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Abstract

This thesis identifies a connection in Hong Kong cinema with classical Hollywood
film noir and examines what it will call a ‘reinvestment’ in film noir in recent films.
It will show that this reinvestment is a discursive strategy that both engages the
spectator-subject in the cinematic practice and disengages him or her from the
hegemony of the discourse by decentring the narrative. The thesis argues that a
cinematic practice has occurred in the recent reinvestment of film noir in Hong
Kong, which restages the intertextual relay of the historical genre that gives rise to
an expectation of ideas about social instability. The noir vision that is seen as
related to the fixed categories of film narratives, characterizations and visual styles
is reassessed in the course of the thesis using Derridian theory. The focus of
analysis is the way in which the constitution of meanings is dependent on generic
characteristics that are different. Key to the phenomenon is a film strategy that
destabilizes, differs and defers the interpretation of crises—personal, social,
political and/or cultural—by soliciting self-conscious re-reading of suffering, evil,
fate, chance and fortune. It will be argued that such a strategy evokes the genre
expectation as the film invokes a network of ideas regarding a world perceived by
the audience in association with the noirish moods of claustrophobia, paranoia,
despair and nihilism. The noir vision is thus mutated and transformed when the
film device differs and defers the conception of the crises as tragic in nature by
exposing the workings of the genre amalgamation and the ideological function of
the cinematic discourse. Thus, noirishness becomes both an affect and an agent that
contrives a self-reflexive re-reading of the tragic vision and of the conventional

comprehension of reality within the discursive practice.

The film strategy, as an agent that problematizes the film form and narrative, gives
rise to what I call a politics of difference, which may also be understood as the
Lyotardian ‘language game’ or a practice of ‘pastiche’ in Jameson’s terminology.

Under the influence of the film strategy, the spectator is enabled to negotiate his or



her understanding of recent Hong Kong cinema diegetically and extra-diegetically
by traversing different positions of cinematic identification. When the practice of
genre amalgamation adopts the visual impact of the noirish film form, the film turns
itself into a playing field of ‘fatal’ misrecognition or a site of question. Through
cinematic identification and alienation from the identification, the spectator-subject
is enabled to experience the misrecognition as the film slowly foregrounds the way
in which the viewer’s presence is implicated in the narrative. This thesis
demonstrates that certain contemporary Hong Kong films introduce this self-
conscious mode of explication and interpretation, which solicits the spectator to
negotiate his or her subject-position in the course of viewing. The notions of
identity and subjectivity under scrutiny will thus be reread. With reference to The
Private Eye Blue, Swordsman II, City of Glass and Happy Together, the thesis shall
explore the ways in which the Hong Kong films enable and facilitate a negotiation

of cultural identity.
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Chapter One
Crisis and Politics of Identity

There is a considerable amount of controversy among film critics and scholars
about the nature of film noir and the distinctive qualities of those films which
are known to have constituted this unique category. This chapter proposes to
reread the significance of the generic connections between classical Hollywood
cinema and contemporary Hong Kong cinema in terms of a cinematic practice
that appropriates the classical elements of film noir in the local cinema. Such
discussion gives rise to a reconsideration of the assumptions that fixed rules of
genre are indisputably relevant to the analysis of film and that the conventional

understanding of genre is necessarily of significance ih grouping works.

This chapter will review various instances of Hong Kong cinema that give rise
to the formulation of what I shall call ideologically complicit pleasure, and will
analyze the workings of ideology in cinema as a form of discursive practice that
sustains the pleasure. A diachronic review of Hong Kong films in which the
ideologically complicit text is structured within a construct of self-other relation
is compared and contrasted with the text of a type of gangster film that uses
and/or re-uses noirish elements consistently in cinema. Through the way in
which cinema produces the film characters relationally against a background of
socio-political changes at different periods of time, I hope to develop an
understanding of how and why the city of Hong Kong is frequently portrayed in
noir cinematography as a place undergoing crises. This chapter serves to arouse
critical attention on the role of film noir and its relation to Hong Kong cinema.
There is a focus on a specific film strategy that marks a distinctive quality of the
cinema as ideologically self-conscious that rereads, critiques and contests the
cinematic conventions. Special attention will be given to critical writings on the
portrayal of changes regarding the changeover of the sovereign right of Hong

Kong from Britain to China as a crisis in cinema.



Pleasure and Self-reflexivity

The specific reason for my engagement in the discussion of the discursive
practice of cinema is that there is, firstly, a necessity to examine the way in
which recent Hong Kong cinema portrays personal and social identity crises—
before and after Hong Kong’s reunification with China—in the cinematic and
textual systems that are known as noirish. Therefore, in this chapter, I shall
look at the situation in which the spectator is engaged in the cinematic activity
and is subjected to the dominant ideologies as ideologically complicit.
Secondly, my discussion of the discursive practice of recent Hong Kong cinema
that disrupts the conventional cinematic devices aims to draw critical attention
to the way in which the films open new avenues to critique the constitution of
identity and subjectivity. This new practice is carried out by exposing the
workings of ideology and soliciting self-conscious rereading of the ideological

nature of the works.

Heather Dubrow explains in a study of the history of genre theory (1) that there
are four stages of generic criticism during which genre is respectively seen as
rules, species, patterns of textual features and reader conventions. The first
three areas of discussion regarding the structure of genre that constitutes a
system of category will be addressed critically in the second chapter. Also in
this chapter the conventional way of understanding film noir as a category—
theme, movement, style, cycle and mode of production—will be reread. In the
present chapter, I shall explore the conditions that facilitate the production of
the category with regard to generic criticism. These conditions are the

ideological nature of genre and the discursive practice of generic production.

Many Hong Kong films that were made from the ‘80s till the end of the century
portray the colonial city as a problematic place undergoing a crisis, and the
citizens or residents of Hong Kong as people who suffer from the events related
to or the consequences of the crisis. Hence, the crisis is mostly analyzed as a
recurrent theme which considers Hong Kong as a manifestation of the
responsiveness to the social change of the city. The city, which is portrayed as a
place undergoing a crisis in the films, has recently been characterized by
recognizable visual styles of classical film noir such as the chiaroscuro effect

that creates a sharp contrast of light and shadow, deep-focus cinematography
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that imparts a strong sense of hidden danger, the use of odd camera angles that
imparts an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia, etc. The following
discussion seeks to explore whether it is the continued vitality of the form of
classical film noir that clarifies a vision of moral ambivalence of the
protagonists and of their ill-fated relationships with a society that is guilty of
corruption and criminality. A straight-forward delineation of the ideological
function of the cinema is that the description of the city as a place of moral
ambiguity and/or criminal violence would enable the viewer to derive feelings
of anguish and insecurity. Such an observation begs the question why the
audience would make the effort and pay the price to go to the cinema that offers
him or her bad experiences. A more logical explanation is that the cinema
offers pleasure in the viewing. This requires further probing due to the fact that
what the cinema frequently portrays as bad and sad, such as social or political
crises, paradoxically give rise to pleasure of viewing. To what extent is the
audience passively engaged in the pleasurable viewing? Or would the
overwhelming sense of the noir vision solicit active interpretation which may
give rise to a pleasure of self-reflexivity? This chapter seeks to develop an
understanding of the re-use of noir themes and noir stylistics in the cinema that
puts the contemporary Hong Kong audience on the threshold of something
exciting and new, which refers to the formulation of a vision beyond the
imaginary relation of the spectator-subject to the real-life situation that has been

installed ideologically.

The pleasure of seeing a tragedy, for instance, is usually registered by the
spectator-subject when he or she is removed from life into a comfortable
fatalism in classical cinema. If there is a film form that may confound generic
expectation, there is a possibility that the ideologically complicit notion of
providence or fate, or in other words the tragic vision, can be reread in a
different way. This gives rise to a question of whether pleasure may come from
the film if the film form unconventionally defeats the generic expectation. Prior
to my examination of cinema which breaks from the convention by redeploying
classical elements, I shall discuss the way in which an ideologically complicit
text works. This refers to an aspect of the ideological structure of an

interpellative discourse.



In Louis Althusser’s “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatus,” he posits
ideologies as systems of meanings that install people in imaginary relations to
the real-life situation in which they are engaged every day. He explains that this
is conducted through a mechanism of recognition that calls an individual into

place and confers on him or her an identity through interpellation. He describes,

“...ideology ‘acts’ or ‘functions’ in such a way that it ‘recruits’ subjects among
the individuals...or ‘transforms’ the individuals into subjects ...by that very
precise operation which I have called interpellation or hailing, and which can be
imagined along the lines of the most commonplace everyday police (or other)
hailing: ‘Hey, you there!’....the hailed individual will turn round. By this mere
one-hundred-and-eighty-degree physical conversation, he becomes a subject.
Why? Because he has recognized that the hail was ‘really’ addressed to him,

and that ‘it was really him who was hailed’ (and not someone else.)” (2)

That is to say, there is material existence of the subject whose consciousness is
constructed through speech acts or discourse. In the course of being hailed,
especially at the moment of the interpellated subject’s recognition of the hail, a
speech act between the person and the cultural agent takes place. As a result of
ideological subjection, the person is solicited to assume a role that is known to
be legitimate within the discourse which actually defines the person’s identity.
This aspect of ideological identification is central to understanding the type of
ideologically complicit pleasure that is intrinsic to sustaining the pleasure of

viewing of many conventional mainstream films including classical films noirs.

Kaja Silverman suggests that Althusser's concept of interpellation is not only
significant for understanding the process of imaginary subjection (3) but it also
opens up new avenues for analyzing textual identification. (4) That is to say,
ideological identification is the basis of cinematic identification. She states that
when readers assume the roles that the literary texts present, a similar process of
ideological identification takes place. Similarly, spectatorial identification takes
place within mainstream cinema that engages the spectator in an illusion of
perspectival space. This belief in the transparency of the apparatus becomes the
basis on which many film critics develop their theories which seek to explain

the relation between the spectator-subject and the screen-text. I suggest that the



pleasure of this type of spectatorial identification is ideologically complicit,

allowing the spectator-subject to enjoy the persistence of an idea of self.

