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I want to thank all the people who made it possible for me to spend these two thrilling weeks in Hong Kong.  I thank the Sir Edward Youde Fund for granting me the Professorship which brought me here, and I thank Professor Richard Woolley, Dean of the School of Film and Television, for his assistance in making this possible.  I’m also grateful to Kathy Tse for all her efforts in arranging my travel here.  Finally, I want to thank Professor Lau Shing-hon, Coordinator of Film and TV Studies of the APA, who has supported and coordinated my visit from the very beginning. 


The Academy for Performing Arts, as even my brief visit has already taught me, is a place where art and craft, personal expression and professionalism, blend remarkably well.  It seems to me a model of the ways in which cinematic creativity arises from people of artistic imagination who know very well the capacities of their medium and the practicalities of their profession.


This afternoon I want to explore with you some ideas about how the art and craft of filmmaking intersect with technology and history.  I’m not a filmmaker - you’d be almost as embarrassed as I would be if I were to show you my student films - but as a film historian and theorist I’ve tried to keep in mind how filmmakers face practical problems and devise ingenious solutions to them.  So I’ll be trying to bring together film studies which can sometimes get abstract to the point of cloudiness with some concrete historical factors involving film technology.


My area of concern is the contemporary cinema, from the 1980s or so to the present, and I’ll be focusing on American studio cinema ‘Hollywood, for short’ and Hong Kong cinema of the same period.  I hope to bring out 2 things: the mutual influence of these two cinemas, on each other; and the important differences between them, born out of different traditions of filmmaking and film culture. Let me start by sketching some background. 


I want to look at American studio filmmaking as a visual and dramatic art - its conventions and innovations in matters of technique.  A few years ago, I began to notice that since the 1960s, and especially after the early 1980s, the visual style of American cinema began to change.  That style built on traditional Hwood conventions but modified it in certain ways.


There are many features we could pick out, such as handheld shooting, slow-motion, and free-ranging camera movement. (We can discuss these afterward if you like...).  I’ll concentrate on two traits which seem to me essential.

1. Fast cutting


Hollywood films of the 1930s-1950s typically contained between 300 and700 shots, giving them an average shot length of 8 to 11 seconds.  In the 1960s, this norms starts to change: Most films drop to between 6-8 seconds, and some down to3-5.  In the 1970s, the average accelerates more, with 5-8 seconds being the norm.  By now films typically have 1000 shots. The 1980s see some narrowing: many films are averaging 5-7 seconds per shot, and several drop to 3-4 seconds ASL, including music-video movies like STREETS OF FIRE and TOP GUN.  However, this fast cutting isn’t limited to action films; comedies and dramas begin to be cut faster as well.  By the 1990s, we find movies with 2000-3000 shots (e.g., THE LAST BOY SCOUT), and by 1999, we have the 3000-4000 shot movie. After 1993 or so, many films have 2-3 seconds ASL, such as ARMAGEDDON and SOUTH PARK.


The prototogype of fast cutting is, of course, action scenes - sequences of chases, fights, and gunplay.  But action scenes account for small part of even action movies, and even in dialogue scenes the cutting is quite rapid. And films not in the action genres can also be very fast-cut: ONE FLEW OVER THE CUCKOO’S NEST is cut faster than JAWS, and both are from 1975.  Throughout the period I’m surveying, we find many comedies and dramas cut very fast: ORDINARY PEOPLE averages 6.1 seconds per shot, GHOST averages 5.0, and ALMOST FAMOUS averages a remarkable 3.9.  


In general, it seems apparent that the main source of speed is fast-cut dialogue scenes. Instead of letting the conversing characters speak and react within a single shot, the director breaks the dialogue down into many shots, allotting one shot or more per line and cutting to reactions.  For example, consider parallel scenes in the original THOMAS CROWN AFFAIR (1968) and its 2000 remake.  Crown is shown selling a property to some predatory rivals. Each scene is static, showing men sitting around a table talking. 

