
The Intricate Relationship of Hong Kong
Cinema: Coloniser, Motherland, and Self
In recent decades, Hong Kong cinema has emerged as a powerful force in the
global film industry, capturing the hearts of audiences around the world with its
unique blend of action-packed sequences, emotional storytelling, and distinctive
visual style. However, behind the glamour and success lies a turbulent history
that intertwines with the complex relationship between Hong Kong, its coloniser,
and its motherland. This article explores the fascinating dynamics at play in Hong
Kong cinema, delving into how its films reflect the city's struggle for identity and
autonomy while navigating its intricate ties to both past and present.

The Historical Context: Coloniser and Colonised

Hong Kong's cinematic journey begins with its colonial history under British rule.
From the late 19th century until 1997, when sovereignty was handed back to
China, Hong Kong evolved into a thriving cosmopolitan city, functioning as the
epicenter of a vibrant film industry. During this period, Hong Kong cinema gained
international recognition for its unique style and genre-defining works.

British influences permeated all aspects of Hong Kong society, including its
cinema. Many early Hong Kong films employed Western filmmaking techniques
and showcased narratives that aligned with British colonial interests. These films,
often labeled as "colonial cinema," portrayed Hong Kong as an exotic oriental
enclave where western values and culture triumphed.
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However, as Hong Kong cinema matured, a wave of local filmmakers emerged,
driven by the desire to tell stories that reflected the everyday struggles,
aspirations, and triumphs of the people of Hong Kong. Through their works, these
filmmakers sought to carve out a distinct cultural identity separate from their
colonial past.

Hong Kong Cinema's Response: Navigating Identity

As Hong Kong society transitioned into the late 20th century, growing tensions
between coloniser and colonised became increasingly evident in the city's films.
This period witnessed a surge in socially conscious drama and action films that
subtly expressed the local population's frustration with their colonial rulers.

Movies like "In the Mood for Love" directed by Wong Kar-wai and "A Better
Tomorrow" directed by John Woo showcased characters grappling with personal
conflicts against the backdrop of a changing Hong Kong. These films provided
audiences with a nuanced understanding of the anxieties and aspirations of a city
on the cusp of a major historical transformation.
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Furthermore, Hong Kong cinema became a platform for exploring themes of
identity and self-discovery, often portraying individuals torn between their Chinese
heritage and the British influence that shaped their lives. These narratives spoke
to a generation that was navigating a delicate balance between tradition and
modernity.

Motherland and Self: The Post-Handover Era

With the handover of Hong Kong to China in 1997, the dynamic between the city
and its motherland underwent a seismic shift. As Hong Kong grappled with its
new status as a Special Administrative Region, its cinema responded with a fresh
wave of films that explored the evolving relationship between the two entities.

Movies like "Infernal Affairs" directed by Andrew Lau and Alan Mak and "Ip Man"
directed by Wilson Yip delved into the complexities of identity post-handover.
These films portrayed characters who found themselves caught between the
allure and pressures of the Chinese mainland and the desire to preserve their
distinct Hong Kong identity.

While some filmmakers chose to embrace the narratives of mainland China,
others continued to create films that celebrated Hong Kong's autonomy and
unique culture. This duality allowed Hong Kong cinema to thrive, maintaining its
distinctive voice while finding a balance between its past and future.

The Global Impact of Hong Kong Cinema

Despite its relatively small size, Hong Kong cinema has had a profound impact on
the global film industry. The city's films have influenced filmmakers worldwide,
shaping their approach to storytelling, cinematography, and action sequences.



Hong Kong martial arts films, often featuring gravity-defying stunts and innovative
choreography, inspired a new generation of action filmmakers. Movies like
"Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon" directed by Ang Lee and "The Matrix" directed
by the Wachowskis showcased the global appeal of Hong Kong-style action,
further propelling its influence.

Moreover, Hong Kong cinema played a crucial role in introducing Western
audiences to Eastern culture and values. Films like "Chungking Express" directed
by Wong Kar-wai and "The Grandmaster" directed by Wong Kar-wai opened
windows to a world that had previously been relatively unknown to many.

The Ongoing Evolution of Hong Kong Cinema

As Hong Kong navigates the complexities of its relationship with its motherland
and examines its own evolving cultural identity, its cinema continues to adapt and
evolve. Today, a new generation of filmmakers is emerging, driven by their unique
experiences and perspectives.

These filmmakers challenge traditional narratives, exploring themes of social
inequality, political unrest, and the quest for justice. Movies like "Ten Years"
directed by Kwok Zune and "Trivisa" directed by Frank Hui, Jevons Au, and Vicky
Wong provide a thought-provoking lens through which to view the contemporary
issues plaguing Hong Kong society.

Hong Kong cinema remains a potent force, reflecting the heart and soul of a city
caught between its colonial past, its motherland's influence, and its quest for self-
determination. Through its films, Hong Kong cinema continues to captivate
audiences, transcending borders and forging its unique path in the global film
industry.



The story of Hong Kong cinema goes beyond mere entertainment. It
encapsulates the struggles, dreams, and aspirations of a city searching for its
own identity while navigating its connections to both its coloniser and its
motherland. Hong Kong cinema stands as a testament to the power of storytelling
in shaping culture and history, providing a voice to a city that refuses to be
defined by its past or overshadowed by its present. As we continue to be
mesmerized by the magic of Hong Kong cinema, let us celebrate its legacy and
embrace its ongoing evolution.
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Examining Hong Kong cinema from its inception in 1913 to the end of the colonial
era, this work explains the key areas of production, market, film products and
critical traditions. Hong Kong Cinema considers the different political formations
of Hong Kong's culture as seen through the cinema, and deals with the historical,
political, economic and cultural relations between Hong Kong cinema and other
Chinese film industries on the mainland, as well as in Taiwan and South-East
Asia. Discussion covers the concept of 'national cinema' in the context of Hong
Kong's status as a quasi-nation with strong links to both the 'motherland' (China)
and the 'coloniser' (Britain),and also argues that Hong Kong cinema is a national
cinema only in an incomplete and ambiguous sense.
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