Cinema and Modernity in Shanghai: An inevitable Change
Shanghai, a cosmopolitan city once referred to as the Paris of the East due to the emergence of modernity and cultural evolution that ensued after the opium wars of the 19th century. These changes in Shanghai grew after various Western powers settled and traded in the city as well as winning the war against the Japanese in 1945. Furthermore, due to the revolution caused by the Civil War between the Nationalists and Communists in China, it meant that China would yet experience another 40 years of struggle for political reform and a legitimate government. After 1978, China ‘began to embrace western style business methods’ and foreign investments, developing Pudong as a Special Economic zone in 1990 enabled it to gain recognition as a global city.[footnoteRef:1]  One of the key features of its growth in urbanisation is the emergence of cinema in Shanghai and China as a whole. Shanghai was the ‘birthplace of the first Chinese film industry’.[footnoteRef:2] It ushered in a “Golden Age” of ‘Chinese cinema to the current global position as an international global hub’.[footnoteRef:3] The film industry’s aim was to capture the urban lifestyle adopted by the city due to foreign integration of the Western world whilst also exploring social representations of the city’s mainland cultural identity. Thus, in this essay, I will describe and discuss the emergence of cinema in China, the changes it brought to this Eastern world that was filled with a prideful traditional sense of cultural identity and the quest to recapture this rich and unique culture that was supposedly being cast aside in the face of urban changes triggered by the Western colonialists whilst also learning to embrace and adjust to modernity. [1:  G. Byrne Bracken, A Walking Tour Shanghai (Singapore: Marshall Cavendish Edition, 2011), pp. 7-9. ]  [2:  Donna Ong, ‘Republican Era Shanghai: Hollywood of the east’, in World Film Locations: Shanghai, ed. By John Berra and Wei Ju (Bristol: Intellect Books, 2014), pp 8-27, (p.8)]  [3:  Wei Ju and John Berra, World Film Locations: Shanghai (Bristol: Intellect Books, 2014), p.5] 

According to Laikwan Pang, most of the early documentation on Chinese cinema were akin to oral history as there were no magazines or newspapers about cinemas until the 1920s as cinema culture in China had yet to develop until that point.[footnoteRef:4] The earliest documentation on cinema found were mostly found in newspaper advertisements. Motion pictures were first introduced to China in 1896 when the first recording took place in the entertainment quarter of Xu garden in Shanghai.[footnoteRef:5] The public gardens were seen as a symbol of affluence as only the upper-class members of the society were able to build and privately own them and run them for profit. Thus, only the elite members of the city would have been able to afford to attend events held at the public garden. The rise of film viewing of Xu garden in shanghai could then be back to the travelling showmen from the west in 1896. It became an established business that proved profitable and expanded to become a chain of six grand cinemas by 1920.[footnoteRef:6] According to Zhang Zhen, after the spread of ‘early film exhibitions by the travelling foreign and Chinese snowmen’, cinema was considered one aspect of novel attractions among many and an existing puppet shadowplay.[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  Laikwan Pang, ‘walking into and out of the spectacle: China’s earliest film scene’ Screen 47(1) (2006), 66-80 (P. 67).]  [5:  Wei Ju and John Berra, World Film Locations: Shanghai (Bristol: Intellect Books, 2014), p. 5]  [6: Donna Ong, ‘Republican Era Shanghai: Hollywood of the east’, in World Film Locations: Shanghai, ed. By John Berra and Wei Ju (Bristol: Intellect Books, 2014), pp 8-27, (p.8)]  [7:  Zhen Zhang, An Amorous History Of The Silver Screen (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005).] 

By 1920s, ‘moviegoing’ had ultimately risen from an elite culture to entertainments for the locals. By the late 1930s, cinema had become a fundamental feature of the city. Hollywood dominated the market as seventy-five percent of films aired in the city were American films.[footnoteRef:8] A lot of foreign films were banned from Chinese cinema due to the negative portrayal of the Chinese people and their community. The Ministry of internal affairs issued that no films offensive to China and the people’s dignity could be shown in China after the Nanjing government was established.  The film Welcome Danger prompted protests all over Shanghai especially at the Grand theatre, against its portrayal of Chinese people as stupid and uncouth.[footnoteRef:22285] The government censors also serve as a check against foreign filmmakers who portray Shanghai and the rest of China in a bad light and filming scenes that would undermine the dignity of China as a whole.  The rules and regulations imposed upon foreign films could be said to be part of the agenda of creating a new national identity globally. Therefore, China definitely not allow anything that would jeopardise this quest especially since they regard the Western powers’ influence on their culture and practices a cultural invasion.   [8:  Ibid. p.9]  [22285:  Zhiwei Xiao ‘Anti-imperialism and film Censorship During the Nanjing Decade, 1927-1937' in Transnational Chinese Cinemas, ed. By Sheldon H. Lu Hsiao-Peng Lu (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press,1997) pp 35-58 (40-43)] 

