, the realness of the locations is associated with the authenticity of the 

martial arts performance, which is another powerful hook of the Chinese 

blockbuster (see Chapter 2, section 1.1). The martial arts genre, well-known and 

popular both at home and abroad, traditionally values genuine kung fu.577 The 

authenticity is achieved by the actors performing in accordance with conventions 

of a variety of schools inherited over a history of hundreds or even thousands of 

years. Every individual school exhibits distinct skills and distinguishable 

characteristics. As they have been training hard since a very young age and for a 

lifetime, some actors are able to conduct actions that appear like magic to 

audience. In the imagination of the audience, these magic-like martial arts 

performance represents an ancient era of China, a domain with its own order and 

law other than the normal world, namely, jianghu. As discussed in the previously 

mentioned paratexts, jianghu in the Chinese blockbusters is associated with the 

dreamy Chinese landscape and architectures, and so with a mythological China. 

For the audiences who watch these paratextual videos, the repeatedly 

emphasized authenticity of the martial arts performance enhances their illusion of 

a co-existence with this mythological China. They are enveloped in it when they 

are convinced all those fantastic and dream-like martial arts performance—such 
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as the flying, jumping, daggering and sword play—can be accomplished by human 

beings, and that there exist people who can do this.  

 

Fig. 24: screenshot from CURSE OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER 

The enveloppement in the mythological China is enhanced by the tourist industry 

through its collaboration with the movies. Take PAINTED SKIN: RESURRECTION as an 

example. Professional tourist websites, such as Travel CS090, started to link the 

cinematic representation of the locations with the tourist destinations soon after 

the film’s premiere.578 Shooting locations are named, located and characterized as 

tourist attractions. Visuals from the movie, which foreground the landscape, 

together with other photos taken on location, are utilized as descriptions of the 

tourist destinations.579 The official website of the Tibet tourism administration 

depicts one of Tibet’s attractions – Yang Zhuo Yong Cuo – as “the location of the 

most beautiful shots in PAINTED SKIN: RESURRECTION”580, also directly linking the 

tourist destination with the film. Furthermore, the additional meanings assigned 

to locations through the film are shared by the tourist industry. Such significant 
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attachments to the locations in the film, such as pure, sublime and dreamy (see 

section II), recur in marketing publicities of the tourism products through their 

linking to the film.581 In these ways, the imaginary China of the film and that of the 

tourism products are connected and fused into the imagination of a mythological 

China. Thus, the viewers are enveloped by the imaginary China through 

immersion in both the film and the tourism advertisements. And their imagination 

of the mythological China extends from cinematic diegesis to the real world.  

The enveloppement of the mythological China in the real world takes place in 

tourist destinations, as the tourist industry cooperates with the film industry to 

maintain the immersion of the proto-total cinema through real tours. Zhang 

Yimou’s films used this strategy for a long time before his first blockbuster work. 

Nanping features the Yangjia dye house as an important tourist attraction, which 

was built to situate the significant location in JU DOU (1990). Not only is the 

building kept, but also the props used in the film. To the visitors, the imaginary 

world of the film is materialized and they immerse in it in the real world.  

In the Chinese blockbuster era, this kind of cooporation between the tourist 

industry and the film industry has rapidly grown in scale and developed in depth. 

The case of Wulong and the film CURSE is a representative example. Wulong as a 

tourist destination was not very famous until it was highlighted in the film CURSE 

and its marketing activities. It accommodates two important scenes in the film. 

Some of the excessive scenes take place in an attraction called Tianfu Guan Yi 

(Tianfu Inn). And it is the only exterior other than the main shooting location at 

Hengdian Studio. Both the scenes have spectacular and key excess moments, one 

depicting the King and the Prince’s first confrontation and combat in the movie, 

and the other showing the royal doctor’s family being assassinated. Especially 

with the latter excess moment, audiences are dazzled by the sequences: hundreds 

of assassins land on the buildings (with Tang Dynasty architectural features) from 

the top of the cliffs like flying bats. Horses come crashing down when their feet 

are cut by the flying daggers. Soldiers fall down and are killed immediately. The 
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geographic features of the architecture, which is located at the foot of the canyon 

and surrounded by cliffs, attracts not only artists and directors but also floods of 

tourists - especially after its first exposure on widescreen in CURSE.  

Not only the inn, but also Wulong’s other attractions have grown into popular 

tourist destinations. Before the premiere of CURSE in 2006, tourism constituted a 

small part of Wulong’s economy, attracting only local and short-distance tourists. 

The Tianfu inn was not considered as an independent attraction, because the 

original one was destroyed through warfare and left only in ruins. In 2005, RMB 

￥2,000,000 (approximately 325,000 US dollars) was invested to rebuild the inn as 

one of shooting locations of CURSE. After the shooting was finished, the local 

tourism official as one of the stakeholders renovated the inn and opened it to the 

public as a visiting attraction. Efforts were made to extend the enveloppement of 

the imaginary world of CURSE to the location. The main hall hosted a CURSE 

exhibition. The interior of the hall was kept as displayed in movie sequences. 

Furniture, costumes and other props involved in the sequences were exhibited. 

Original props such as the carriages and the sedans used in the film were kept in 

the courtyard for visitors to take pictures. The ladder road was built on one side of 

the cliff to provide tourists with the same view as shown in the panoramic shots 

of the film.  

Moreover, further cooperation between the blockbuster and tourism industry 

was developed. In 2011, five years after the film’s premiere, the local tourism 

official invested RMB￥ 200,000,000 (approximately 33 million US dollars) to host 

‘IMPRESSION: WULONG PERFORMANCE’. Produced by Zhang Yimou, the show was 

characterized by its live performances in locations made famous by his films. 

Tourists gathered to experience another spectacle besides CURSE. According to the 

official website of Wulong, IMPRESSION: WULONG grossed RMB￥ 9,480,000 (around 

1.5 million US dollars) in its first 40 days. The number of tourists increased by 

around a quarter in the month of May with similar increases in the gross takings – 
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all down to IMPRESSION: WULONG as the new attraction.582 This show provides the 

visitors immersive and interactive experiences of the imaginary world in CURSE. 

Visitors experience the film’s imaginary world on the shooting location, and 

communicate with the film through the performance, the replica, and the actors. 

However, representation of the film scenes on their shooting location is merely 

part of the show. The show also represents the so-called aboriginal culture, 

lifestyle and religion, which are embodied in the tourism products, on the film’s 

shooting location and in a spectacular style similar to the film. In this way, the 

tourist products on location are completely enveloped into the film’s imaginary 

world.  

To sum up, the enveloppement of the Chinese blockbusters, both in cinema 

theatre and on locations, are achieved through collaborations between the film 

industry and the tourist industry. The process is completed by the film’s realistic 

style, the marketing paratexts, and the tourist products on the locations.  

IV. Hengdian: Merchandising and Franchise 

The previous sections have demonstrated the mechanism of film-induced tourism 

in the context of the Chinese blockbuster and conceptualized it in the theoretical 

frameworks established in the context of Hollywood. The films display spectacular 

cinematic representation of the landscapes and the publicity for the tourist 

destinations is circulated through the flood of marketing campaigns. It is the 

blockbuster industry that generates a media discourse in preparing both the sites 

and the spectator for the process of touristic consumption. And the tourist 

industry cooperates with the films to extend the enveloppement of the cinematic 

world into the real locations.  