The protagonists of films noirs are usually presented as being driven into crisis
situations or being situated in surrounding circumstances amidst people who are
undergoing crises. The crisis of masculinity, for example, described in many
films noirs is always given a resolution in a narrative closure when the film
reveals the punishment for the fatal woman character who leads the male
protagonist astray. Under such a circumstance, the ideological impact of
classical film noir on the audience is found deeply rooted in a sense of
misogyny which sustains a form of cultural hegemony in a dominance-
submission pattern. My later discussion about the way in which recent Hong
Kong cinema draws on the generic characteristics of film noir that describe the
relation between the noir hero and the femme fatale as symbolic aims to
examine whether the cinema reinforces or differs/defers the ideological effect
upon the audience. Such analysis looks at a particular type of film strategy,
used in recent Hong Kong cinema that evokes a noir vision of tragic sensibility
by first invoking the classical film form and narrative and soliciting cinematic
identification; and later alienating the spectator-subject from cinematic

identification with the protagonists.

Baudry is among the first film theorists who suggest that the cinematic
apparatus has an ideological effect upon the spectator. (5) Mary Ann Doane
comments that he activates “an ideological analysis of the cinema at the cost of
reducing vision to geometric perspective and theorizing history as a trap”. Thus
the spectator is seen as being stuck at that ideal point of illusory mastery. (6)
Christian Metz describes the film-viewing situation as a voyeuristic dream state.
In his use of metaphor, Metz states that in the social life of our age, the fiction
film enters into functional competition with the daydream. (7) This claim
establishes grounds for psychoanalytical enquiry of film as dream and as

projection of thought on screen.

Metz rightly points to the role of disavowal in organizing spectatorial belief and
pleasure in film—in addition to ideas of identification and voyeurism—and
argues that 'cinematic signifier' is a ‘fetish’ and that the spectator-film
relationship is comparable to that between the fetishist and his or her object. (8)
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Metz played a key role in the development of new psychoanalytical film theory
between the *70s and ’80s by synthesizing psychoanalysis and the apparatus
theory. His assertion on the sender-receiver relation is largely dependent on an
assumption that the spectator takes pleasure primarily from their voyeuristic
viewing position that is indicative of their absence from the scene portrayed in
the film. The engagement of the voyeur in the act of cinematic identification
through a process of imaginary subjection is seen as ideologically complicit as
long as the spectator is a passive viewer. In my examination of the new noirish
tendency in recent Hong Kong cinema, I propose to look at the fact that pleasure
may be derived from the spectator’s positioning of self as a voyeur as well as a
self-conscious reader. Such discussion seeks to develop an understanding of the
redeployment of the noir stylistics and themes which first solicits a form of
passive viewing, and disrupts it later by alerting the spectator to his or her
presence inside the cinema as a viewing-subject. That is to say, the subject is
enabled to enjoy the voyeuristic pleasure in the first place and eventually
solicited to take on a mode of self-reflexivity. The cinematic activity begs to
question whether self-conscious rereading of the film is possible within the
cinema which is conventionally organized across discourses in relation to power

and cultural hegemony.

Genre, Ideology and Subject Positioning

Ideology is, for Althusser, a matter of the lived relation between men and their
world, and of the relation between them and their conditions of existence. It is
his work on the ideological practices of subjection that brings new ground in
defining ideology as imaginary. Drawing upon his work, I attempt to develop
an understanding on a form of complicit pleasure that is derived from assuming
an imaginary position predetermined by the interpellative discourse. What may
be established from Althusser’s theory of subjection is a perspective to examine
the way in which the audience is persuaded to stray away from the subjection.
What my discussion seeks to examine is whether there is any possibility that
pleasure may be derived if the subject withholds an act of subjection through a

non-ideologically complicit decision. Or, how far does Hong Kong cinema



offer a form of pleasure of self-reflexivity that may give rise to a situation of

negotiation for new ways of interpretation?

Foucault’s studies, which detail certain practices of subjection in relation to
power within the cultural hegemony, make important advances in discerning the
contestable nature of ideological discourse. His theory of discursive or
ideological subjection gives new insights to unfolding the ‘formidable
materiality’ (9) of discourse that may also apply to the analysis of the discursive
practice of cinema. His work makes a tremendous contribution in examining
the effects of discourse in terms of subjection. In the early ’80s, Foucault
described that the goal of his work for twenty years has not been to ‘analyze the
phenomenon of power, nor to elaborate the foundations of such an analysis.’

He explains,

“My objective, instead, has been to create a history of the different modes by

which, in our culture, human beings are made subjects.” (10)

Foucault suggests that the key to deciphering the materiality of discourse lies in
the way in which a person identifies the struggles that compose the discourse.
He states that discourses are produced as ‘history’ constantly ‘teaches us.” He

says,

“Discourse is not simply that which translates struggles or systems of
domination, but is the thing for which and by which there is struggle.” (11)

In the light of Foucault’s analysis, the discursive practice which formulates the
base of the ideological constraint of the cinema may be seen as a site of struggle
or question. Therefore, it becomes important to examine the ideological nature
of the cinematic practice in terms of the positioning of the spectator-subject.
His work tells us little about discourse which may give rise to dis-identification.
Michel Pécheux proposes to explore a mode of dis-identification, which brings
a new dimension to the academic enquiry into critical discourse analysis. He
identifies three mechanisms through which subjects may be constructed. They
are the identification, counter-identification and dis-identification. (12) The

first two modes form symmetry which, in effect, support each other. Pécheux



explains that the subject that is constructed in the mode of identification is a
good subject who freely consents to the image held out to them, whereas the one
that is constructed in the mode of counter-identification is a bad subject who is a
trouble-maker. Apart from these two modes, Pécheux posits a third one that he
calls dis-identification. The subject that is constituted through the mode of dis-
identification is put in a different position where the subject is transformed and
displaced under an ideological effect of working ‘on and against’ the prevailing

practices of ideological subjection.

Pécheux’s assumption of the differences between the three mechanisms
according to MacDonell, appears to be too general and requires further
specification. (13) Pécheux’s discussion, however, remains noteworthy since it
arouses critical attention on the question of whether a self-reflexive discourse
that reveals the workings of the discursive function of a film text may subject
people when the film also entails ideologically complicit pleasure. This aspect
of the discursive practice of dis-identification that engages the contemporary
audience in a process of self-conscious rereading of the act of subjection is
indicative of the new tendency of Hong Kong cinema that appropriates the
classical elements of film noir. Should there be a necessity to explore the type
of discursive strategy that not only engages the spectator-subject in the
imaginary subjection but also alienates, there is also a necessity to ask if
classical genre theory is able to account for the complexity of genre mixing of
Hong Kong cinema. Do the generic markers indicate the unclassificability of

the cross-genre practice?

In addition to my agenda to examine the ideological construct of genre as a
discourse, there is another aspect of discourse analysis that my discussion seeks
to unfold. Semioticians explain that discourse—as an operation of
enunciation—is produced in a speech situation involving people using verb
tenses that function as indices of place and time. Film semioticians take on this
concept of enunciation in analysing cinema’s audio-visual representations of
time and space and the spectatorial response toward the cinematic
representation. The Metzian concept of discourse opens roads to new
developments of psychoanalysis, semiology and narratology in relation to film

studies as he provides justification for the complete absence of enunciative



marks in the film language. The defining quality of traditional film for Metz is

that it effaces all marks of enunciation and disguises itself as histoire. He says,

“In Emile Benveniste’s terms, the traditional film is presented as story, and not
as discourse. And yet it is discourse....but the basic characteristic of this kind of
discourse, and the very principle of its effectiveness as discourse, is precisely
that it obliterates all traces of the enunciation, and masquerades as story. The

tense of story is of course always the ‘past definite’...” (14)

Contrary to the concept of the ‘past definite’ is what Fredric Jameson describes
as the ‘perpetual present,’ that I shall thoroughly discuss later. He denounces
the idea of ‘perpetual present’ due to the fact that it gives rise to a culture of
historical depthlessness in which the spectator-subject may not be able to enjoy
the sense of absence there and then in the ‘past definite.” Film semioticians
presume that the manipulation of the spectator within the system of cinematic
pleasure is highly dependent on the spectator-subject’s absence from the place
where the story portrayed in the film took place. Such presumption is aligned
with Laura Mulvey’s (15) delineation of the subject-position of the spectator of
mainstream cinema as that of a passive receiver. Her premise is that cinema is
explicitly a male industry that idealises heroes in the course of movie-making.
The hero, played by a male artist, is conventionally posited as the active subject
of the narrative and with whom a male spectator narcissistically identifies. A
woman, however, is supposedly seen as passive sexual spectacle or the object of

the spectator’s gaze.

Drawing on the Lacanian theory of gaze and the Derridian notion of
supplementarity in a later chapter, I shall, however, demonstrate that some
recent Hong Kong films embrace a type of spectator-text relation in which the
spectator is solicited to adopt a more self-conscious subject-position. Such
discussion seeks to explore the way in which the appropriation of the classical
elements of film noir exposes the workings of the dominant ideologies and
hence problematizes the imaginary subjection of the spectator to the
ideologically complicit text. Central to the inquiry is a discussion that focuses
on the relation of the spectator-subject to the narrative time, the time of

narrativization and the time of the critique of the structural analysis. That is to



say, apart from the story time and discourse time, an aspect of ‘dis-
emplotment’—breaking away from an understanding of the film narrative in the
story-like coherence—is key to understanding the way in which the cinema
engages the spectator diegetically and extra-diegetically in reading and
rereading the situations of crises. The descriptions of these crises are visually
and emotionally intensified by the redeployment of the noir themes and

stylistics.