Despite this, the 1930s Shanghai cinema saw the rise of more imported films than the ones created by local companies as local productions were considered inferior to the Western films imported. This soon impacted upon social practices such as fashion and intellectual debates on social and political issues. Many of the films made by Chinese filmmakers became ‘highly politically charged’ as women took on more roles in the film industry. Women took on roles in films that highlight the social, cultural and political unrest that emerged due to modernity and urbanisation and changes on moral issues concerning public image and how women were treated in the society.[footnoteRef:9] These films create a resonance between the gender and social issues emitted onscreen and the day to day experience of the juxtaposition between the Shanghai mainland cultural ideals and modern culture.    [9:  Carol Schmid, ‘The ‘New Woman’ gender roles and Urban Modernism in Interwar Berlin and Shanghai’, Journal of International Women’s Studies, 15(1) (2014), 1-16 (p.7)] 

In the 20th century China, women were regarded to have played a crucial role through the country’s journey of modernity as the most frequently discussed topic in 1930s Chinese nationhood and cultural discourse on women were probably the most depicted onscreen as the ‘nation-building project’ that took course after the communist takeover and the quest to constructing a new national identity ‘through the rich meanings  invested in female characters’.[footnoteRef:10] Sarah Stevens suggests that the ‘New Woman’ is a representation of the nation’s quest for modernity, ‘an admirable state of civilization strength and progress’.[footnoteRef:11] While the ‘Modern Girls’ signify fears for the modern nation and the drawbacks of modernity seen as state of danger, individual alienation and cultural loss. Thus, there is a constant battle between the admiration and curiosity of the Western cultural practices that were brought in by the foreign colonial powers and the fact that they were being dominated upon by these powers while seemingly remaining an independent country.[footnoteRef:12] Of course, this was for the people in government to worry about as the young people were increasingly being charmed into the urban lifestyle of the Western world and the Western style cinemas. Citing the film Xin Nuxing as an example of the representation of a ‘New Woman’, Laikwan Pang suggests that the depiction of the destinies of the three women of different social classes in the film explores what being a ‘New Woman in the age of nationalism and imperialism meant.[footnoteRef:13] Historians argued that the film and the suicide of Ruan Lingyu eposes ‘Chinese popular culture at a moment of crisis over the degree to which women would be agents of, symbols, or victims of modernity’.[footnoteRef:14] This shows the struggle that the women in the city experience to cope with the consequences of modernity. Ruan Lingyu as an example of a woman who tries to embody the ‘New Woman’ by going into the workforce to pursue progress and stability but ended up becoming a ‘Modern Girl’ by suffering from victimisation, individual alienation and cultural loss.  [10:  Laikwan Pang, ‘The Making of a National Cinema’ in The Chinese Cinema Book, ed. By Song Hwee Lim and Julian Ward (London: Palgrave, 2011), 56-64 (61)]  [11:  Sarah E. Stevens, ‘Figuring Modernity’ NWSA Journal, 15(3) (2003) 82-103 (83)]  [12:  Sarah E. Stevens, ‘Figuring Modernity’ NWSA Journal, 15(3) (2003) 82-103 (84)]  [13:  Laikwan Pang, ‘The Making of a National Cinema’ in The Chinese Cinema Book, ed. By Song Hwee Lim and Julian Ward (London: Palgrave, 2011), 56-64 (61)
]  [14:  Kristine Harris, ‘The New Woman Incident Crime, Scandal, and Spectacle in 1935 Shanghai’ in Transnational Chinese Cinemas, ed. By Sheldon Hsiao-Peng Lu (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press,1997) pp 277-302, (279)] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In the 1930s, nationalism was considered to be one of the key features of the Shanghai cinema as a lot of the film makers at the time were politically conscious and forthright about their ideological positions on political issues of the city both in public and in their films. The films were also ‘sympathetic to the poor and critical of class exploitation’.[footnoteRef:15]  The Chinese cinema was distinctively known for addressing both historical and political national issues and concerns as well as transnational stars and genres like martial art films and swordplay films, both focusing on cultivating and instilling a sense of cultural identity. [15:  Laikwan Pang, ‘The Making of a National Cinema’ in The Chinese Cinema Book, ed. By Song Hwee Lim and Julian Ward (London: Palgrave, 2011), 56-64 (57)
] 