However, that is not the whole story of the interweaving industries of the Chinese 

blockbuster and tourism. Moreover, the Chinese blockbuster industry is different 
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from Hollywood in many respects. This section attempts to locate the Chinese 

film-induced tourism in a wider industrial machinery, and in the distinctive market 

situation in China. In her compelling work on THE LORD OF THE RINGS, Kristin 

Thompson defines the trilogy as a “film franchise”. For Thompson, a franchise is 

“a movie that spawns additional revenue streams beyond what it earns from its 

various forms of distribution, primarily theatrical, video, and television.”583 Alfio 

Leotta also adopts the concept of franchise to conceptualize the films’ role in 

commodifying the New Zealand landscape for the tourist gaze as “part of a 

strategy to maximize the lucrative potential of the LOTR franchise”.584 With the 

Chinese blockbuster industry maturing, the blockbusters are increasingly 

considered by both industry and administration as a cultural product anchored to 

capitalist modes of production, which is typical of the Hollywood system and now 

adapted to Chinese markets.  In this way, Thompson’s framework of franchise 

becomes more and more pertinent to the Chinese blockbuster industry.  

According to Thompson, the franchise emerged from:  

 the need to find alternative revenue streams to compensate for the accelerating 

cost of blockbusters –  especially when Hollywood had come to “a point where most 

big-budget movies were not really making money upon theatrical releases."
585  

The “normal” additional revenue streams are seen by Thompson to include 

“sequels and series or … production company licensing other forms to make 

ancillary products: action figures, video games, coffee mugs, T-shirts, and the 

hundreds of other items that licensees conceive of.”586 In reviewing Thompson’s 

conceptual framework, Leotta concludes “the sequels and the seriality of the 

franchise play a crucial role in the creation of a brand that can be easily translated 

to other non-filmic products.” 587 However, the theories developed on the basis of 

Hollywood by Thompson need to be altered in the case of Chinese markets with 
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regard to either serial branding or the range of non-filmic productions. No series 

was completed until PAINTED SKIN II: THE RESURRECTION (Wu Ershan, 2012) was 

released as the sequel of PAINTED SKIN (Chen Jiashang, 2008) in 2012; ten years 

after the emergence of the Chinese blockbuster beginning with HERO. The non-

theatrical ancillary industry was also delayed in the Chinese context. One of the 

important figures of the Chinese Fifth Generation, director He Ping,588 illustrated 

the immaturity of the Chinese blockbuster industry by stating: “there scarcely 

existed any non-theatrical revenues for Chinese blockbusters such as TV licenses, 

online licenses, games, animations, trademarks, or action figures”.589 He attributes 

the phenomenon to China’s poorly formulated legal framework for intellectual 

property protection and also partly to the lack of successful blockbuster 

sequels.590 From my point of view, He’s argument could explain the condition of 

Chinese blockbusters' ancillary market, in which videogame licenses constitute 

most of the revenue stream other than box office takings. However, film-related 

virtual games did not appear until 2007 with Promise Online (generated from 

PROMISE, Chen Kaige, 2005) and House of Flying Daggers Online (generated from 

HOUSE OF FLYING DAGGERS, Zhang Yimou, 2004).591  

As they have suffered from all these disadvantages, the Chinese blockbuster 

industry has sought revenue compensations and reduced production costs by 

forming industrial conglomerations and multinational corporations. In line with 
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the unsuccessful joint venture projects of Ironpond, China’s first private equity 

film fund, Ironpond’s co-founder Wang Guowei emphasized the contribution of 

industrial co-funders to a film project to reduce production costs and to increase 

revenue streams.592 A film project can be financially secured by involving co-

funders who possess various resources within the film industry, including creative 

crew, equipment, production and post-production studios, shooting locations as 

well as domestic/international distribution channels and cinema theater chains. 

Owners of tourist destination then become proper stakeholders and the 

destination sites (either popular or unknown) provide low-cost shooting locations. 

Ultimately, the films help the destinations to get public attention. The 

destinations then guarantee that the films to survive long after their departure 

from theatres. Both industries share the profits generated by the non-filmic 

ancillaries.  

Hengdian World Studios is one of the earliest success stories of this kind.  The 

Hengdian Group was part of the electronics industry when director Xie Jin was 

searching for shooting locations for his film project THE OPIUM WAR in 1996.593 The 

company convinced Xie that Hengdian was a proper location to shoot the film by 

reconstructing one district of Guangzhou city, which dated back to the Qing 

Dynasty. In the following three years, various sites were constructed as the 

Hengdian group signed several location construction contracts for different films. 

These included full-size replicas of the Forbidden City, the Qing Dynasty palace, 
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and the Dazhi Temple. They even built a district with architecture features of the 

Song Dynasty in accordance with the famous painted scroll known as “Riverside 

Scene During the Qingming Festival”.594 These shooting sites are kept, maintained 

and open to the public as tourist destinations, thanks to the establishment of 

Hengdian World Studios (at that time under the name of Hengdian Film and TV 

Base).  

Though the spectacular replica of the Qin palace helped THE EMPEROR AND THE 

ASSASSIN (Chen Kaige, 1999) win the “Grand Prix de la Commission Superieure 

Technique” at the Cannes Film Festival, Hengdian remained unknown as a tourist 

destination and as a shooting location provider. From 2001, Hengdian began to 

develop by converging related industries beyond being the contractor of shooting 

locations, including prop design, costume design and manufacture, renting 

facilities/equipment and offering services such as make-up, stunt doubles, and 

extras. They also provide services such as catering and accommodation for film 

crews.  

The integrated industrial chain made Hengdian a competitive stakeholder in the 

first proper Chinese blockbuster, HERO. The HERO team was able to use the Qin 

palace free-of-charge, and get access to a variety of related services at a low price, 

while Hengdian got to keep HERO’s original props for exhibition and got licensed 

for theatrical adaptations of HERO. The HERO locations were restored and 

reconstructed soon after the premiere, under the supervision of HERO’s chief art 

designer Huo Tingxiao. Serial performances of HERO SWORDPLAY were designed to 

accurately replicate HERO’s well-known scenes, in particular the excess moments 
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using choreography to perform martial arts. 595  Hengdian helped HERO cut 

considerable costs by offering free access to shooting locations, offered trained 

local extras at low cost, used high standard film related construction/decoration 

contractors, and offered professional prop/costume manufacturers, convenient 

catering and accommodation.  

Zhang Yimou’s blockbusters HERO and CURSE were both shot in Hengidan, and 

emphasized monumentality and numbers. The extraordinary large scale was 

reflected on many levels, including investment, producing, and spectacular scenes. 

Take Fig. 7 (below) as an example. The cost of this particular scene should have 

been considerable, given the potential rental cost of the palace, the cost of the 

lighting, audio, video equipment, and extras’ fees, accommodation, weapons and 

costumes. But all services could be conveniently accessed in Hengdian right next 

to the shooting locations, as Hengdian’s local businesses have all been organized 

and oriented towards the film and its related industries. Small business practices 

have been trained as contractors, as manufacturers, and extras. They offer 

conveniently accessible, high quality, and cheap services and helped created the 

spectacular excess moments of HERO and CURSE
596.  