[Film extract]

The first version’s scene is notably shorter, lasting only 42 seconds, while the second, at 61 seconds, is half again as long.  Yet the first one consists of only five shots, yielding an average shot length of 8 seconds, while the second contains seventeen shots and thus averages only 3.5 seconds.

2. Close framings in dialogue scenes


A second feature of contemporary Hollywood style complements the trend I’ve just considered.  The classic film used the two-shot as a reference point: characters were seen from the waist or knees upward. But after the 1960s, the reference point is the ‘single’ - the shot of one character, framed in medium-shot or close-up.  This can be seen in the parallel THOMAS CROWN scenes.  In the 1968 version, there is one true close-up, when he signs the document. In the 2000 version, the scene is built out of tighter two shots and singles of Crown.  And even here we see less of a tight look than in other contemporary films.


[Film extract: JERRY MAGUIRE] 


The heightened emphasis on singles and close views has many implications for performance.  Now actors must act less with bodies, more with eyes and mouths.  If they use their hands, they must bring their hands up to their face, not gesture with them near their waists.  And now performance is constructed in editing, not through the interaction of characters seen in the same shot.


Both of these features, faster cutting and closer framings, yield a more ‘intensified’, busy, even ‘in-your-face’ technique.  I want to explore the implications of them for worldwide filmmaking, but first a few words about their sources.  Surely we can point to influential filmmakers who shaped this style - such as Alfred Hitchcock, Sam Peckinpah, the 1970s ‘movie brats’ like Steven Spielberg and George Lucas and Martin Scorsese.  Changing exhibition conditions may also have had an impact: during the 1960s, theatres were split up, creating smaller screens, which may in turn have encouraged filmmakers to enlarge the faces and push toward faster cutting (which is easier to follow on a smaller screen).  New technologies also surely had an influence.  New cameras and camera supports, such as the Panaflex and Steadicam devices, allowed for more and more varied camera setups.  With more camera setups, there will be more cutting.


Perhaps the most significant technology, however, was the increasing use of television, in both exhibition and production.  After the mid-1960s, American filmmakers knew that their films were most likely to be shown on television after their theatrical life.  And after the emergence of cable, satellite, and home video in the early 1980s, a film’s longest life would be on television monitors.  So it seems likely that cinematographers, consciously or unconsciously, ‘shot for the box’.  There is considerable evidence that industry professionals believed that close-ups, fast cutting, and camera movement were appropriate for TV, because they keep the viewer riveted to screen.  In a distracting environment like the home, a constant refreshing of image could maintain attention.


At the same period, video became more and more prominent as a production technology. Films began to be shot with the aid of ‘video assist’, a video camera attached to the film camera, which allows the director and other personnel to check the shot as it is made.  But because video assists use rather small monitors and may not have high resolution, it may serve as a pressure to incline the director to stage performances closer to the camera.  After filming, editing on video (tape in the 1980s, then on disk, and now on computer hard drives) can also reshape choices.  The notable editor Walter Murch notes that editors must gauge how faces will look on a small monitor:

The determining factor for selecting a particular shot is frequently, ‘Can you register the expression in the actor’s eyes?’  If you can’t, you will tend to use the next closer shot, even though the wider shot may be more than adequate when seen on the big screen.

There is evidence that video editing may encourage fast cutting as well, since it makes it easy to shave shots down to their bare minimum.  And even if the cutting looks too fast on the big screen, it will be easier to understand on the much smaller home video monitor.


I am not saying that technology determined the ‘intensified’ style, only that it favored certain options.  That is to say that technology goes only part of the way toward explaining these stylistic qualities.  Tools are devised for a purpose, and that purpose has to be envisioned to some degree beforehand.  So: Another crucial factor: the ‘aesthetic’, the shared sense of the best way a film should look and sound. 


A good way to understand the significance of the aesthetic dimension is through comparison.  And this is where Hong Kong cinema comes in. The new-generation HK directors of the 1970s and 1980s, such as John Woo, Tsui Hark, Yuen Kuei, and others seem to have understood the emerging Hwood style very well.  We know that they were watching the films of Scorsese, Spielberg, and other influential directors.  So we find much the same sort of features in their movies.