On the quest to realise this ambition of recapturing the Chinese national culture, the emergence of Chinese ‘Filmic Folklore’ played a crucial role in documenting traditions and aesthetics.  Juwen Zhang suggests that filmic folklore ‘developed out of the need for communication between the filmmakers, viewers, insiders and outsiders of the Chinese culture and community in particular social and cultural context’.[footnoteRef:25204] This suggests that it was not just about re-introducing Chinese culture and traditions since urbanisation was taking over, but also to instil a sense of pride in Chinese identity within the society and globally. The desire to communicate these values through the medium of visual culture is as a ’result of fundamental cultural values and beliefs coming into conflict with new values and beliefs’.[footnoteRef:9266] Therefore, reflecting Chinese tradition and culture through visual representations in entertainment indirectly helps to achieve this aim. Genres such as Wuxia highlight the bravery of the ancient warriors of China and promotes values such as individual and national honour, loyalty, freedom and faith. Even though modernity was creating rapid changes in China, using visual representations of traditional culture helps to adapt and keep up to the pace of urbanisation and also retain a national identity and pride. These imposed onscreen images of the traditional past on the Chinese people through cinema shapes society anew and contrasts with the new urban identity.  [25204:  Juwen Zhang, ’Filmic Folklore and Chinese Cultural Identity’ Western Folklore, 64(3/4) (Fall, 2005) 263-280 (268)]  [9266:  Juwen Zhang, ’Filmic Folklore and Chinese Cultural Identity’ Western Folklore, 64(3/4) (Fall, 2005) 263-280 (268)
] 

The familiar becomes the remote past; the vaguely memorized past becomes familiar. The invented becomes the identifiable. The confusion and malaise in current life are released through the familiar past.[footnoteRef:25352] [25352:  Juwen Zhang, ’Filmic Folklore and Chinese Cultural Identity’ Western Folklore, 64(3/4) (Fall, 2005) 263-280 (271)] 

China recognises the speed at which urbanisation was changing society but rather than leaving it at its own devices, it sought to reinterpret traditional culture onscreen through urbanisation. People are then able to apply themes they would find in wuxia fantasy films to something like the Western introduction of science to the invention of Chinese technology, hence the creation of the Chinese modern identity.  
The Shanghai-made production of silent Wuxia Pian by the Shaw brothers after the expansion of their cinema enterprise from Shanghai to Hongkong and other Southeast Asian countries that happened as a result of the fierce competition between Shanghai filmmakers offered a sense of comfort and cultural identity to the Chinese community who were away from their homeland.[footnoteRef:20213] The Shaw brothers’ films were meant to displace Western sentiments by promoting nationalism, ancient values, political ideologies, philosophy and morals through cinema. China’s humiliating defeat during the opium wars, losing face during the Japanese take-over of Shanghai and the Western powers who were seemingly at peace with them as long as they relinquished some of their land in the unequal treaty especially with Britain after Qing China’s defeat prompted China’s exploration of Western culture. Rather than completely expelling Western culture which would probably have proven much difficult, they sought to own this culture, adapt and improve on it by adding their own traditional culture and creating a new identity.    [20213:  Ngo Sheau Shi ’The Shaw Brothers' Wuxia Plan: An Early Identity and Business-Cultural Connection for the Chinese In Malaya’ Kajian Malaysia, 29(1) (2011) 75-93 (80-81)] 

China, albeit bitter about their cultural invasion recognised the inevitability of significant changes in its culture due to modernity attempted to revamp its own culture socially and politically through the use of cinema and media. Its success is seen today in its film industry tagged as the Hollywood of the East and the second largest film market after Hollywood. 
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