It was with HERO that Hengdian became known as a tourist destination in itself and 

as a partner for film projects that are financially efficienct and within budget. The 

success of HERO was an essential breakthrough for Hengdian, which was followed 

by the flourishing of tourism and film production. As a result, Hengdian could then 

offer more. Administrative policies benefited film and TV shoots in Hengdian 

through tax exemptions and refunds. Two large studios were available for rent. 

Companies specializing in film-related project management, investment, post-

production were added. And the Hengdian Group also built its own cinema 
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theater chain nationwide. In 2004, Hengdian together with the China Film Group 

Corporation and Warner Brothers established Warner China Film HG Corporation, 

forming one of the biggest film conglomerations in China.  

 

Fig. 7: HERO Qin palace scene shot in Hengdian
597

 

As one of the most commercially successful film-induced tourist destinations in 

China, Hengdian represents the strategy corresponding to the current situation of 

the Chinese blockbusters, and shows how to overcome the pitfalls that confront 

the tourism industry. Since the lack of film series limits the lifetime of the 

blockbuster franchises and subsequently their influence on induced tourism, 

Hengdian overcomes these disadvantages by building an imaginary China that is 

generally shared among the Chinese blockbusters. This imaginary China does not 

necessarily refer to any individual movies, nor to any specific historical moments 

in the history. Hengdian World Studio as a tourist destination creates a space. 

Within the space the visitors are enveloped by a mythological China where all the 

filmic stories occur: where the demon fell in love with the young general (as in 

PAINTED SKIN), and where people perform martial arts and flying among birch trees 

(as in HERO). Within the imaginary space, replica authentic to a specific film is 

merely part of the tourism product; the other part is complemented by 

imagination on the basis of, and going beyond, the film stories. So here the 
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Chinese blockbuster industry as a whole, on the level of both film texts and 

industry contexts, constitutes the core attraction. Through the mediation of 

cinema, the replicated ancient architecture and artificial landscapes are ascribed 

with meanings, imaginatively construct a mythological China, and envelop the 

visitors.  

Film as a media technology is a primary attraction. Popular visual effects are 

highlighted in different performances of choreographed martial arts, aided by 

wires, explosions and smoke, filmic lighting, and even 3D and 4D techniques598. 

One of the performances, called STORY IN THE FORBIDDEN CITY (see Fig. 8 below) is a 

good example: an adaptation from a Hong Kong film series and the television 

drama ROYAL TRAMP. The performance shows how some special effects in the films 

and TV drama are achieved. Five big screens are involved in the theatre 

performance to illustrate techniques such as blue/green stage, matte painting, 

animation, and digital graphics.599 Moreover, Hengdian offers opportunities for 

the tourists to personally experience the filmmaking process by creating their own 

movie, on the basis of several blockbusters or popular TV dramas shot in 

Hengdian.  
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Fig. 8: performance STORY IN FORBIDDEN CITY
600

 

In addition to the production and post-production technologies, the famous 

blockbusters shot here have left numerous imprints in Hengdian for fans to follow 

and to worship. Various holiday providers offer film and TV pilgrimage tours. The 

guides show film and TV fans from all over the world the locations involved in 

different films and TV shows. Tourists photograph the locations from a 

perspective similar to the original films, and tourists are often seen posing as their 

idols from films and TV series. Anecdotes about stars and filmmaking are told in 

the most important film locations. As mentioned previously in this section, the 

adaptation of HERO is theatrically performed in the original shooting locations of 

the film. Actors and actresses dress in exactly the same way as Jet Li, Maggie 

Cheung, Tony Leung and Donnie Yen. They replicate the filmic choreography of 

the martial arts amongst accurately depicted architecture and decoration, and 

against the original soundtracks. Film clips of HERO are screened simultaneously. 

According to Yin Xu, the chief executive of Hengdian World Studios, the film 

shows and experiences are core pieces of Hengdian as a tourist destination, 

associating Hengdian’s landscapes and architectures with popular films and TV 

dramas.601  

Another essential aspect of the touristic experience in Hengdian is to meet the 

stars and to tour filmmaking spots during shooting. Regular press conferences are 

held in Hengdian. The opportunity to meet the stars offers a good motivation for 

fans to repeatedly visit the tourist destinations. From the perspective of the film 

industry, Hengdian offers various marketing opportunities and powerful free 

publicity for the ones that are under production through these pilgrimage tours. 

For the films that have been released, Hengdian provides them with a place to live 

after their departure from cinematic theatres. These on-location shows, props, 
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pilgrimage tours, and mimic video productions extend the enveloppement of the 

film world onto the locations, facilitating ancillary sales including posters, DVDs, 

photographs, and full-size replicas. In these ways, a considerable amount of 

additional revenue is  generated. Moreover, the publicity on the tourist 

destinations yields repeat views of these films as well. 

Until now, the enthusiast fan groups constitute the main target of the tourist 

products of Hengdian that have been regarded in the previous discussions. The 

tourism products involved are characterized as film-induced. Media-related 

tourism became a prestige research topic as long ago as the 1970s. Founding 

research into tourism noted the role of mediated discourse in preparing both the 

site and spectator for the process of tourist consumption.602 Earlier works already 

mentioned in section 1 acknowledged the effect of film on tourism in establishing 

particular locations as ‘special’ and worthy of visit.603 Among existing work, fan 

groups of particular film series or TV dramas are those mainly targeted by film-

induced tourism.  

Additionally, the authenticity of the locations is essential to a film-induced tourist 

destination. In regard to the term authenticity, Stijn Reijnders in his exploration of 

the phenomenon of the TV detective tour, points out three important 

components of a media pilgrimage tour, namely: identifying the location as a 

shooting site of a film/TV program; linking the location with particular scenes; and 

physical marks.604 He also emphasizes the importance of “ostension”, which 

means “re-enacting fictional events in a real-life setting”.605  The previously 

mentioned instances of the Chinese blockbuster induced tourism products all 

follow the principle of authenticity, offering material references that are faithful 
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to the film scenes. They value the authenticity to the original films and encourage 

the fan tourists to experience the enveloppement of film's diegetic world.  

Nevertheless, an investigation into Hengdian tourism indicates that experiences 

related to particular films/TV series and pursuing authenticity to the diegetic 

world on screen are actually only half of the whole picture. Moreover, Hengdian 

not only rebuilds ancient architecture and landscapes, but also stages some kinds 

of civilization including religion, lifestyles and all kinds of cultural forms, which are 

imagined as dominating eras often popular in contemporary cinema and TV series. 

The imagined cultures refer more to the filmic diegesis than remaining faithful to 

historical evidence.  

What is revitalized in Hengdian is the imagination of a mythological China that has 

been jointly established and shared among contemporary blockbusters and TV 

dramas. One of Hengdian’s sites, named Riverside Scene During the Qingming 

Festival, illustrates this point. The site offers a materialization and restoration of 

one of the most famous Chinese paintings, and is also named after the painting. 