Some film critics like Jean-Louis Comolli and Jean Narboni (16) differentiate
between ‘classical’ and ‘progressive’ film texts on the basis of whether films
reveal certain discursive properties. One of the criteria of differentiation refers
to the use of a narrative device that erases enunciative marks, poses story as
histoire, and positions the spectator as a passive reader. However, one grey area
is that some popular forms of cinema that mingle both the classical and
progressive qualities are not classified or classifiable. How far do the classical
genre theory and film theory sustain a discussion on such a popular form of

culture that enables the self-conscious audience to enjoy the films?

A critique of the function of discourse as an operation of enunciation is required.
Could self-reflexivity be enhanced in cinema through a tactic which enables the
enunciative marks to mark the present-tenseness? A re-examination of the fact
that the tense of ‘story’ is seen as the ‘past definite’ becomes necessary. Such
discussion will give insight to identifying the textual intention of the film
narrative that blends the form of historiography and that of fiction, the old

cinematic styles and the new ones, the past and the present, etc.

Crisis and Disemplotment

In the following, a general opinion on the ‘history’ of Hong Kong that is given
in a series of critical writings on the cinema is reviewed. It can be seen that the
film critics and scholars position the Hong Kong spectator-subject relationally
against a background of socio-political change before and after the changeover
of the sovereignty of Hong Kong from Britain to China. The purpose of
reviewing these articles is to unfold the conventional theoretical paradigm that

10



delimits the ideological nature of the historical narrative and/or the film
narrative. Many critical analyses of recent Hong Kong cinema project a linear
view of the causal relation between the historical changeover and the
psychological re-adjustment of the understanding of the changing cultural
identity as a crisis that points to a change of emotion toward deterioration or
recuperation. The diegetic description of the crisis is usually known as being
shaped in the collective imaginary of Hong Kong in the years before and after
the 1997 changeover as a reflection of the social psyche in the critical writing.
Some discussions on the textual intention of the films which enable the re-
mapping and/or re-construction of the cultural identity also suggest a linear
progression from what is deconstructed to what is reconstructed. My discussion
suggests a different reading which is concerned about a ceaseless contestation of

the formation of cultural identity.

Audrey Yue says that Hong Kong’s transition culture is situated around a
consciousness contained within a politics of ‘re-turn’ and emphasizes that this
politics is illustrated by a turn away from the ‘motherland’ towards a ‘migratory
movement of mobility and transformation.” (17) She explains that the film
narrative not only uses the tactic of intersection (18) to inscribe post-Declaration
Hong Kong’s history of transition, but it also enables a ‘re-turn’ to a questioning
of the meaning of ‘place.” In her discussion of Kar-wai Wong’s In the Mood for
Love, she extends an idea of ‘pre-post-1997 consciousness’ (19) in her essay to
descﬁbe a longer period of transition of Hong Kong—*pre-1997 to Chinese rule
and post-1997 in the following fifty years of the unique “one country, two
systems” administration.” (20) This idea is more thoroughly stated in an earlier
article, “Migration-as-Transition: Pre-Post-1997 Hong Kong Culture in Clara

Law’s Autumn Moon,” also written by her.

The colonial history of Hong Kong that began in 1842 after China’s defeat in
what is commonly referred to as the Opium War is essential to the
understanding of the ‘re-turn.” As a result of the signing of some ‘unequal
treaties’ between the two nations after the war, Hong Kong became the first
British possession in China. Since part of the colony is a peninsula, comprising
Kowloon and the New Territories, which is adjacent to the southern part of

China, the close proximity of Hong Kong with the mainland allowed Hong
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Kong people to maintain a close connection with the mother country at first. At
that time, there was less restriction for Chinese nationals and British citizens of
Hong Kong to traverse the border in the first part of the 20 century, during and
after the Second World War. Many people from China found refuge in Hong
Kong. It was not until the outbreak of the Cultural Revolution in China that
Hong Kong citizens were not encouraged to maintain close contact with the
leftists. From then onwards, the colony remained estranged from the mother
country economically, socially, culturally and politically. Taking advantage of
an influx of capital brought by businessmen and industrialists from Shanghai
and of the new pool of workers from different parts of China after the war,
Hong Kong developed a successful and thriving manufacturing industry.
Towards the 1970s, Hong Kong developed its financial and banking industries
and became one of the largest economies in the world. While most Hong Kong
people were enjoying economic success, an imminent sense of socio-political
change was imposed on them as soon as the British government of Margaret
Thatcher decided to negotiate the question of the sovereignty of Hong Kong in
the early ’80s due to the fact that the lease on the New Territories would
terminate soon. An agreement known as the Sino-British Joint Declaration was
eventually signed by the People’s Republic of China on 19 December, 1984,
which stipulated that, under the ‘One Country, Two Systems’ policy, Hong
Kong’s long-established capitalist system and life style would remain
unchanged for at least 50 years. Hence, the changeover of the sovereign right of
Hong Kong is conceived as a psychological ‘re-turn’ to the mother country,
which is not only an issue of socio-political change of society but also a
rereading of the cultural and historical significance of the colony’s relation with
the mother country. Yue posits the ‘re-turn’ as ‘a process of deconstruction and

reconstruction,” and says,

“The re-turn to place is thus a process of deconstruction and reconstruction,
opening up and remapping the coordinates of the territory’s spatialisation. The
location of ‘place’ is crucial to the narrative of transition because ‘place’ is

imagined when people lay claim to a territory, construct and reconstruct the

meaning of ‘place’.” (21)
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With a spatial model characterized as a narrative of transition, Yue describes the
‘place’ as constructed and reconstructed by articulating the ‘pre’ in the time of
‘post.” Hence, the pre-post 1997 transition is also defined as a ‘time-space’ of
the transition. (22) That is to say, it is a site of mediation or, in Yue’s
terminology, a time-space of translation formulated in a narrative mode. Such
‘postcolonial translation, intervention and reformulation’ are mediated by
displacement and examined as “an intra sensibility produced by rendering the
‘place’...as a ‘place’ of position, movement and subjectivity.” (23) Such
mediation enables the subject to reorder ‘chronology to map a new topography

delineated by the formation of pre-post-1997.” (24) Yue says,

“Hong Kong’s transition culture is situated around a pre-post-1997
consciousness, a consciousness contained within a politics of re-turn....After
150 years of British colonial rule, Hong Kong’s return to Chinese sovereignty in
1997 is situated around the time-space nexus mapped by a movement forward in
time and backwards in space: that is, to move forward in time towards 1997 is a

re-turn to a questioning of the meaning of ‘place’.” (25)

It can be seen that Yue’s discussion refers to the spectatorial reconstruction of
the meaning of a ‘place.” This kind of configurating activity of the spectator-
subject’s mind is dominated by the mediating function of a narrative plot, or

‘emplotment,” which seeks to reflect and resolve the paradox of time.

Yue’s ‘politics of transnationality’ rightly points out that a film may produce ‘a
space of regionality.” (26) The act of ‘re-mapping’ that re-asserts or re-
constructs a concept of positionality refers to an understanding of the history of
Hong Kong through what Ricoeur would call a process of emplotment. This
concept of emplotment is intrinsic to Yue’s idea of ‘a mood of claustrophobia’
that is noted as an effect of the inscription of phobic spaces, which revolves
around the relation between the text and the author. (27) According to Yue, an
idea of personal crisis is mediated through the events presented within the
claustrophobic framing that signifies social order and disorder. (28) What is
noteworthy about Yue’s analysis is that it is based on a logic of narratological
causality. Therefore, the concept of the ‘process of deconstruction and

reconstruction’ is still rendered in the conventional paradigm of an order of
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linearity and progression as she presumes that a new idea of history can be
finally reconstituted when the time-space nexus is re-configured in the mind of
the audience, and that the time-space structure can be re-configured as a result
of ‘re-mapping.’ The question of the paradox of time that refers to the pre-post
1997 transition is to be resolved through the reconstitution of ‘the coordinates of
the territory’s spatialization’ as soon as the meaning of the ‘place’ is fixed. This
observation gives rise to questions regarding whether the ‘remapping’ pins
down a meaning rather than contests it, whether an interpretation of the crisis
situation can be resolved by the constitution of a new meaning, and how far the

new interpretation can be legitimized.

Yue’s discussion also begs to question if the remapping would solicit another
cycle of emplotment of the understanding of the relation between the person and
society. Would the emplotment of a different idea about the crisis bring the
understanding to a new horizon? Therefore, a few questions on the effect of
dis-emplotment are required. Is it possible that self-conscious repositioning of
the subject can be derived during the disruption of the mimetic meaning of the
crisis within the film narrative? Is it possible for the subject to derive pleasure
from the dis-emplotment of the understanding of the crisis? What I want to
explore further is whether a film may engage the spectator in a process of
cinematic identification while it disrupts and/or interrupts the spectatorial
identification. By dis-emplotment, I shall find out if a film may defer and differ
an understanding of the socio-political change—as a crisis—without entirely
forcing the spectator-subject out of the process of cinematic identification. I
shall explain in later chapters that when the classical elements of film noir are
incorporated in contemporary Hong Kong cinema, the workings of the ideology
are exposed in a process of pastiche. My analysis of the disruptive film strategy
will henceforth demonstrate a type of ideologically self-conscious reading of the
cinema that is not facilitated under the conventional structure of emplotment,

but rather dis-emplotment.

Yue’s configuration of the ‘third time-space of transition’ which refers to the
spectator’s mediation between the text and the contemporary experience is
described as ‘a form of belated panic consciousness’ that results from the socio-

political change. (29) Further examination of the relation between the ‘panic
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consciousness’ and the subject is required if the focus of analysis is the
‘remapping’ of subject position in the midst of a crisis situation. What I suggest
examining further is a filmic strategy of ceaseless contestation of meanings,
which enhances the interaction between the viewing subject and the film text by

re-investing classical elements of film noir in recent Hong Kong cinema.

A different focus on an aspect of the cinematic practice that portrays crises in
film as intrinsic to the formulation of a playful attitude or a reflexive mode is
suggested in later chapters. Since the psychological formulation of the
spectator-subject may take place during an interplay of signs and/or styles, the
film can be seen as the supplement that ‘comes in the place of a lapse, a
nonsignified or a nonrepresented, a nonpresence,” (30) which creates a pleasure

of self-reflexivity.