For example, Hong Kong directors indulge in even faster cutting than their US counterparts. Ching Siu-tung’s CHINESE GHOST STORY (1987) has a 2.4 sec average shot length, and Woo’s THE KILLER (1989) averages 2.2 sec.  I cannot find any Hwood films cut this fast at this time!


Similarly, many Hong Kong directors build their scenes out of tight close-ups and singles. I have already considered this strategy in my book Planet Hong Kong, examining a sequence from RIGHTING WRONGS (1986), but I could illustrate it as well with virtually any film by Tsui Hark, John Woo, Johnnie To, and others of their generations.  By the mid-1980s, most Hong Kong directors adopt a ‘Kuleshovian’ approach to editing - the long shot is less important than a string of close-ups which allow the viewer to infer the relations of the characters in the space of the scene.  A great many action films force us to construct a spectacular stunt through a series of close-ups, such as the climax on fiery poles seen in IRON MONKEY (1993).


Many critics, notably Li Cheuk-to, have pointed out the rise in professional standards in Hong Kong films of 1980s.  It seems likely that local directors’ mastery of Hollywood’s intensified continuity techniques have contributed to the sense that Hong Kong films have become as polished as American ones. 


I can’t say that these directors were influenced by the same sources that pressured their American counterparts.  I don’t know that Hong Kong directors were as concerned about ‘shooting for the box’ as US filmmakers were.  Shu Kei has suggested to me that the custom of previewing films at midnight shows may have encouraged filmmakers to pick up the pace of cutting and acting.  Still, whatever the sources, it seems evident that Hong Kong filmmakers adopted this style.


But they also adapted it.  Hong Kong filmmakers revised and sharpened Hwood’s intensified style - for sake of their own aesthetic purposes.  This is seen most clearly in action pictures - my focus in the rest of this talk - but other genres could illustrate the process too. Action pictures simply make this aesthetic very evident.


Consider the use of intensified continuity in action sequences within the two national cinemas. Very often the Hollywood action film uses close-ups and fast cutting, but the details of action are difficult to grasp.  The movement is blurry and incoherently cut, leaving only an impression of activity without a precise sense of how the action proceeded. Hong Kong films of 1980s and early 1990s use the same techniques of framing and cutting, but present the movement as much more legible and forceful. Filmmakers design the shot to portray clear vectors of movement.  Thus the drama is created through precise physical gestures which are in turn magnified and intensified by close-ups, cam movement, and cutting.


In Tsui Hark’s THE BLADE (1995), for example, an attack is rendered as a clash (medium-shot), a recoiling, shouting warrior springing into another shot (close-up), and a burst of blood spattering across a screen (medium-shot).  Similarly, in Johnnie To’s A HERO NEVER DIES (1998), the confrontation of the two triads over a wineglass-breaking contest is handled in scores of symmetrical close-ups, each one given a rhythmic impetus and echoing patterns of movement by means of cutting and sound.  These are only fairly recent examples of what we can find emerging in Hong Kong films of the early 1980s - the breakdown of action sequences into crisp, easily read details. 


The legibility of such sequences is aided by color design, and here again technology interacts with aesthetic criteria.  Before the 1960s, Hollywood filmmakers favored polychrome, highly saturated color designs - seen perhaps most vividly in the Technicolor musicals of the 1950s. In the next decade, however, there emerged a vogue for more ‘realistic’ images.  This meant a preference for soft, desaturated images from which vibrant color had been bled out.  In 1974, US cinematographers actually rejected Kodak’s new film stock because it was too saturated and sharp, turning instead to softer, lower-contrast Fuji and Agfa film. The Eastman company grasped that tastes had changed and responded with new stock that had more muted colors.


Since the 1970s, there has been a broad trend in Hwood toward the desaturated image - often surfacing as the search for the ‘ultimate black’.  For the last decade, and especially in the last few years, one might say that there is very little color in American color movies.  This choice shapes decisions about lighting, yielding lower light levels and favoring a density of shadow detail, as well as choices about color design, which has become monochrome, or at least based upon earth and metallic tones (browns, beiges, tans, and aluminum blues and grays).