The painting by Zhang Zeduan is considered to feature citizens' daily life in the 

capital of Bianliang (now Kaifeng), dating back to the Song Dynasty. Hengdian 

materializes the city of Bianliang as depicted in Zhang’s painting. What 

characterizes the city are the landscapes, the architectures, the staged residences, 

and their staged lifestyles and rituals. Explorations into Hengdian’s version of the 

Song district demonstrate that, although the landscapes and architectures are 

built in accordance with the painting, the staged culture refers more to films and 

TV series shot here than to the painting. For example, the lion dancing, magic 

tricks and stunts, which are daily performed in the River Scene zone of Hengdian, 

is not part of the painting. However, it is a recurring motif in many films and 

television dramas shot here, including FLIRTING SCHOLAR (Lik-Chi Lee, 2010), LOVE 

AMONGST WAR (Lin Taiyi, 2012), and especially REIGN OF ASSASSINS (Chao-Bin Su & 

John Woo, 2010), in which the magic tricks are essential motifs. Having said that, 

the performance is not directly related to any of these films, nor television dramas. 

In Hengdian’s ads, this performance is labeled as part of Chinese folk customs of 

Song Dynasty.  
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From my point of view, this is part of the staged culture of the mythological China 

rather than authentically referring to the historical moment. There is no evidence 

that any effort is made in the performance to achieve historical accuracy. The 

performers are often hired by film projects shot here. In this respect, another case 

of Riverside Scene further reveals Hengdian’s strategy in creating the staged world. 

One of the most popular shows offered in the Riverside Scene – MU GUIYING – 

recasts a popular theme in Chinese film, TV and even opera, on the heroism of the 

Yangs. The heroin Mu Guiying and her legend of patriotically defending the home 

country against foreign invaders are a popular theme in Chinese cultural products, 

among which TV drama WOMEN GENERAL OF YANG FAMILY (2004) and film LEGENDARY 

AMAZONS (Chen Xunqi, 2011) are shot in Riverside Scene. The show in Hengdian 

adapts the theme and retells the story as a kind of parody. Traces of both the TV 

drama and the film are exhibited in the show, including narrative fragments and 

fictional characters. It demonstrates how Hengdian creates the imaginary world of 

the mythological China by highlighting popular visual motifs and fusing different 

film/TV texts.  

 

Fig. 9: Architecture of Hengdian Riverside Scene 



250 
 

 

Fig. 10: Ceremony staged a lady selecting her future husband by tossing balls 

For a visitor who is touring in Hengdian, the tossing ball ceremony (Fig. 10 above) 

on a building with Song will remind them of some films/TV programs, if not a 

particular one, as this is a motif repeated in many cultural products. Thus the 

enveloppement of the imaginary China takes place. The inter-textual discourse 

convinces tourists that the idea of the mythological China embodied in the 

blockbusters did exist somewhere, at some time, and is well restored in Hengdian. 

This discourse helps tourists escape from their ordinary lives into a dream world 

of a mythological China, with martial arts, ancient rituals, and general themes of 

romanticism against the poetic backdrop of landscapes and architectures.  

An investigation into Hengdian’s story demonstrates that the actual features of 

Hengdian as a tourist destination do not relate to any individual film. HERO helped 

establish its reputation in the first place. But its tourist activity in the long run is 

maintained by its strategy of presenting Chinese cinema as a whole. In Hengdian, 

film and television as a whole, including production, distribution, marketing and 

merchandising, constitutes the basis for the essential tourist attractions. Different 

elements, including productive technologies such as scripting, lighting, explosions, 

shooting and digital post-production devices, textual elements such as narrative 

motifs, performance and visual effects, and especially marketing hooks such as 
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fandom, stardom and experiments, are manipulated and highlighted as essential 

contents of the tourist experience. These different aspects of the Chinese cinema 

are organized through inter-discourses fusing different film narrative against the 

background of Hengdian’s artificial landscape and architectures.  

In Hengdian, the film and TV industries are treated as franchise projects in order 

to generate additional revenues. Part of the income generated at these tourist 

locations flow back into the film studios. These extra incomes balance the 

blockbusters’ budgets together with other benefits derived from Hengdian, 

including the previously mentioned free-of-charge shooting locations, discounted 

setting contractors, convenient facilitates and labors, certain aspects of tax 

exemption, and import and export privileges. Furthermore, today’s Hengdian, as 

one of the most influential tourist destinations, provides these Chinese 

blockbusters with powerful publicity and suitable contexts for marketing 

campaigns, alongside the actual locations for selling the derivatives. In various 

ways, this kind of Chinese tourism contributes to the film franchises, by 

generating excess revenues and publicity, and by reducing various costs.   

Hengdian’s instance, which differs from the Hollywood cases such as LOTR trilogy, 

could be understood from two perspectives by considering Hengdian World 

Studio either as a giant film studio or as a tourist destination. Firstly, as a giant 

studio, Hengdian’s strategy of conglomeration represents a trend of the Chinese 

blockbuster industry. Chapter 1 has discussed in depth the Chinese blockbuster 

industry, which conducted both vertical collaboration and horizontal integration 

(see section IV). From the perspective of the Chinese blockbuster business’ 

franchising, the situation of Hengdian exemplifies one pitfall no film company 

could avoid in Mainland China. As indicated earlier in this section, Mainland China 

has not been able to establish a mature industry or market for non-theatrical 

ancillaries due to copyright infringement. Among all the types of derivations 

flourishing around the LOTR trilogy such as video games, posters, action figures, 

coffee mugs and t-shirts, video games are the only thing that have had success in 

Mainland China, albeit not until 2007 (see the previous of this section). This to a 

large extent explains the Chinese film industry’s full collaboration with the tourist 
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industry, which has not been observed in the LOTR case. Different from 

Hollywood studios, revenues from the tourist industry constitute an essential 

portion of the profit of the Chinese film industry. And thus Chinese blockbuster 

industry’s collaboration with the tourist industry also goes deeper than what 

happens in Hollywood. In the case of the Hengdian Group, it started as a setting 

contractor, later developed its businesses supplying related facilities and labors, 

then performed as an active investor until it built its own production and post-

production studio. Finally, the Hengdian Group developed its film-related 

businesses with distribution channels and theater chains, forming the film 

conglomeration.  

Secondly, from the perspective of the tourist destination, one specific Chinese 

blockbuster, no matter how successful, has not been able to found and sustain a 

successful tourist destination. Examples of unsuccessful attempts include Jiaozuo, 

the Yellow River Movie and TV Town, which was constructed for the TV drama 

STATES OF EAST ZHOU DYNASTY (CCTV, 2006). Without any following cultural works to 

sustain tourist interests, the town was quickly abandoned and shut down.606  

From my viewpoint, the pitfall confronted by Hengdian as a tourist destination is 

directly connected to the film industry. Neither the Chinese film industry nor the 

TV industry developed the follow-up productions, which according to Thompson 

are essential to create brands.607 The lack of follow-ups not only largely limits a 

film’s active duration, but also damages its influence as a brand. On the contrary, 

a successful Hollywood film franchise is normally able to stay on the markets 

much longer through not only its sequels and prequels, but also its derivations 

and ancillaries. For THE LORD OF THE RINGS, the film franchise project began to attract 

attention at the first news release in 2000. From 2001 to 2003, the trilogy 

appeared on the market once every year, supplemented by a DVD release every 

year from 2002 to 2004. In 2006, the documentary DVD generated another wave 

of marketing and merchandising campaigns. What is more, the trilogy was 
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extended into a tetralogy with THE HOBBITS: AN UNEXPECTED JOURNEY (Peter Jackson, 

2012). The release of the blu-ray edition was scheduled in the same year. 