Roland Barthes’ account of the pleasure of text and his observation on the
relation between the ‘writerly’ (31) text and historical subject is drawn upon
herein to characterize such a discussion on the cinematic practice. In Barthes’
S/Z: An Essay, he considers the text’s unity as being always re-established by its
composition. In the course of reading a text, the reader not only passively reads
but also actively writes. He describes that the writerly text is ‘ourselves writing,
before the infinite play of the world...is traversed, intersected, stopped,
plasticized by some singular system....” (32) In the light of Barthes’ notion of
the ‘writerly’ text, the experience of self-reflexivity is blissful. That is to say,
the historical subject of the film text of self-reflexivity can be understood as the
‘body of bliss.” (33) Through an ‘articulation of the body’ in the engagement of
a kind of reflexive strategy of the cinema (34), that is a kind of re-assurance of
the presence of the body, the subject is enabled to assert self-consciously his or
her own ‘individuality.’ (35) My focus of analysis is the interplay of social (or
cultural) pleasure—which is a type of complicit pleasure that may reinforce a
fixed subject position—and ‘bliss’—which allows the spectator/reader to break
out of the subject position. This is what he suggests plaisir gives rise to, which
is drawn upon in this discussion of the interplay of a form of social pleasure and

(36) 'bliss' that recent Hong Kong films enable.
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This interplay is a process through which the spectator-subject is solicited to
reread his or her subject-position and the relation between the audience and the
text after he or she is engaged in a passive viewing position where imaginary
subjection takes place. Essential to the understanding of the interplay is the
psychological formulation achieved by shifting cinematic identification. Yue’s
articulation of the positionality that is exemplified as the location occupied by
the subject also leads to a discussion of psychological formulation. Her
empbhasis is on the re-constitution of subjectivity. (37) My discussion, however,
revolves around a different aspect of the narrative, which enables the spectator-
subject to destabilize and shift the cinematic identification diegetically and
extra-diegetically. My focus of analysis is that films which demystify fiction
and our naive faith in fiction, may allow the spectator to self-consciously reread

the concepts of history, self and identity.

The role of film noir is related to the contestation of meanings or of ideological
representations. The portrayal of crises—personal, social and/or political—in a
film can be seen as an essential component of the deconstructive tactic of self-
reflexivity that discloses the materiality of the film, enabling the spectator-
subject to search for new ways of presentation or to re-narrativize. The re-
narrativization is not only considered as a means of re-presenting the crisis but
also a means of imparting a stronger sense of the unrepresented. If the
emplotment of tragic sensibility, for instance, is disrupted within the film
narrative, then the understanding of the film story about the crisis that functions
as a parallel to what Hong Kong people experience in the run-up to 1997 and
after the colony’s reunification with China may be undercut, contested and re-
defined. The spectator-subject is not only disoriented from the conventional
understandings of the crisis situation and of the problematic identity but he or
she is also enabled to negotiate his or her role as a film viewer, a historical
subject, and a citizen. In most cases when the representation of crises of the
cinema is seen purely as a reflection of the social psyche, discussion on the

issue of negotiation will less likely be emphasized.

Film commentaries and critical writings on Boat People (Ann Hui, 1982) and on
Bullet in the Head (John Woo, 1990) focused mainly on the use of an allegory
or metaphor that describes the way in which the films reveal indirectly the
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emotional feelings of the Hong Kong audience in response to two influential
historical incidents—the signing of the Joint Declaration and the June 4"

Incident.

Unlike many film critics, Ann Hui, in her autobiography (38) does not reinforce
the idea that Boat People—which tells a tragic story of post-war Vietnam under
the rule of the Communist party—has marked a negative impression on the
People’s Republic of China. Cheuk-to Li, however, suggests that post-
liberation Vietnam ‘was tantamount to post-1997 Hong Kong.” He says,

“From the local history of Hong Kong and Chinese tradition in general, Ann
Hui has progressed naturally to the reality of China—the China factor—in Hong
Kong’s affairs, not least because of the 1997 issue. The metaphorical approach
of Boat People enabled the film to escape censorship and thereby to speak to the
collective anxiety of Hong Kong residents in the early 1980s.” (39)

Other established scholars like Ping-kwan Leung and Patricia Brett Erens also
consider the film as an allegorical representation of the future condition of Hong
Kong. Erens states that local audiences saw ‘an analogy between Vietnam and
Hong Kong under Communism.’ (40) Leung further elaborates on the use of

allegory in Boat People. He describes,

“In the period between the signing of the Sino-British Joint Declaration in 1984
and the return of Hong Kong to China in 1997, some of the anxiety and
uncertainty was expressed in films which treat the city allegorically, and try to
project the mixed and undefined sentiments into a tangible narrative form. The
Boat People (Touben nuhai), originally produced by the leftist film company,
The Sil-Metropole Organization Ltd., in the early 1980s in compliance with the
Chinese foreign policy at that time to condemn the Hanoi government,
eventually metamorphosed in the hands of director Ann Hui and script writer
Qiu Gangjian into a film showing the pathos of people living under a totalitarian
government,” (41) Their discussions assume that the spectatorial
interpretation—resulting in a straightforward manner from the reading of the
allegorical representation—helps preserve a text by applying it to contemporary
circumstances. They do not consider the possibility that the Hong Kong
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audience may actively mediate between cinematic experience and
corresponding life experience. Furthermore, when the text and the audience’s
impression of the text are pre-determined as the same, the analyses may fail to
critique the representation and the act of spectating under which interpretation

and understanding may take place.

Julian Stringer’s delineation of Boat People as ‘a self-aware political spectacle
and public event’ (42) does not seem to presume that the spectator is a type of
active viewer who would mediate independently between the text and real-life
experience. Modifying an idea shared among many western critics who
describe the film as ‘a lurid exposé of Communist brutalists and hypocrisies,’
(43) he looks at the film as a medium that is used by the director to ‘foreground
social and political themes.” (44) His argument is in line with that of Claudia
Springer who explains that the spectator is ‘typically’ positioned ‘in the role of
cultural outsider by virtue of techniques that encourage identification with the
reporter protagonist’ in her commentary on Boat People. (45) That is to say, the
discussion on cinematic identification pre-supposes a form of passive

engagement of the audience in the course of viewing.

In John Zou’s commentary on A Chinese Ghost Story (1987), he proposes to
explore some tangible means that critically engage the political and
psychological subject and assess the formative input upon ‘colonial Hong Kong
imagination.” (46) He similarly delimits the film as a text which rhetorically
constitutes the audience in a position of anticipation of the colonial city’s
traumatic repatriation in 1997. His theoretical proposition thus brings forth
more questions than resolutions. When the audience is defined as an object
being constituted in the text rather than the subject of interpretation, the
spectator is hence considered as a passive viewer as if he or she is not able to
contest and negotiate his or her position in the course of the ‘colonial Hong
Kong imagination.” My later discussion, which revolves around stories that
reassert—explicitly and/or implicitly—a similar kind of connection between the
colony and China, will consider the re-narrativization of the crises as essential
to the renewal of the spectator’s understanding of the personal, social, political
and/or historical identities. It will look at the relation between the text and a

type of self-conscious spectator with reference to some aberrant film strategies.
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In her essay on Kar-wai Wong’s films, Janice Tong comments on a type of
aberrant narrative strategy that does not allow a story to unfold in the logic of
linearity and progression. Drawing on Deleuze’s idea of ‘time-images,” she
speaks of a filmic device that does not sustain the narrative in a cohesive
structure, and describes a kind of disruptive use of fragmented images as
‘aberrant and ambiguous.’ (47) Near the end of the essay, she mentions that she
hopes to demonstrate how the viewer may experience the substance of the
cinematic time and consider the spectator’s experience of temporal incongruity

as nostalgic ‘yearning for a history that has disappeared...’ (48)

There is always a challenge to writing about the destabilizing tactic of films
which are about historical incidents and are structured to be known as history.
The challenge lies where the critical discourse is dependent on the historical
discourse which functions to stabilize an idea of history and defines the citizens’
identity. In Tong’s analysis of the destabilizing tactic of a Hong Kong film, her
theory of history seems to assume a stable relation between the historical

narrative and the historical subject. Tong says,

“A shroud of uncertainty has bathed the city-state since the 1984 Sino-British
Joint Declaration returning Hong Kong to China. But even before this, the
history of Hong Kong has always reflected a city in flux....With its return to
mainland China in 1997, instability and indeterminacy advances on its
citizens....This experience of flux is reflected in Wong’s destabilising

cinematographic self-image of Hong Kong.” (49)

Tong’s concept of the role of the narrative text—filmic or historical—thus
refers to a designated function that seeks to reflect the imagination and the
experience of Hong Kong people. The presumption of the relations between the
film text and history, and between the spectator and the text become stabilized
as soon as the nostalgic ‘yearning for a history’ is pursued. Thus, the discussion
does not give much room for a critique of the ideological representation of the
history and the crises portrayed in the films. A more challenging approach that
examines the way in which the cinema foregrounds the problems of nostalgia

and of falling into nostalgia should therefore be considered. The reflection of
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the city in flux has also occurred over some time in other Hong Kong films that
are constituted in a structure of self-other relation, which becomes the base of
the discussion of the cinema as a socially symbolic act. Tong is right that the
image of the city which is derived from the symbolic act requires critical

attention.

