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As the fanfares and fireworks of the Centennial celebrations of Chinese cinema are 
behind us, it becomes increasingly clear that reflections on the state of Chinese 
cinema in an increasingly globalized context and the re/writing of the histories of 
Chinese cinema will be the most important legacies left over by the centenaries. 
 
There is nothing new about Chinese cinema being somewhat “shaped” or “altered” by 
the force of globalization. After all, despite the fact that some film historians in China 
can trace the “origin” of Chinese cinema to the Han dynasty (221B.C.-220A.D.) when 
the use of the trotting horse lamp and paper shadow play was documented, modern 
cinema as a Western invention came to China almost 10 years before the first Chinese 
film, Dingjun Mountain (1905), was made, and the first group of Western flickers 
were shown in Shanghai, the most globalized metropolis in China. Since the first days 
of cinema’s “birth” at the Grand Café in Paris, globalization has always been one of 
the major forces that drive the development of cinema. In the heyday of Chinese 
cinema’s first golden era from the early 1920s to the later 1930s, almost all major 
Hollywood studios, Warner’s, MGM, Universal, Paramount, and Twentieth Century 
Fox, had their regional offices in Shanghai. To Hollywood, the China market was an 
integral part of its global mapping. It was commonly accepted that 1933 was the 
“Year of Chinese Cinema,” since that year saw the release of 92 feature-length 
Chinese films. Considering the fact that a total of 431 foreign films were imported to 
China (out of which 353 were from Hollywood) in the same year, however, one might 
be not so easily settled with such a claim. 
 
What sets the current wave of globalization apart for Chinese cinema is manifold. 
First and foremost, China’s enthusiasm for being a “normal” member of the world 
community and its successful entry into the WTO at the turn of the century seems to 
suggest that globalization is something welcomed and celebrated wholeheartedly in 
China. But on the other hand, there is also a growing anxiety within the Chinese 
bureaucracy, especially within the cultural sector, that the Chinese market needs to be 
protected in order not to be overwhelmed by the sudden influx of multinational 
corporations. This conflicting attitude toward globalization is well reflected in the 
film industry of China. Facing the challenge of dwindling government subsidies and 
lackluster box office for domestic films, the state-owned film studios across the nation 
are eager to draw foreign capital and talents, hoping to use outside forces to 
reinvigorate the ailing system and attract the Chinese audience to the cinema again. 
However, the Chinese film authority is well aware that globalization functions very 
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much like a double-edged sword that will likely threaten the very existence of the 
state-controlled film system. 
 
Several measures have been introduced in recent years to cope with the above 
dilemma. Chief among them are: 1) under the dictates of the top authority, major 
state-owned film studios were merged into several Chinese-style media 
“conglomerates” that resemble the GE-owned NBC Universal or Rupert Murdoch’s 
News Corporation (for instance, Shanghai Media and Entertainment Group, under 
which the Shanghai Film Studio is only of a small asset). The main objective of this 
merge, of course, is to get China ready to compete with multinational corporations 
once its film and media market opens wider to the outside world (China will allow 
40-50 foreign films to be theatrically released yearly starting 2006); 2) SARFT (the 
State Administration of Radio, Film, and Television), China’s top body overseeing all 
media industries, has issued several rules that specifically encourage the so-called 
“full co-productions.” In recent years, China has signed co-production treaties with 
Canada and Italy, and more similar kind of treaties are expected to be signed with 
Australia, India, Bulgaria, the UK, and France. Alleged to be “mutually beneficial,” 
such treaties will allow co-produced films to be freely distributed in China without 
being affected by the quota system, thus giving foreign partners competitive 
advantages in the potentially lucrative Chinese market. On the China side, such “full 
co-productions” will certainly benefit the industry through co-financing and 
co-marketing, thus giving Chinese partners the opportunity to get access to 
non-Chinese film markets. Under the similar framework, an agreement between 
mainland China and Hong Kong, CCPA (Closer Cultural Partnership Arrangement), 
was signed. 
 
Fundamental problems remain despite the above measures to confront the issue of 
globalization. To what extent the Chinese film and media market can open to the 
outside world? What is the role of the government in the film market? Without 
fundamental changes in ownership, can the Chinese-style “conglomerates,” still 
state-owned but only bigger in size, effectively meet the challenges posed by purely 
profit-driven multinational corporations? Is China ready to address the censorship 
issue, the most troublesome one that is detrimental to the industry as a whole, 
particularly to the creativity of Chinese filmmakers? At least in the near future, these 
problems are not going to go away, since many of them are closely tied to the deep 
structure of China’s political system. 
 
On a positive note, China’s decades-long opening-up policy and pursuit for a market 
economy has paved the way for what some call “the Quiet Revolution” in the film 
industry that has taken place for some years but only come to the foreground since 
2002.  In essence, what makes this “revolution” possible is the gradual privatization 
of the Chinese film industry, a trend that has already dominated other sectors of 
Chinese economy. Although to some extent the socialist model of production, 
distribution, and exhibition still has its lingering effect, the introduction of private 
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investment has brought visible changes or even revolution to Chinese cinema. This 
“sea change,” probably only at its beginning phase, manifests itself in at least two 
aspects: the emergence of a group of young directors who rely increasingly on private 
or overseas investment in their filmmaking, thus tend to work outside the 
state-controlled system; and the emergence and rapid growth of a number of private 
companies that not only invest in film productions but also distribute films. A clear 
sign signaling the growing power and strength of these companies, it is estimated that 
80% of the 212 feature films made in 2004 were produced either by private 
companies or financed by overseers money. Beneath the works of the internationally 
renowned fifth generation directors and the coming-of-age sixth generation 
filmmakers, there is indeed a capital stream that flows globally. 
 