Enthusiasm was dramatically extended by various MARPG and MMORPG games 

across different platforms such as The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers (2002, 

Electronic Arts), The Lord of the Rings: The Return of the Kings, (2003, EA), and The 

Battle for Middle-earth I & II (2004, 2005, EA)608. The ten-year activity of the film 

franchise sustained tourist enthusiasm for New Zealand’s so-called “Middle Earth” 

landscape.  

Hengdian’s determination to fusing different film texts in its tourism production 

could be understood as responding to the pitfalls of the Chinese blockbuster 

industry. Such strategies are shared among several successfully managed film and 

TV-induced tourist destinations, while alternative models are growing popular 

alongside the development of the Chinese blockbuster industry. Along with the 

industrial trend of branding the director as a superstar, as a cinematic attraction 

and as a marketing hook, Huayi Brothers Media invested RMB ¥ 5,000,000,000 

(approximately $ 815,000,000) into Feng Xiaogang Film Utopia, the first film-

induced tourist theme park named after a director. Moreover, the Hollywood 

model is also adopted in China with Hong Kong film director and well-known actor 

Stephen Chow investing in the film theme park. The park uses the theme of his 

trilogy, A Chinese Odyssey: Pandora’s Box (Jeffrey Lau, 1994), Cinderella (Jeffrey 

Lau, 1995), and Conquering the Demons (Stephen Chow & Derek Kwok Chi-kin, 

2013). Furthermore, as we have noted in the first section, PAINTED SKIN: THE 

RESURRECTION generated tourist enthusiasm for its shooting location Tibet, so one 

of the investors in the film, National Film Capital, decided to extend this 

enthusiasm with another blockbuster project THE TIBET CODE and another theme 

park project, featuring the touristic attractions induced by both of the movies.  

Regarding the recent film and tourist projects on Tibet, one point worth 

mentioning engages the Chinese government’s political interests in Tibet. After all 
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the ethnic conflicts recurring in the 2010s in Tibet and Xinjiang, the Chinese 

government deems it necessary to reinforce its control over the broader area, as 

well as its communication with other parts of China. Film has been considered as a 

perfect propaganda device, as it always is in Mainland China. And the construction 

of the theme park in Tibet should also be considered as part of the strategy, as 

National Film Capital has investments from the central government.609 In this 

respect, the highlights of Tibet in both the film and tourist industry combine both 

economic interests and political interests.  

V. Conclusion 

This chapter examines how the Chinese blockbuster industry connects to and 

cooperates with other economic entities, taking the tourist industry as an 

important case. This chapter engages many different aspects of the Chinese high 

concept model, both textual and contextual, and offers a perspective on how the 

whole institution operates. It illustrates how the visual text of the excess 

moments, together with the marketing campaign of the blockbusters, promotes 

the tourist destinations.  

Furthermore, this chapter accounts for how the film-related tourist productions 

serve as an additional revenue stream of the blockbuster franchise. In this term, it 

furthers the understanding of the Chinese cinema’s industrialization by regarding 

the Chinese blockbusters as franchises. The mechanism of Chinese high concept 

model is allocated within a landscape of collaborations between a variety of 

industries. And the collaborations shed lights on the conceptualization of the 

aesthetics of the cinematic landscape as discussed in Chapter 4.  

Moreover, through the case study of the Hengdian Group, this chapter 

demonstrates how the franchising of the Chinese blockbuster industry 

distinguishes from Hollywood. Due to the serious piracy problem in China, film-

induced tourism is considered as the most important revenue stream of the 

Chinese blockbuster, in addition to the box office. This results in a much deeper 

                                                             
609 Zheng, “国影基金：影视业里的金融大腕 (National Film Capital: Interview with 
CEO Wang Guowei).” 
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collaboration between the film industry and the tourist industry. For the latter, 

the lack of follow-ups of the Chinese film industry limits the development of the 

tourist destinations induced by individual films. Thus Hengdian has deployed an 

innovative strategy to sustain its popularity over time by presenting the Chinese 

cinema as a whole as the core attraction.  
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Conclusion 

 

This dissertation investigates the institution of the Chinese blockbusters in the 

context of the Chinese film industry’s commercialization and globalization through 

a discussion of what has been called the excess moments. The excess moments, in 

this respect, are considered as the juncture between the visual aesthetics on the 

textual level and elements on the contextual level such as the Chinese 

blockbuster’s filmmaking mode, its marketing and merchandising strategies, and 

its franchising. 

Chapter 1 contextualizes the institutionalization of the Chinese blockbuster. By 

allocating it within Chinese film history and within the background of China’s 

entrance into the WTO, this chapter understands the Chinese blockbuster’s 

institutionalization in terms of its two dominating motivations. On the one hand, 

it points to Chinese cinema’s industrialization, motivated by its attempts to regain 

dominance over the domestic market when confronted with the intrusion of 

Hollywood. On the other hand, it corresponds to Chinese cinema’s globalization, 

driven by its attempts to participate in mainstream global film markets. To these 

ends, the spectacularization of the films and their corresponding visual and 

cultural strategies can be explained and comprehended.  

Chapter 2 illustrates the mechanism of the excess moments by looking at the 

visualization of the martial arts combats, from the martial arts genre to the 

Chinese blockbuster era. By exploring the visualization of martial arts in the 

Chinese blockbusters, this chapter studies the composition of the excess moments 

and the way they are integrated into the whole movie. It also exemplifies the 

visual strategy through which the Chinese blockbuster appeals to both the East 

and the West. The excessive visual aesthetics, within the context of the martial 

arts genre, are generated when the directors blend various aesthetic conventions, 

including advertisement aesthetics, norms and craft from the Hong Kong kung fu 

genre, and Hollywood’s popular visual language. In the Chinese blockbuster, the 

martial arts genre has been revitalized by adapting Hollywood’s popular visual 
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language. It is this combination of recognized Chinese cultural brands, in this case 

the martial arts, and the advanced Hollywoodization in terms of special effects, 

that appeals to both Eastern and Western audiences.  

The third chapter concerns the spectator’s experience and reception of the excess 

moments. While critiquing the ideological/critical studies that currently dominate 

Chinese Film Studies, this chapter tries to understand spectatorship and reception 

on the level of textual analysis, though not exclusively focusing on narrative. It 

proposes a possible perspective that the spectator, especially the female 

spectator, might take to experience the movies by focusing on the visual form. As 

opposed to the existing discourse that focuses on the eroticization of the female 

body, this perspective highlights the surrounding materials such as the costume, 

the ornaments, and the environmental decorations. Moreover, this proposed 

approach foregrounds merchandising– the paratexts – and emphasizes their 

influence on the process through which the blockbuster attracts a certain 

audience.  