James Steintrager attempts to use one of John Woo’s action films, Bullet in the
Head, to probe the psychic wounds left in the wake of the historical incident
that occurred in Tiananmen Square on June 4™ 1989, which is negatively
known as a ‘massacre’. John Woo himself has described his making of Bullet in
the Head as a response to the political event of the June 4™ incident in which the
discontent of the political dissidents was suppressed. (50) Steintrager justifies
his analysis by explaining that Woo’s choice of narrative mode is an allegory
which avoids talking about the ‘massacre’ by claiming that, for the audience of
Hong Kong, the specific anxiety about identity is mediated in the film through
the portrayal of violence. He says,

“...we might say absurd or even obscene—about using an action film to probe
the psychic wounds left in the wake of massacre. In a related vein, theorists of
the Holocaust have often inveighed against attempts to represent the
unrepresentable. Perhaps this is why Woo chose allegory as the mode of
narrative, since it represents only indirectly. Yet at least since the Vietnam War,
it has become clear that it is scarcely possible to avoid the spectacular mediation
of terror....we might see in Bullet in the Head a contingent function: to mediate

for the viewer the traumas of Tiananmen and anxieties...” (51)

To arrive at an understanding of how Bullet in the Head functions as mediation,
he addresses an issue of cinematic identification in his examination of how the
cinematic violence of Hong Kong action films in general is used. He explains
that ‘suture’—which is a filmic technique that establishes point of view via
shot-reverse-shot editing—is the process by which the viewer’s gaze is fixed on
that of a specific character, which enhances the cinematic identification of the
spectator with the protagonist. His discussion is based on an assumption that
recent Hong Kong cinema is dependent on a device, like an allegory, which

reinforces cinematic identification. Since this observation is based on an
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assumption that the system of suturing functions stably, it begs to question what
changes to the process of cinematic identification would be made when the
system is disrupted. The scope of discussion may therefore be extended to
cover an aspect of cinema as a medium that enables the audience to negotiate
their experience self-consciously in the wake of the ‘massacre.” Thus the
representation of crises—social, political, cultural and personal—should be

reread under such circumstances.

My focus of analysis is the re-use of the noirish elements in recent Hong Kong
cinema that gives rise to a cinematic experience through which the local
audience is enabled to re-interpret the crisis situation and negotiate their
understanding of subjectivity and identity. Would there be a type of film device
that may differ and defer the spectator’s interpretation of the crisis as an
intolerable experience? My approach draws on Derrida’s account of différance
in order to develop an understanding of the legitimacy of a disruptive device
that facilitates a movement of psychological detour through which the spectator

is enabled to reread what is noted as a problem of identity or a crisis.

Crisis and Pleasures

Anticipating the creation of new possibilities of subjectivity in Hong Kong,
many critical writings on Hong Kong cinema seek to examine the issue of the
cultural identity of Hong Kong people during the last decade of the 20t century.
The expansive works on this issue that I shall discuss in my thesis seem to
converge on three points of observation which consider the spectator as a
passive receiver of the ideologically complicit text of recent Hong Kong cinema,
the process of the discursive constitution of subjectivity as temporary, and the
spectator-subject as not being able to resist the subject-position created by the

film text.

I shall begin my discussion by giving an overview of Hong Kong films that
represent Hong Kong as a city going through changes and/or crises throughout
the second half of the last century. During this period of time, Hong Kong has

undergone the most significant changes in its entire history before and after
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British colonial rule. My concern herein is the common strategy of the
mainstream cinema that has engaged the audience of Hong Kong throughout the
years in a discourse of crisis which gives pleasures that I would posit as
ideologically complicit. Firstly, after identifying the convention, my discussion
will differentiate a recent variation of the cinematic practice that gives pleasures
of a subversive nature. My focus in this section is to re-examine the portrayals
of crises that are recurrent in recent Hong Kong cinema especially during the

last two decades of the last century.

During the 1980’s when Britain and China had started to discuss the issue of the
change of the sovereignty of Hong Kong, Hong Kong cinema came to be
analyzed as a site where a crisis of cultural identity was revealed. It was widely
argued that Hong Kong people were developing an acute sense of anxiety in the
run up to the changeover in 1997 (52) because of the imminent socio-political
change. The June 4th incident at Tiananmen Square, Beijing, in 1989 was noted
to have intensified Hong Kong people’s fear of future uncertainty. Thus Hong
Kong films became the medium of the constitution of a narrative of the past that
positions the spectator as a historical subject. Critical discussion of these films
has assumed that while society is impacting the cinema in both of the areas of
production of meaning and production of value for consumption, the films also
reflect the life and the social psyche of the people. Therefore, many critics
explicate the cinematic activity in causal relations between the socio-political
crisis of the colony and the resultant formulation of an identity crisis of the
people, and between Hong Kong people’s feeling of anxiety and the
representation of this feeling in films. In this chapter, before clarifying a crucial
point which shows that this casual relation does not apply to all types of
spectator-screen relations in a straightforward manner, I hope to quickly outline
a number of ways in which Hong Kong cinema demonstrates its perceptions of
social and political change. I shall prove in later chapters—with films which
incorporate elements of classical film noir—that if the popular form of narrative
may reflect people’s lives, it may also evaluate, critique and contest. I shall not
only examine the cinematic practice as a process of one-way communication
initiated by the sender of message or narrativization, but also as a practice of re-
narrativization through which the audience is engaged in a process of

negotiation of meaning rather than subjection to the dominant ideology
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throughout the course of the constitution of meaning. In the following, I shall
survey the ways in which social and political crises are conventionally
represented in Hong Kong cinema at different periods of time, and describe
different types of representations of the people’s responses to social and

political crises in films.

What is noteworthy is the transformation of the image of the city that is
represented in the films from an insignificant place of exile to a home during
the *70s. That was the period in which the economy of Hong Kong achieved
thriving success. Subsequent to this discussion is an analysis of the way in
which the image of the city is transformed again from a comfortable home to an

insecure place that was to be returned to China in 1997.

The following discussion of the way in which the films describe a city from
the *50s onwards aims to trace the ideologically complicit representations of the
city-dwellers of Hong Kong at different periods of time. The quick review of
the cinematic representations of Hongkongers seeks to reveal the structure of
the symbolic order of social relation between the self and the other, which
entails a type of social pleasure, or what I call the ideologically complicit
pleasure. The description of the cinematic representations below unfolds the
changing concept of the colonial self. Essential to the formulation of the
concept is the self-other dichotomy that sustains a form of pleasure which

allows the spectator-subject to enjoy the persistence of an idea of self.

Hong Kong, before and during WWII, was poverty-stricken and was also
portrayed as such in the realist cinema of the *50s and ’60s. In films that
describe the colony’s slow recovery after the war, the role of the British
government in helping the citizens of Hong Kong was seldom mentioned. Most
of the heroes and heroines in local films find comfort and solace within a small
community which was comprised of local people and people who had just
moved to Hong Kong from China. In the middle of the last century, Hong Kong
people were not portrayed as those who would make Hong Kong their home. In
reality, a significant portion of the population of Hong Kong was made up of
migrants from mainland China, who eventually settled down and raised their

children in the British colony. Making Hong Kong home was, however, never a
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popular theme; the city was also not portrayed in films as a nice place that might
give the city-dwellers a sense of belonging throughout the ’50s. The
protagonists always maintained that they could always return to their mother
country across the border between the colony and China. Living in Hong Kong
at that time was not described as the only choice available to people. A kind of
‘refugee’ mentality preoccupied the minds of these newcomers, according to

these films.

For instance, In the Face of Demolition (Tie Li, 1953) depicts the life of the
lower-class people of Hong Kong as they assist one another with the ordeals
that they must face constantly. The film centres on the livelihood of the
poverty-stricken tenants of a selfish landlord who refuses to maintain the
decrepit, old building which houses them. In the midst of a big storm, the
building collapses and the miserable dwellers of the house become homeless.
Striving to survive, they eventually establish a sense of belonging among
themselves within the small community after assisting one another during the
disaster. Near the end of the film, a young man gives his blood to save the life
of an ailing neighbour at the hospital. This not only wins him friendship, but
demonstrates brotherly love that is treasured by the people. Here, fraternal love
is shown as the major social force which engages the males who have been
portrayed as the vanguard of good moral and social well-being. The essence of
pleasurable viewing lies in identifying with the male protagonists who believe
that they and their families can meet the challenges of life, with the help of

friends and good neighbours at times of mishap and misfortune.

The portrayal of the self-other relation in these films is constituted by signifying
the Northerners as evil, crooked, and dishonest, or in other words the other,
while the local or Southerners as the self. A binary system of signs between
good and bad, rich and poor, can easily be identified in most of the films of the
same period. The Northerners are always depicted as rich and/or bad people
who take advantage of the poorer Southerners or local people in the colony. In
In the Face of Demolition (1953), the loan shark and his spouse from the
northern part of China, who take away the other tenants’ hard-earned money,
are finally punished when they do not manage to leave the collapsing building
safely. On the other hand, the local people or Southerners, all manage to escape.
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This symbolic order of social relation between the Southerners and Northerners
is recurrent in many Hong Kong films. Many of them are melodramas like
Tragedy in Canton (Dun Lu, 1951), Tragedy on the Pearl River (Weiyi Wang,
1950), The Guiding Light (Jian Qin, 1953) or The Kid (Feng Feng, 1950).
During and after the war, melodrama was one of the most resilient forms of
entertainment due to the fact that they engaged the audience who might identify
themselves with the heroes who survived though faced with difficult and/or

hopeless situations.