It seems to me that a different color aesthetic is at work in Hong Kong cinema.  Since the 1960s, Hong Kong cinema has flaunted bold, saturated primary colors, yielding deep and hard-edged hues.  One way to put it is that Hong Kong filmmakers have not been so concerned with ‘drab reality’.  They have tolerated high light levels and favored vivid reds, yellows, blues, and oranges.  They use solid blocks of bright color, often just as backgrounds to the shots, and they are not above bathing a scene in a brilliant colored light (e.g., the Macau restaurant scene in THE LONGEST NITE, 1997).  As a cinematographer friend of mine puts it: ‘They’re not afraid of the film.’


In place of realism, then, we find a stylization and abstraction that is perhaps traceable to traditions of Chinese theatre.  This pictorial tendency goes back at least to the color compositions of King Hu, who used stark red and yellow costumes for the climax of RAINING IN THE MOUNTAIN (1978).  The bamboo forest skirmish in his A TOUCH OF ZEN (1971) is rendered vivid through the pure red, white, and black costumes of the swordfighters. And, to take a more recent example, the minimalistic mall shootout in To’s THE MISSION (1999) is heightened by inverted orange triangles which create a pattern of their own.  Sometimes colors become motifs in their own right, as in the reddish-orange rim lighting burnishing Anita Mui in SAVIOUR OF THE SOUL (1991).  (This is discussed in Planet Hong Kong and illustrated in the Chinese-language edition of the book.)


Vivid color can also become a source of artistic pleasure in its own right ‘treated as a purely visual experience. Hong Kong filmmakers are fond of color bursts’ the yellow of a robe in King Hu, the splatter of red (also known as blood) in FOURTEEN AMAZONS (1972) and HARD-BOILED (1992).  In HE’S A WOMAN, SHE’S A MAN (1994), a boy thrust out of a window is suddenly lit up by a burst of yellow light; in A BETTER TOMORROW (1986), Chow Yun-fat hides behind a red wall, which in a sudden cut to the other side, becomes brilliantly yellow.  Color, that is, cooperates with close-ups, fast cutting, and precisely detailed staging to make the shots at once clear, forceful, and aesthetically engaging.


Most of my examples have come from classics of 1980s and 1990s HK cinema, and from most celebrated directors, like Woo and Tsui. But it seems to me that the tradition I’m seeking to define continues in many ways throughout more recent HK cinema. I have time for only one example, from what might seem to be a minor film, but one which illustrates several of these aspects - Dante Lam’s (Lam Chiu Yin’s) JIANG HU: THE TRIAD ZONE (2000).


Several scenes in this film stand out.  There is the opening, a model of the abstraction which is latent in the ‘intensified’ approach.  A conflict between two triad bosses is handled in a series of close-ups of heads and spattering liquid against a black background.  There is also the street ambush, presented as ‘bullets’ coming to spectator (thanks to low-tech special effects). Finally, there is a particularly striking sequence during a rain.


[Film extract]

 
A young man approaches a triad boss asking to join the gang, and the encounter is rendered as a nearly abstract play of shape, color, and slowed figure movement, with raindrops and the curve of umbrellas acting as graphic forces.  The scene provides sudden flashes of colors, while the camera angles and slow-motion raindrops establish a simple, almost avant-garde pleasure in sheer movement and detail. No US filmmaker would have staged, shot, and cut this sequence in the same way: the prolongation of action fitted to stylization which creates a small visual poem.


So the moral, I suppose is this: Technology is important as trigger and constraint, but imagination is the ruling force.  Hong Kong filmmakers have borrowed a stylistic approach from Hollywood but have recast it in compelling and original ways. This is not only a tribute to their creative imaginations, but also to the rich play of possibilities we find across film history generally.  All film artists start with traditions they receive and reshape them according to their own purposes, and the vitality of Hong Kong cinema becomes one more instance of the rich resources of the cinematic medium.
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