Chapters 4 and 5 further the comprehension of the Chinese blockbuster by 

viewing it as a franchise. Within this framework, the related industry, which in 

Chapter 5 is the tourist industry, decisively shapes the looks of the landscape in 

the Chinese blockbuster films. Thus, the sumptuous spectacle of the Chinese 

landscape in these movies embodies the appeal of their peripheral products, such 

as film-induced tourism. Moreover, the collaboration between these two 

industries penetrates every part of the film franchises, ranging from financing and 

production to marketing and merchandising.  

A leading thread throughout this dissertation is the Chinese blockbuster’s 

ambition to participate in the mainstream chain of global film markets. The 

Chinese blockbuster movies are designed to appeal to the widest audiences, both 

Eastern and Western. Chapter 1 begins with the contextualization of the Chinese 

blockbuster’s attractions and examines its elaborately arranged cultural 

strategies. The Chinese blockbuster’s strategy essentially consists of blending the 

themes of Chineseness that are familiar to the West into the blockbuster 

production mode. The themes of the following chapters, including the martial arts 
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genre, the female characters and their costumes, CGI and the landscape, are 

addressed as the cinematic attractions of Chinese movies, which are designed for 

both the East and the West. Chapter 2 considers the martial arts as the most 

Chinese label and the martial arts genre as the best-known transnational brand of 

Chinese cinema. Both the high concept mode and the bullet-time effect are added 

to amplify the genre’s global attraction by aligning it with popular and expensive 

Hollywood blockbusters. Chapter 3 regards the other Chinese label with an 

established reputation across the world: the brand name of the directors of the 

Chinese Fifth Generation. It illustrates how the Oriental style of the art house 

films, which have conquered most recognized international film festivals, are 

adapted into the Chinese blockbuster model, as well as into popular mainstream 

trends. Chapters 4 and 5 develop Chapter 3’s investigation of the adaptation of 

the Fifth Generation style by featuring the accommodation of a traditional 

Chinese high cultural form, namely classical landscape painting. This 

accommodation is an essential component of the strategy of the Chinese cultural 

blockbuster, which features Chineseness as a cinematic attraction appealing to 

the widest audience, especially young generation Chinese audiences and Western 

audiences.  

This dissertation charts a historical record of the Chinese blockbuster’s first ten 

years from 2002 until the early 2010s. This era is characterized by the Chinese 

blockbuster’s emergence, institutionalization and development, with the 

dominating themes of the industry’s commercialization and globalization. Since 

the pioneering work HERO, the globalization of Chinese cinema has been driven 

towards selling Chinese movies abroad. One decisive reason is that the domestic 

film market has not been powerful enough to accommodate the expensive 

blockbusters by itself. Having said that, since 2002 not only the film industry but 

also the domestic film market have both developed and matured. In 2011, the 

Dalian Wanda Group, China’s burgeoning real estate corporation, signed a 

contract with IMAX and committed to building 75 IMAX screens in China by 
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2014.610 This contract was renewed at the end of 2013, which will add another 

120 screens by 2021.611 The former deal made China the second biggest market in 

the world for IMAX and the latter one is expected to ‘make China the giant screen 

exhibitor’s largest market’.612 These prospects for the Chinese film market are 

supported by the film revenues in China, which have grown by 30 percent 

annually.613  

Under these circumstances, the dominating objectives of Chinese cinema’s 

globalization and commercialization have undergone a transformation. On the 

one hand, more and more blockbusters mainly focusing on the domestic market 

have begun to appear, since the domestic market has improved its capacity to 

accommodate blockbusters on its own. This trend started to become visible with 

PAINTED SKIN II: THE RESURRECTION, as the film franchise promoted tourist products 

and MMORPG games, which massively increase revenues. Since then, the success 

of movies that exclusively focus on the domestic market has increased, such as 

LOST IN THAILAND (Xu Zheng, 2013), SO YOUNG (Zhao Wei, 2013), and the TINY TIMES 

series (Guo Jingming, 2013, 2013, 2014).  

On the other hand, the globalization of Chinese cinema presents alternative 

features and forms multiple layers. Firstly, the growing film market in China is 

desired by Hollywood to a larger extent. In summer 2014, while the North 

American box office dropped by 15 percent, phenomenal growth in China and 

                                                             
610 “IMAX 中国公司成立 宣布达成 75 套 IMAX影院合约 (Wanda Commits to 75 Imax 

Screen in China),” Ifeng.com, March 25, 2011, 
http://ent.ifeng.com/movie/news/mainland/detail_2011_03/25/5369159_0.shtml. 
Accessed on November 3rd, 2014. The news was originally in Chinese, and has been 
translated and paraphrased by the author.  
611 “China’s Wanda Group Commits to Building 120 Imax Screens by 2021,” The 
Hollywood Reporter, December 18, 2013, 
http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/chinas-wanda-group-commits-building-
666536. Accessed on November 3rd, 2014. 
612 Ibid. 
613 “China Box Office to Top $4.9 Billion in 2014, Says Industry Body,” The Hollywood 
Reporter, November 2, 2014, http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/china-box-
office-top-49-745686. Accessed on November 3rd, 2014. 



260 
 

Brazil made up for this.614 Regarding Hollywood’s pursuit of the Chinese market, 

China’s quota limitation of 34 films per year imposes a major constraint. Thus co-

productions between China and Hollywood are predicted to dominate the future 

direction of the Chinese blockbuster. Wang Guowei, the CEO of China National 

Film Capital, characterizes the co-produced blockbuster as: Chinese story, 

Hollywood director, global investor, Chinese and English languages, and global 

distribution.615 Additionally, Chinese brand-name directors, especially those who 

have enhanced their global reputation with successful blockbusters, have started 

to be committed to Hollywood projects. For example, Zhang Yimou took on the 

project of GREAT WALL, Legendary Pictures’ China co-production. 616  Chinese 

cinema’s globalization also currently takes place through Chinese corporations 

penetrating into Hollywood. In 2002, Wanda agreed to buy AMC Theaters, 

expanding its theatre chain into the U.S.617 And a series of deals made by 

Relativity Media in China is even more illustrative. Cited from The Hollywood 

Reporter,  

The company announced an equity investment and distribution agreement 

with Jiangsu Broadcasting Corp. (JSBC), signed a strategic advisory agreement 

with the world’s biggest bank, the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China 

                                                             
614 “Box Office: How Overseas Saved Summer ... Sort Of,” The Hollywood Reporter, 
October 2, 2014, http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/box-office-how-
overseas-saved-737025. Accessed on November 3rd, 2014. 
615 Jie Zheng, “国影基金：影视业里的金融大腕 (National Film Capital: Interview with 

CEO Wang Guowei),” China Cultural Daily, March 23, 2013, sec. Investment and 
Finance. The interview was originally conducted in Chinese, translated and 
paraphrased by the author.  
616 “Zhang Yimou Reveals Details of Legendary’s China Co-Production ‘Great Wall,’” 
The Hollywood Reporter, June 11, 2014, 
http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/zhang-yimou-reveals-details-legendarys-
711050. Accessed on November 3, 2014. 
617 Zachary R. Mider, “China’s Wanda to Buy AMC Cinema Chain for $2.6 Billion,” 
Bloomberg, May 21, 2012, http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2012-05-21/china-s-
wanda-group-to-buy-amc-cinema-chain-for-2-6-billion.html. Accessed on November 3, 
2014. 