The description of the self-other relation is also featured in one of the longest-
running film series about a Cantonese martial arts hero, starring Tak-hing Kwan
as Fei-Hung Wong, who is not only famous for his kung-fu knowledge through
which he strengthens his body, but also his teaching of good morals. These
films include The Duel Against the Black Rascal (Fung Wong, 1968). Starring
Kin Shek as a wayward young man from the north, the film tells a story of the
newcomer who is warmly received by Fei-hung Wong in Canton and is
impressed by Wong’s teaching at first. He later strays and joins a gang of
outlaws in materializing evil plans that impair the community. The description
of the Northerners as the other, however, became less significant towards
the ’70s. In the meantime, films of the same period also began to convey the

idea that local people were making Hong Kong their home. (53)

Films of the *70s, which portray the lives of the descendants of the Chinese
migrants who were born and raised in Hong Kong after the war, do not deny the
fact that the new generation of Hong Kong people had made Hong Kong their
home. Actually Hong Kong people had derived a sense of belonging and were
gradually accepting Hong Kong as home in the *70s. This is due to the fact that
Hong Kong people were ready to claim ownership for their diligence and hard
work that had turned the territory from an insignificant fishing port to one of the
most important financial centres in the world. In Michael Hui’s films, it can be
seen that Hong Kong people acknowledge the city as their hometown. These
films include huge box-office successes like Games Gamblers Play (Michael
Hui, 1974), The Last Message (Michael Hui, 1975), The Private Eyes (Michael
Hui, 1976), The Pilferers’ Progress (Michael Hui, 1977), and The Contract
(Michael Hui, 1978). His films are seen as works that reflect the social psyche
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of the people of the working class in the *70s, who strive to survive in a fast
changing city which has attained thriving economic success. An ideology of
capitalism is described as overwhelmingly influential to Hong Kong
businessmen who maximize their profits by exploiting their employees. The
relationship between capitalists and people of the working class, in Hui’s film,
is also constituted in a self-other dichotomy. Although Hui’s comedy seeks to
critique the attitude of selfish employers, as his films portray the way in which
the employees succumb to the dominant ideology of capitalism, the symbolic
order of social relation is reinforced. The people of the working class, or the

other, refer to the weaker, the poorer, the disadvantaged, and the less privileged.

Hong Kong in the ’80s, however, is shown to have serious crime issues depicted
by gunfire and bloodshed in films. People can easily recall names of
underworld heroes who are willing to sacrifice their lives as tragic heroes in
rescuing friends in films. A4 Better Tomorrow (John Woo, 1986) and its two
sequels are some prominent examples of gangster films that portray Hong Kong
as a dangerous place while the city was, in reality, home to people who had
been enjoying fabulous economical success during the ’80s. Long Arm of the
Law (Johnny Mak, 1984) and its sequels, Young and Dangerous (Wai-keung
Lau, 1996) and its sequels, and Johnny To’s dark trilogy that I shall review
below, add to the repertoire of successful gangster films which adopt a similar
approach in describing Hong Kong as a corrupt and insecure place. Critics
usually analyze this as a result of Hong Kong people’s fear or anxiety regarding
the colony’s reunification with China. (54) Long Arm of the Law was a trend-
setting film that depicts the mainlanders from China as the originators of crime.
In the film, a group of men from the mainland illegally enter Hong Kong and
quickly form a triad gang inside the notorious 'Walled City' of Hong Kong.
After robbing a jewelry shop, the illegal immigrants refuse to return to China as
they had originally planned in the hope of pursuing a better quality of life in
Hong Kong. Their attempt to start a new life is in vain when the police confront
them in a final shootout. Pleasure from viewing may be derived from
delimiting the illegal immigrants or gangsters as the other and positioning
oneself in relation to the devices of social control through the process of
cinematic identification. This form of pleasure is ideologically complicit,

allowing the spectator-subject to enjoy the persistence of an idea of self. The
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self-other dichotomy constituted in the symbolic order of social relation in film
reveals a complacent idea of the self that remains intact from the challenge of
the other. The above-mentioned idea of the self can be seen as a concept of
colonial self that is at stake in the run-up to 1997 when the sovereignty of Hong
Kong was due to be returned to China. 1997 is not only recognized as a time
when the reunification takes place, but also a dividing line that demarcates two
historical periods—colonial and post-colonial. Local critics are keen on
discussing the film in relation to the socio-political change of Hong Kong but
there has not been enough discussion of the use of noir cinematography and its

relation to the cinematic representation of social instability.

Some Hong Kong film critics suggest that Hong Kong people’s fear of
uncertainty is allegorized in various films, for example ghost films, in which the
impact of crisis is either mitigated and/or displaced. In Cheuk-to Lee’s
introduction for Phantoms of the Hong Kong Cinema, an anthology that marked
the Hong Kong International Film Festival organized by the government of
Hong Kong in 1989, he says, “...quite a few commentators have remarked on
the coincidence of the Horror genre’s resurgence with the territory’s
preoccupation with its future and the question of China taking over control in
1997.” (55) That is to say, film is considered as a reflection of people’s mindset.
The rising popularity of ghost films suggests that a type of complicit pleasure
may be derived from seeing crisis as something that can be contained like the

demons which are exorcised or punished in the films.

A Chinese Ghost Story (Siu-tung Ching, 1987) is a remake of Enchanting
Shadow (Han Hsiang Li, 1960) which was originally adapted from Pu Song-
ling's The Magic Sword. The story is about Xiao-qian, the forlorn ghost who is
under the control of a tree demon, Lao Lao. She is forced to lure young,
masculine travellers and snare them for Lao Lao as food. One day, a hapless tax
collector, Cai-chen, who wanders into town collecting taxes, passes by Lan
Yeuk temple where Xiao-gian is based. When rain ruins his record book, he is
forced to seek shelter at the temple, and hence he meets with the beautiful ghost,
Xiao-gian. Since the ghost has fallen in love with her mortal victim, she can no
longer assist the tree demon. After Cai-chen has discovered Xiao-qian’s true
identity as a ghost, he does not leave her but promises to save her from the tree

demon. The film, 4 Chinese Ghost Story, diverges from its source material by
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changing the original happy ending where Cai-chen and Xiao-qian get married
and bring up their children together. In the denouement of the recent film, an
exorcist, a friend of Cai-chen, successfully suppresses the tree demon (56) so
that Cai-chen is able to free Xiao-qian from the demon’s control. Attending to
Xiao-qian’s wish to pursue reincarnation, Cai-chen properly buries her cremated
bones, and hence relieves her from wandering the Earth for eternity. I would
describe the text of the film as ideologically complicit by referring to the theme,

which is recurrent in its sequels, of restoring the order of the world.

While the evil force of the dark world is described as overwhelmingly
destructive and uncontrollable, men’s physical strength and will-power are
portrayed as the determining factors that prevail and thus ensure the dissipation
of this dark force. The tree demon is originally characterized as a middle-aged
woman in the novel. In the film, he/she is presented as an androgynous creature
played by an actor called Siu-ming Lau, whose voice switches between that of a
man and a woman in the film. This demon drinks the male victims® blood using
an enormously long tongue which is described as an ‘oversized penis’ by John
Zou who suggests that the ‘swimming tongue’ is a ‘metaphor of masculinity.’
(57) Drawing on this idea of metaphor, I suggest herein that the demonification
of androgyny, in its manifestation of destroying an innocent man, speaks of a
crisis of masculinity that is restored as soon as the deadly and ethereal fox spirit
is tamed and the tree demon is suppressed. Hence, the dichotomy of self-other
relation is sustained in the cinematic discourse, which nurtures a fixed sense of
self that delimits all the ghostly objects as the other. This type of cinematic
practice not only assures the containment of the otherness within the diegesis
and the discursive structure of the film narrative but also produces a form of
ideologically complicit pleasure. What is at stake, therefore, is not the implied
crisis of masculinity, which is deemed to be resolved diegetically and
discursively in the closure (58) but the legitimation of the ideological structure
that formulates the closure of the popular text. Furthermore, the cross-genre
practice of horror film regarding the way in which noir cinematography is

related to the allegory does not receive much criticism.

In a special issue of New Literary History entitled Rethinking Tragedy
published in 2004, Elisabeth Bronfen contests the contemporary usage of tragic

sensibility and a way to discuss the genre—film noir—which is usually ignored
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by tragic theorists. (59) Bronfen resists the idea that tragedy is necessarily an
enactment of the fatal consequences of refusing recognition of the other and of
the self. I shall take on her theme of ‘misrecognition’ that the femme fatale or
the male protagonist of the tragedy is not merely a stereotype or symptom of
dangerous sexuality but rather the subject of the narrative, and the authentic
modern hero/heroine. (60) My discussion aims to find out whether the re-use
of the classical elements of film noir in recent Hong Kong cinema demonstrates
that all the protagonists of the selected films, including The Private Eye Blue
(Eddie Fong, 1995), Swordsman II (Siu-tung Ching, 1991), City of Glass
(Mabel Cheung, 1998), and Happy Together (Kar-wai Wong, 1997), serve to
engage the spectator in an ‘enactment not of fate but of responsibility.” (61) I
also wish to discuss whether the cinema may facilitate negotiation for a new

vision of culture that redefines the significance of the crises.

Tragic Sensibility and Noir Stylistics

In The Immediate Experience: Movies, Comics, Theatre and Other Aspects of
Popular Culture (62), Robert Warshow speaks of a possible way of deriving
what I would call complicit pleasure from reading a story of a tragic hero. He
draws on T.S. Eliot’s view of a number of Shakespeare’s tragic heroes which
claims that the heroes enjoy a ‘trick of looking at themselves dramatically.’ (63)
The dramatic disposition of self is thus not a man, but a style of life, or a kind of
meaning. Hence, their true identities that are destroyed when they die is
something outside themselves. Warshow applies this observation to his
understanding of the character of gangster heroes. He delimits a gangster hero
as a tragic hero, and explains that ‘the successful man is an outlaw,” and the
gangster’s whole life is an effort to assert himself as an individual and to draw

himself out of the crowd. He says,

“At bottom, the gangster is doomed because he is under the obligation to
succeed, not because the means he employs are unlawful. In the deeper layers
of the modern consciousness, all means are unlawful, every attempt to succeed
is an act of aggression, leaving one alone and guilty and defenceless among

enemies: one is punished for success. This is our intolerable dilemma: that
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failure is a kind of death and success is evil and dangerous, is—ultimately—
impossible. The effect of the gangster film is to embody this dilemma in the
person of the gangster and resolve it by his death. The dilemma is resolved
because it is his death, not ours. We are safe; for the moment, we can acquiesce

in our failure, we can choose to fail.” (64)

In light of Warshow’s interpretation of gangster films, it can be seen that
complicit pleasure may result from the emplotment of a film which enables the
narrative to initially embody an intolerable dilemma of human experience, and
then resolves the dilemma by the death of the tragic hero in the end. Such a
dilemma is created whereby the hero knows that the consequence of failure is
death, but success is also impossible. The dilemma is resolved in the course of
voyeuristic viewing because it is the gangster hero’s death rather than that of the
audience. That is to say, it is the gangster hero who dies for being successful
rather than the audience. Warshow supposes that the audience may enjoy the
same degree of complacency in real life by distancing themselves from the
diegesis, which gives them a sense of relief from matters regarding failure that
they do not want to face and success that they may not attain. From the ’80s
onwards, Hong Kong has been producing a considerable number of gambling
films and gangster films, in particular, which use a noirish visual style to
varying degrees. Below I shall focus on the relation between the noirish or noir-
related film form and the portrayals of gamblers, criminals and gangster heroes

as tragic heroes in three different aspects.