The drama of globalization also plays on a regional scale. A remarkable trend that is 
gaining momentum and deserves our full attention is the pan-Asian productions and 
distributions. Besides the cooperation within the Greater China region, which is 
facilitated by cultural, historical, and linguistic bonds, cross-national flows of talents 
and financial resources within Asia have also transformed the landscape of Chinese 
filmmaking. From Zhang Yimou’s latest film Riding Alone for Thousands of Miles, 
which features the veteran Japanese actor Ken Takakura, to Stanley Tong’s The Myth, 
which features a pan-Asian cast, including the Korean sweetheart Kim Hee Sun, one 
senses the power of the “Asian Wave” that can potentially rival the dominance of 
Hollywood on a global scale. 
 
The centennial anniversary of Chinese cinema also provides a rare opportunity for 
Chinese film historians and those who are concerned about Chinese cinema to reflect 
on the vicissitudes of Chinese cinema in the past 100 years. Several high-profile 
international conferences held during the year-long commemorations, both inside and 
outside China, devoted extensively to the histories, or more precisely, the writings of 
the histories, of Chinese cinema. Contemporary Cinema, the leading cinema journal 
in China, set up a special column named “Re-writing Histories of Chinese Cinema” in 
the first issue of 2005, and the column is expected to continue in 2006. Several 
important issues surfaced from the discussions of historiography of Chinese cinema. 
First of all, echoing the contemporary surge of private film companies, there is a 
strong reverberation that calls for the reevaluation of the roles played by national 
entrepreneurs in pre-1949 Chinese cinema. Production companies such as the Star 
Motion Picture Company, United Photoplay Service Company, Denton Motion 
Picture Company, and Unique Motion Picture Company and their business practices 
suddenly re-emerged from the dust of history and became legitimate subjects of 
academic pursuit. Second, also not without the influence of contemporary concerns, 
commercial cinema, especially the martial arts genre in the pre-1949 period, received 
marked attention. The fact that the Burning of the Red Lotus Temple sequels were 
salvaged from the “feudal poison” label to represent the early success of Chinese 
cinema made it particularly evident. Third, directly related to the reevaluation of 
previously overlooked or dismissed cinematic phenomena, the leftist movement in 
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Chinese cinema, a prominent subject looming large in Chinese film historiography, is 
under increasingly critical scrutiny. Based on meticulous analysis of historical 
documents, a few revisionist historians argued that the “antagonism” between the 
leftist filmmakers and the Nationalist Government in the 1930s and 40s may be not as 
irreconcilable as previous histories of Chinese cinema depicted. In the general milieu 
of historical reevaluation, even the films produced during the Cultural Revolution, 
despite being overtly propagandist and formulaic, are being reframed as the prelude to 
the emergence of the revolutionary cinema of the fifth generation.  
  
On a more conceptual level, the debate on how to “re-write” the histories of Chinese 
cinema centers on the issue of whether Chinese cinema has a discreet or 
self-contained history that is “independent” of other cultural and political sites. Partly 
a reaction against the prevalent historiography that politicizes Chinese cinema, a few 
leading Chinese film historians calls for a history that respects the “cinematic-ness” of 
Chinese cinema and understands Chinese film as a distinct “language” or a set of 
formal conventions. In other words, a re-written history of Chinese cinema must 
foreground “the cinematic” as opposed to “the historic.” On the other hand, quite a 
few film historians note that an inter-disciplinary approach is needed to understand 
Chinese film history in relation to other cultural productions and sites, such as 
architecture, advertisement, fashion, vernacular literature, everyday life in the city, 
and other forms of popular entertainment.  
 
The Centennial celebration of Chinese cinema has come to an end. In the 
post-centennial era, just as cinemas elsewhere, Chinese cinema must also confront the 
new challenges posed not only by globalization, but also by the advent of a whole 
array of new entertainment forms. Fortunately, at least for now, the prospect for 
Chinese cinema is not as bleak as some “post-cinema” advocates have predicted. The 
most promising aspect of Chinese cinema lies in the fact that the two wings of a 
healthy cinema, the commercial and the independent/artistic, are gradually taking 
shape. On the one hand, smash box-office hits such as Hero, House of Flying Daggers, 
A World without Thieves, and The Promise are leading the way to a recovery of the 
domestic film market as well as to a worldwide success of Chinese cinema. On the 
other hand, small-budget productions, such as Wang Xiaoshuai’s personal memento 
Shanghai Dreams and Jia Zhangke’s persistent take on the small-town characters 
tempted by the sight and sound of life The World, both of which were impossible to 
get official endowment just a few years ago, are continuing to feed an eager niche 
market both inside and outside China. To label such a development as the 
“renaissance of Chinese cinema” would be an inflated statement, but it at least makes 
one exuberantly hopeful and optimistic for Chinese cinema. 
 