261 
 

(ICBC) and was appointed international distribution partner by China Film 

Promotion International (CFPI) to distribute Chinese films overseas.618 

Meanwhile, SeedShine Capital, a Chinese investment firm focused on the media 

and entertainment section, entered into a deal to invest in Realativity.619 With this 

series of deals there are signs of an increasing fusion of the two film industries. In 

this way, the globalization of the Chinese blockbuster industry moves into a new 

dimension.  

Another important trend of the Chinese film industry underlines its collaboration 

with new media. The Hollywood Reporter instructs us:  

Get used to the term “BAT”: Baidu, Alibaba and Tecent. China’s three 

biggest Internet players all are making inroads into entertainment and 

establishing themselves as the global studios of the future. And those 

plans should both excite and terrify Hollywood.620  

According to Yu Dong, the outspoken head of Bona Film Group, ‘In the future, all 

the movie companies will work for Baidu, Alibaba and Tencent.’621 

The Chinese blockbuster industry has revealed a distinctive character since the 

start of this decade. And the Chinese movies have accordingly exhibited attributes 

that differ from what is discussed in this dissertation. Consequently, alternative 

frameworks certainly need to be developed for future attempts to write the 

history of the new era of the Chinese blockbuster. However, this dissertation 

wishes to contribute more than just a historical record of the Chinese blockbuster 

from 2002 to 2012. It contributes a method and a perspective, not only for writing 

film history, but also for approaching cinema. This dissertation advocates an 

                                                             
618 “Relativity CEO Ryan Kavanaugh: ‘China Is Just as Important to Us as the U.S.’ - 
Hollywood Reporter,” The Hollywood Reporter, June 16, 2014, 
http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/relativity-ceo-ryan-kavanaugh-china-
712036. 
619 Ibid. Accessed on November 3, 2014. 
620 “Alibaba Leads China’s Multibillion-Dollar Plan to Take on Hollywood - Hollywood 
Reporter,” The Hollywood Reporter, October 2, 2014, 
http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/alibaba-leads-chinas-multibillion-dollar-
736705. Accessed on November 3, 2014. 
621 Ibid. 
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approach that according to Bordwell is on a middle level, closely associating the 

comprehension of film texts and film aesthetics with the contextual elements of 

particular modes of filmmaking and film practices. In this respect, the Chinese 

blockbusters from 2002 to 2012 can be attributed to one mode of filmmaking, 

which has generated a particular kind of product with particular aesthetic 

characteristics. Such characteristics change when the mode of filmmaking and film 

practices alters. Nevertheless, the approach applies to a wide range of films and 

will hopefully benefit future research. 
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Summary 

This research covers the first ten years of the Chinese blockbuster (2002-2012) in 

the context of the transformation of the Chinese film industry. After China 

entered the WTO in 2002, the Chinese film industry opened to global film markets, 

leading to profound changes in that sector. 

This period is important in  Chinese film history for two reasons. Firstly, at the 

level of context, this period witnessed fundamental transformations of the 

Chinese film industry on almost every level, ranging from film policies and film 

markets to film production. And, more generally to the country’s culture and 

society, film production in Mainland China expanded so enormously in term of 

scale, and thrived in term of financial revenue. Secondly, on the level of the film 

text, the Chinese blockbuster for the first time successfully imported the 

Hollywood blockbuster form.  

Only a combination of both of these two aspects, the author contests, can explain 

the remarkable success of Zhang Yimou’s films HERO (2002), HOUSE OF FLYING 

DAGGERS (2004), and CURSE OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER (2006). Since these initial 

successes, Chinese blockbusters have not only increasingly dominated the Chinese 

film market, but also successfully penetrated into the global markets of North 

America, Australia and Europe.   

On the textual level, the analysis is centered on the visual style of the Chinese 

movies discussed, and more particularly on the excess moments, whose 

advertisement-like style has been considered as the most striking and 

representative element of the blockbuster style. The visual style of the Chinese 

blockbuster is characterized through inquiring how the visualization of the 

elements of traditional Chinese culture has been reshaped in this period.  

These changes in film style are explained in the context of the Chinese blockbuster 

industry, its  commercial strategies and attempts to appeal to the global 

mainstream audiences.  These  may explain why elements of film style that have 

been acquainted by the global markets as Chinese, or as constituent parts of the 
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Western imagination of Chineseness, are selected by Chinese blockbuster 

producers, e.g., for the martial arts genre and works of the Fifth Generation. 

These “Chinese-identified” elements, familiar to Western audiences from earlier 

Chinese films of the art house and film festival circuits, are  reshaped and 

Hollywood-ized to align with the expensive, advertisement centered and high-

tech oriented Hollywood blockbuster, the commercial and visual strategies of 

which have proved to be commercially successful. The analysis includes the 

martial arts performance, the female body with its costume attachment, and the 

landscape. Other industrial activities include marketing, promotion, distribution 

and exhibition. In this way, the term “Chinese cultured blockbuster” better 

characterizes the togetherness of the features, the Chineseness and the 

Hollywood-ization of contemporary Chinese mainstream films. The study focuses 

on the Chinese blockbuster industry, and draws on aspects from other disciplines, 

including fashion studies and tourism studies. This interdisciplinary perspective 

enables an understanding of the Chinese blockbusters as parts of franchise 

projects through tracing the vertical integration and horizontal collaboration of 

the Chinese film industry. This combined perspective innovatively contributes to 

the existing scholarly discourse in two respects. Firstly, few researchers in the field 

of Film Studies highlight this cross-disciplinary collaboration phenomenon of the 

Chinese blockbuster industry. Even fewer reflect on its influences on the film texts. 

This study fills the gap with its investigation of this key feature of the Chinese 

blockbuster industry. Secondly, combining the perspective of film text and film 

context demonstrates how the Chinese industry and its movies differ from their 

Hollywood precedents owing to the different market situations they deal with. 

However much Hollywood-ized the Chinese blockbuster industry may be, China’s 

severe piracy problem forces film practitioners to avoid the exploitation of film 

ancillary products such as DVDs, posters or action figures, and to turn to other 

industries such as the game industry and the tourism industry for additional 

revenue. 
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Samenvatting 

Dit onderzoek beslaat de eerste tien jaar van de Chinese blockbuster (2002-2012) 

in de context van de transformatie van de Chinese filmindustrie. Nadat China in 

2002 toetrad tot de WTO, heeft ze geleidelijk haar deuren geopend voor globale 

filmmarkten, hetgeen leidde tot fundamentele veranderingen in die sector. 

Deze periode is om twee redenen  belangrijk voor de Chinese filmgeschiedenis. 

Ten eerste hebben in deze periode op het niveau van context fundamentele 

transformaties van de Chinese filmindustrie plaatsgehad op bijna elk niveau, van 

filmbeleid en filmmarkten tot filmproductie. Meer algemeen in relatie tot China's 

cultuur en samenleving, breidde de filmproductie op het Chinese vasteland enorm 

uit in termen van schaal en bloeide ze in termen van financiële opbrengsten. Ten 

tweede, op hetniveau van de filmtekst importeerde de Chinese blockbuster voor 

het eerst succesvol de vorm van de Hollywood blockbuster.  