(1) Low-key visual style as a cinematic convention

Hong Kong has a long history of importing the latest innovation, including
cinematographic skills from the west. The manifestation of low-key visual
effects, which first became popular in Europe and America respectively, in
monochrome and colour films at different periods of time in the local cinema
proves that the technical know-how was imported. With increasing influence
from Hollywood on the local culture, it cannot be denied that spectatorial
expectation or consciousness of certain film genres has been gradually
established. What I want to stress is that the examination of Hong Kong noirish
films should move beyond the presumption that noirish or noir-related films of

Hong Kong are entirely a re-creation of the American genre. Rather, the cross-

30



genre practice is actually a consequence of genre transculturation and the re-use
of noirish elements can be seen as a tactic that ‘troubles’ or defers the

spectatorial expectation that I shall examine in later chapters.

Film noir firstly appeared to revitalize the American cinema with its unique
characters, dark and ambiguous settings, and anti-traditional cinematography,
which realistically examines the flaws inherent in every human being. Location
filming was, therefore, emphasized in the course of the production. Although
the making of night-for-night scene and the practice of location filming should
not be seen as components unique to film noir, the realistic approach used for
describing the dark side of the underworld and gangster activities is essential to
the formulation of the noirish or noir-related characteristics of Hong Kong
realist cinema since the *80s. Prior to a discussion of the more conscious use of
noir cinematography, I explain below that the noirish visual effect employed in
many local films is not used as if it is necessarily related to the original form
and narrative of classical film noir. Sometimes, the cinematography is
borrowed as a technique rather than being employed as the style of the films.
The genreric field is chosen as the focus of the analysis below because the
cinematography of noirish cinema is the aspect of classical Hollywood cinema
that is most frequently re-used/used in Hong Kong especially in the recent

making of gangster films.

In No Risk, No Gain (Jing Wong, 1990), a professional Chinese gambler who is
based in America is challenged by a rich man from Taiwan who wants to beat
him in a card game. Although the noir-related cinematography is employed in
one of the fighting scenes in the film, the visual style does not generally apply
to the whole film including the most significant gambling scene in the
denouement. However, in many gambling scenes of Hong Kong films, low-key
lighting is used as if it is a cinematic convention to enhance an overwhelming
sense of social malaise and a heroic image of the male protagonist who is

represented as triumphant after experiencing crises.

In the thriller-cum-gangster film God of Gamblers II (Jing Wong, 1994), Chun
Ko played by Yun-Fatt Chow as the God of Gamblers, has retired to France
with his heavily pregnant wife where they find peace. One day, his rival Xing-
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go Wu lures him into a gambling match to determine who the world’s best
gambler is. Wu also tortures Ko by murdering his wife. Ko returns home to
find that his wife has been brutally dissmbowelled and that the unborn baby has
been removed and placed in a specimen jar. A year passes, before Ko is ready
to avenge the deaths of his wife and child. He challenges Wu to a final
showdown. The low-key visual effect of the final gambling scene, employed
both in the wide and close shots, is noir-related. Hence, the story of conspiracy
and corruption is brought to a climax under the intense atmosphere of
unforeseen danger and uncertainty. The characteristics of the visual effect are
not demonstrated in the rest of the film. There are more films in which noir
cinematography is not used for the purpose of reviving the original form and

narrative of American film noir in its entirety.

In Fight Back to School III (Jing Wong, 1993), detective Star Chow, played by
Stephen Chow, does not go undercover as a student as in the previous films. He
is instead forced to take on a dangerous mission and pretend to be the husband
of Judy, the prime suspect in the murder of a well-respected rich man Million
Wong. Since Chow bears a resemblance to Wong, Chow is used in this case to
make Judy believe that her husband is still alive. After becoming close to Judy
by posing as her husband, Chow finally discovers that she is actually innocent,
and that her lesbian girlfriend is the true murderer. Near the end of the film,
when Judy’s girlfriend attempts to attack Chow with an ice-pick, the use of noir
cinematography enhances the representation of the femme fatale. Like the fatal
woman of classical film noir, the female murderer is also punished so as to
resolve the threat that is posed to the men in the film. Although noir-
cinematography is borrowed, the film does not generally take on the visual
motif of the noirish Hollywood film, Basic Instinct, until it comes to the end.
The purpose of re-using the noirish elements is to establish genre consciousness
of the cinematic convention and to parody the cinematic representation of the

masochistic male.

(2) More conscious use of the chiaroscuro effect and other noirish elements
in the gangster films

Low-key lighting is, relatively speaking, more frequently used in gangster films
from the *80s onwards when this type of film became popular in Hong Kong. It
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can be seen on many occasions that noirish cinematography is employed to
intensify the drama rather than re-establish noir themes or the original form of
film noir. The use of the noirish elements in the gangster films of Hong Kong
discussed in this section is not intended to be ‘anti-traditional’ as it would be
used in classical film noir. Rather, the noirish elements are used as if they are
part of a cinematic convention. When the local cinema slowly develops the
skill to perfect the chiaroscuro effect on colour film, the realistic approach of
the films effectively enhances a kind of tragic sensibility regarding longing,
corruption and fatal decision. Looking at some popular gangster films in which
the use of chiaroscuro effect, setting and plot structure in the films portray Hong
Kong as a dark city, I shall describe how the contemporary use of the cinematic
elements is visually akin to that of classical film noir. This discussion paves
the way for a later examination of the way in which local noirish cinema
deviates from the original form of the classical genre, and the way in which it
invokes a noir-consciousness with a purpose of communicating a nuance of the
conventional way of seeing the films. That is to say, the portrayal of social and
personal crises in contemporary Hong Kong films will not only be seen as a
mere reflection on the dominant ideologies which subject the audience to an
ideologically complicit understanding of self and identity, but also as a critique

of the representation.

In Long Arm of the Law that I introduced earlier on, the description of the alleys
of the old ‘Walled City’ (65) of Hong Kong demonstrates the technical artistry
of the noirish form that deals with a timeless issue of human fallibility. The
visual motifs of film noir offer insight into the crime committed by the illegal
immigrants from mainland China as a perception of the reality. For instance, in
an abduction scene planned by the illegal immigrants, the people from mainland
China are seen as the originators of crime bringing danger to the citizens of
Hong Kong. Inside a taxi, the claustrophobic framing of the camera that is set
at the front seat of the car captures a gangster’s intense struggle to get away
from his place of captivity. The car first speeds inside a dimly lit car park and is
later set on fire. At a low camera position, the fast paced sequence creates an
overwhelming sense of suffering. The unconventional camera set-ups for the
depiction of the foggy and narrow alleys of the ‘Walled City,” where the final
battle between the police and the illegal immigrants takes place, establishes a
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noirish style of cinematography. The omniscient point of view of the camera
that reveals the activity of the protagonist who flees across the alleys offers a
harsh sense of fatalism. The low-key lighting effect enhances the impact
created by the panicked movement of the body inside the ‘Walled City.” The
claustrophobic framing contributes to the portrayal of a crisis situation in which
the illegal immigrants are under threat of a forceful crackdown launched by the
Hong Kong police force. The dim electric lighting shed on the inner-city slum
not only reveals a labyrinth of dark alleyways but also a sense of urban darkness

as the root of evil.

A Better Tomorrow (John Woo, 1986) also demonstrates a more conscious use
of the noirish elements alongside the glorious traditions of heroism and loyalty
canonized in the collaboration between John Woo and Yun-fatt Chow. The film
thus sets the trend of incorporating noirish cinematography, character types and
narrative structure in Hong Kong for the making of gangster films. Wai-keung
Lau’s Young and Dangerous series and Johnny To’s dark trilogy owe much to
Woo’s innovative input in the cinema in the previous decade. My discussion in
this section looks at the noirish cinematography that reinforces an ideologically
complicit representation of the characters that offer skewed perspectives of
society and morality. The noirish visual style can be seen as essential to the
cinematic convention that solicits the audience to see the world from the

perspectives of the protagonists diegetically.

A Better Tomorrow is a dark tale of revenge and redemption. Chow plays Mark,
tragic hero in this film. Ho, a good friend of Mark and a one-time leader in the
Hong Kong underground, is sent to Taiwan to conduct some business along
with a new triad member called Shing. In the restaurant scene, the trio—Shing,
Ho and his best friend Mark—vow their friendship and loyalty to one another.
The low-key visual style creates a dramatic highlight on this event that paves
the way for the description of Shing’s betrayal of Ho and Mark later in the film,
Ho’s trip turns out to be a set-up organized by Shing. While he is away, Ho’s
enemies attack his disabled father. When the assault takes place, the light in the
sitting room is switched off by someone in the film diegetically. The lighting
that is cast from the side forming angular shadows creates a tragic mood. Kit,

who is Ho’s brother and a policeman, holds him responsible for the death of
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their father after the attack. After three years in jail, Ho is determined to avenge
his personal and family tragedy by bringing down Shing with Mark’s assistance.
In a gun battle at a container port where Shing confronts his old friends, Mark
as the tragic hero who bears a pessimistic world view of inexorable doom, dies
heroically after he convinces Kit to join hands with his brother, Ho. At the end,
Kit, finally violates the principles of his position as a policeman, and as a
brother lends his gun to Ho who uses it to kill Shing. When the moody and
menacing low-key lighting effect of the container port scene creates a sense of
inevitability of the protagonist’s doom, the film not only blurs the boundary
between the villainous and the righteous, but also solicits spectatorial
identification with the tragic hero, Mark, who dies in the course of protecting
his friends. The film demonstrates diegetically a form of redemption of human
fallibility through Mark’s death, who lives up to the morals he teaches Kit and
dies heroically. Kit, the policeman, eventually shares Mark’s idea of fraternal
love and righteousness and forgives his brother. In the end, they collaborate to

fight against their common enemy, Shing.