Alleen een combinatie van deze twee aspecten, zo stelt de auteur, kan het 

opmerkelijke succes van Zhang Yimou's films HERO (2002), HOUSE OF FLYING DAGGERS 

(2004) en CURSE OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER (2006) verklaren. Sinds deze eerste 

successen zijn Chinese blockbusters niet alleen geleidelijk de Chinese filmmarkt 

gaan domineren, maar zijn ze ook succesvol doorgedrongen tot de wereldwijde 

markten van Noord-Amerika, Australië en Europa.  

Op het tekstuele niveau draait de analyse om de visuele stijl van de besproken 

Chinese films en in het bijzonder om de momenten van 'excess', waarvan de 

advertentie-achtige stijl gezien wordt als het meest frappante aspect en als 

representatief voor de blockbuster stijl. De visuele stijl van de Chinese blockbuster 

wordt gekenschetst door te onderzoeken hoe de visualisatie van elementen van 

de traditionele Chinese cultuur in deze periode een nieuwe vormen heeft 

gekregen. 

Deze veranderingen in filmstijl worden verklaard in de context van de Chinese 

blockbuster-industrie, haar commerciële strategieën en pogingen een wereldwijd 

mainstream publiek aan te spreken. Dit kan verklaren waarom elementen van de 
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filmstijl die wereldwijd als Chinees worden gekend of als samenstellende delen 

van de Westerse verbeelding van het Chinese, waaronder het vechtsportgenre en 

werken van de Vijfde Generatie, worden geselecteerd door Chinese blockbuster 

producenten. Deze 'Chinees geïdentificeerde' elementen, bekend bij een Westers 

publiek uit vroegere Chinese films uit de filmhuis- en festivalcircuits, worden 

hervormd en ver-Hollywood-iseerd in overeenstemming met de dure, op 

advertenties gerichte en high-tech Hollywood blockbuster, waarvan de 

commerciële en visuele strategieën commercieel succesvol zijn gebleken. De 

analyse omvat het vechtsportoptreden, het vrouwelijk lichaam en haar kostuum, 

en het landschap. Andere industrieële activiteiten omvatten marketing, promotie, 

distributie en vertoning. Zo karakteriseert de term “Chinees gecultiveerde 

blockbuster” beter de verbondenheid van de kenmerken, het Chinese  en de ver-

Hollywood-izering van de hedendaagse mainstream Chinese films.  

De studie richt zich op  de Chinese blockbuster-industrie en put uit aspecten van 

andere disciplines, zoals  mode en toerisme. Dit interdisciplinaire perspectief 

maakt een begrip van de Chinese blockbuster als delen van franchise-projecten 

mogelijk door de verticale integratie en de horizontale samenwerking binnen de 

Chinese filmindustrie te traceren. Dit gecombineerde perspectief draagt  op twee 

manieren vernieuwend bij aan het bestaande wetenschappelijke discours. 

Allereerst belichten weinig onderzoekers op het gebied van filmwetenschappen 

het fenomeen van cross-disciplinaire samenwerking in de Chinese blockbuster-

industrie. Nog minder reflecteren op haar invloed op de filmtekst. Deze studie vult 

het hiaat met haar onderzoek naar dit sleutelkenmerk van de Chinese 

blockbuster-industrie. Ten tweede toont de combinatie van het perspectief van de 

filmtekst en de context van de film aan, hoe de Chinese industrie en haar films 

verschillen van hun Hollywood-voorgangers, als gevolg van de verschillende 

marktsituaties waarmee ze te maken krijgen.  Hoe ver-Hollywood-iseerd de 

Chinese blockbuster-industrie ook is, China’s serieuze problemen met piraterij 

dwingt filmmakers de exploitatie van nevenproducten zoals DVDs, posters, en 

speelgoed te vermijden en zich voor extra opbrengsten te wenden tot andere 

industrieën, zoals de game-industrie en de toerisme-industrie.  
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总结 

2002 年中国加入世界贸易组织。从这一年开始，中国电影翻开了全新的一页。

加入 WTO，为中国电影带来的不仅仅是较为宽松的政策环境和更为自由的市

场机制。它意味着中国电影市场逐步向全球开放，同时，世界电影市场也开

始对中国电影打开。对于中国电影人而言，自此开始，生存的主题不仅仅是

在越来越多好莱坞大片的强烈冲击下保住国内市场的优势，更是在国外主流

商业院线中寻求一席之地。 

《英雄》的横空出世，它在国内市场所获得的轰动式成功，及其在北美、欧

洲、加拿大市场不俗的票房表现，为中国电影工业提供了一个可行模式：即

对好莱坞大片模式的引进和本土化。这种引进涉及到了电影生产的方方面面，

从前期的融资到电影制作流程，到电影的叙事和视觉形式，到电影的市场推

广和营销，再到电影的上映和海外发行，甚至电影的周边产品。可以说，中

国商业大片对好莱坞大片的引进重塑了中国的电影产业和电影市场的格局。 

要更深入全面的认识中国电影的这段全新时期，仅仅关注一个方面难免以偏

概全。因此，本书对于中国商业大片的探究，采取了双线融合的研究方法。

一方面，本书将研究建立在对一批中国大片的视觉分析的基础上，详细分析

了 2002到 2012年间的《英雄》、《十面埋伏》、《满城尽带黄金甲》、

《画皮：转生术》等大片视觉风格的各个方面，如摄影、构图、灯光、服装、

场面调度、视觉特效等等。并将其放置于中国电影史和艺术史的纵向中追踪

其源头和变局。另一方面，本书将于视觉艺术的分析与中国电影产业化、市

场化、聚合化和全球化的背景结合起来，在中国大片试图同时主导国内市场

和打入国际市场的商业诉求中理解大片艺术风格的流变。在本书的视野中，

中国商业大片因其全球化商业策略，可用“中国文化大片”来概括。它将中

国传统文化元素作为同时吸引国外和国内年轻一代受众的手段。这些传统文
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化元素来源于西方的东方想象，也来源于中国电影在长期国际交流中被证明

成功的因素。这些因素虽然成功的走入西方视野，但长期被边缘化，一度只

能在小范围受众，如艺术电影院和国际电影节中流通。中国商业大片，采用

种种方式将这些文化元素再表现，使其具备好莱坞主流商业大片昂贵、震撼、

易于流通的特质，试图以此吸引西方主流商业院线的观众以及中国＼亚洲对

于传统文化并不熟悉的年轻一代受众，以此促成和进一步扩大中国文化的跨

文化传播。 

除此之外，本书的另一个着力点在于将中国大片产业作为一种特许经营产业

（franchise）来理解和研究。本书认为电影票房只作为电影项目收入的一个

部分。另一部分的收入，由特许经营的其他产业来贡献。文中作者观察并记

录了中国大片产业与好莱坞极大地差别，一方面，它同时展现出纵向合并和

横向合作的两种倾向，与好莱坞先纵向后横向的发展模式不同。另一方面，

由于深受盗版行业困扰，好莱坞传统的周边产品在中国并不盛行，中国大片

控制财务风险主要通过与游戏业与旅游业（包括房地产业）的合作来实现。

书中的后两个章节详细并深入得从电影研究的角度探讨了电影旅游（film-

induced tourism）。这一角度的研究在学术界尚并不多见。 
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