Wicked City (Tai Kit Mak, 1992) produced by Hark Tsui, (66) which
incorporates the visual and narrative style of film noir, is a story about a tragic
hero that takes place in a futuristic Hong Kong. A race of monsters (also known
as raptors) are involved in drug trafficking. The film starts with an image of the
hellish environment of the neon-lit city offering an apocalyptic vision of a dark
world. The drug Happiness, like opium, is not only highly detrimental to health,
but is also used by the raptors as the secret tool to gain control of the human
world by enslaving the drug addicts. In the course of tracking the criminal
activities of the raptors, Detective Lung has just narrowly escaped from an
attack. A femme fatale who reveals her identity as a raptor seduces and
attempts to kill Lung inside a small room of a love hotel. Lung’s dangerous
mission portrayed predominantly in noir cinematography is enhanced by the use
of claustrophobic framing, jarring camera movement, fast-paced editing and all-
intrusive shafts of light. Ying, a half-raptor, and Lung, a human being, are the
policemen assigned to destroy the whole race of raptors. At the end of the
mission, Ying, as a tragic hero, dies trying to save mankind from a bleak future

of enslavement by the villainous monsters.

35



Many recent noirish films produced and/or directed by Johnny To also delineate
moving stories of tragic heroes. The Longest Night (Tat-chi Yau, 1997), A Hero
Never Dies (Johnny To, 1998), and The Mission (Johnny To,1999)
produced/and or directed by Johnny To are a group of films that are known as
his dark trilogy. Using noirish film form, these films speak of melancholy,
alienation, bleakness, disillusionment, disenchantment, pessimism, ambiguity,
moral corruption, evil, guilt, desperation and paranoia like many other films
noirs. Although the gangster heroes are morally ambiguous, they are likeable
characters because of their loyalty to their friends. They are praised for their
high level of integrity as people who are willing to sacrifice their lives for
friends. The pleasure that may come from seeing a tragic hero who dies is due
to the fact that the spectator may distance themselves from the tragedy as an
overseer who is voyeuristic in nature. This can also be seen as a type of
ideologically complicit pleasure that may be derived from the cinematic
identification as soon as the spectator assumes the role of the hero in the course

of viewing the film.

The release of a group of 10 gangster films that revolve around the story of a
fictitious gangster hero character called Ho-nam Chan, which include the
prequels and sequels of Young and Dangerous (67) between 1996 and 2000, is
considered as a successful attempt to revive the popular form of local gangster
films of the *80s. Cheuk-to Li suggests that the swift development of the film
series into a trend is due to the ‘1997 factor,” although he does not further
explain the relation between the films and the reunification of Hong Kong with
China. He says, “The time for a trend to develop is getting shorter and it is a
phenomenon experienced elsewhere in the world. Hong Kong cinema is
probably in the dubious first position in this respect because of the 1997 factor.”
(68) He explains that the success of the films is due to the ‘rehashing of the
conventions in the traditional gangster genre.” (69) Though the element of
noirishness is not mentioned in his discussion, what he describes as the ‘subtle’
quality of the films is intrinsic to the realistic approach that is also employed in
many films noirs. What is of significance in my discussion of the more
conscious use of the noirish element in the late 20™ century is that the noirish
devices enhance a description of a crisis situation that is seen as related to the

issue of the changeover. In some later chapters, I shall examine other noirish
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films that critique and contest the representation of the fin-de-siécle Hong Kong
society on the verge of 1997. Exploring the redeployment of the classical
elements as an aberrant film strategy, I shall consider film as a medium of social
repercussion through which the spectator may reread and/or re-narrativize self-

consciously his or her understanding of self and identity.

Set in contemporary Hong Kong, the Young and Dangerous series feature
stories of violence, greed and struggles for power in terms of the rule of the
criminal jianghu, or the self-contained world of the triads, without stylised
action scenes. In the films, the life of the young triad members, who are called
"gu huo zi," (70) revolves around events and activities that take place in the
neon-lit city centre, bars, saunas, casinos, nightclubs, night markets, back
alleyways, bridges, etc. The plot structure of these films is established on the
rival relationship between two sections within a gang or between two gangs that
have conflicts of interest. In adverse situations, the gangster heroes are
portrayed as people who overcome extreme difficulties by taking on an attitude
of pragmatism that enables them to achieve their goals—righteous or evil—by
any and all means. The noir cinematography that refers to low-angle shooting
and expressionistic technique of low-key visual effect turns these places into
starkly lit stage sets. The noirish productions do not only represent this society
in microcosm but also position the gangster heroes amidst situations of crises in
which things go dangerously awry. The desperation of the incidents of gang-
fights, murder, violent attacks, rape and blackmail appear to portray the city as
manifested and pre-occupied by the values of the Chinese triad world. The
noirish production that takes on a realistic approach thus solicits spectatorial
identification with the gangster hero for an ideologically complicit

understanding of the moral of the film.

The mise-en-scéne of Johnny To’s A Hero Never Dies is more stylised. The
film features the story of two rival factions of gangsters constantly at war in
Hong Kong. The film opens with a lengthy pan-shot of a dark alleyway where
the protagonists’ favourite pub is located. When the camera moves in to a close
shot, the details of the pub are slowly revealed in a claustrophobic frame. The
silhouette of part of a tree in front of the pub’s window creates a sense of
alienation, It also creates a contrast between the movement of the dancing

bodies inside and the steadiness of the tree outside. Then, the pan shot is
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powerfully dissolved into another close shot of a bottle of red wine left idle on a
shelf marked as belonging to the two protagonists, Jack and Martin, who are
both friends and enemies. When the film proceeds to the next scene that takes
place in Thailand, the incidents that led to the shelving of the wine at the pub is

presented in flashback illustrating the love-hate relationship between them.

Jack and Martin, the top marksmen of the two respective gangs, are not only
rivals but also friends who always share red wine together in their favourite pub.
The film’s portrayal of Martin’s first stunning appearance inside a parked car
wearing a cowboy outfit, by a rain-washed highway after a gun battle at night,
sets out to handle the protagonists’ tragedy in a noirish style. In Thailand, they
meet again when the two gangs confront each other in a gun battle where they
finally shoot each other through a wall until they both collapse. After Martin
has just lost consciousness, his boss secretly comes in and attempts to kill him.
Lying on the floor next to Martin, before he himself loses consciousness, Jack
finally understands that they were both set up by their own bosses who let them
kill each other. Later, Jack’s boss hires some people to kill him at the hospital
where he is in a coma. Knowing that Jack is in danger, Jack’s girlfriend takes
him to the morgue where she hides him inside one of the drawers. When the
killers set the room ablaze, Jack manages to survive but his girlfriend is
seriously burnt. Martin has given up his gangster hero life after losing both legs
after the incident. His girlfriend, therefore, takes Martin back to Hong Kong
and confronts his former boss. Outside a nightclub in Hong Kong, Martin
witnesses his former boss’s fatal cold-blooded attack on his girlfriend during the
confrontation. With a desire for vengeance, he begins training in a deserted
warchouse. As a sniper, Martin hopes to get this revenge by shooting the boss
from a building opposite the boss’s workplace. He dies after being discovered
and hurt by the boss’s bodyguards. Revenge is eventually taken when Jack
returns and kills the boss in front of Martin’s corpse which has been nicely
dressed in his favourite cowboy outfit, as if he were still alive, and taken on to
the pub in a wheelchair. In the finale, Jack dies heroically after he has avenged
his friend’s death according to his own form of justice. In this type of gangster
film tragic heroes die heroically. The retro stylishness of these noirish films

does not create a critique of the heroic representation and does not engage the
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spectator self-consciously. Some noirish films that I shall discuss in the next

section, however, parody the representation of the heroic figures.

(3) The re-use of noirish elements as a parody

There are many forms of parodic use of noirish elements that critique the
cinematic conventions. Men Suddenly in Black (Ho-cheung Pang, 2003) is
about four men who betray their spouses while they are away on holiday.
Enjoying themselves immensely, they spare a moment to visit a good friend,
Uncle Nine, who used to frequent night clubs with them and now stays at home
because of his jealous wife. While they are at the peak of enjoyment, they
suddenly realise that their spouses are returning. The most interesting thing
about the confrontation between the husbands and wives is that they are
portrayed as if they were gangster rivals. The representation of the cheating
men as ‘gangsters’ is not only constituted through the noir cinematography but
also through the dialogue between the protagonists, the use of language, body
gesture and posture. There is a playful use of chiaroscuro effect that brings
back the cinematic form of noirish gangster film. It can thus be seen as a spoof
of the ideological representation of the gangster heroes as tragic heroes. The
scene of reunion between Uncle Nine and the friends that takes place at Uncle
Nine’s home is portrayed as if it were an interview inside a prison between
Uncle Nine as the prisoner and his friends as his visitors. Sitting on opposite
sides of a table, they inform one another about their most recent activities as if it
were a progress report to a ‘gang leader.” Sitting in front of a Venetian blind
that allows a small amount of light to come in and slices the room with
horizontal strata of light, Uncle Nine, like a leader of the gang blesses them
before they venture out. The way in which Uncle Nine sacrifices himself to
save his friends from the embarrassment of their spouses’ criticism contributes
to the formulation of a spoof of the conventional portrayal of a gangster hero.
The men leave the house in anticipation of avenging Uncle Nine’s misfortune of
not being able to enjoy the freedom of casual sex as they do. In the finale,
during a confrontation between a couple—a faithful wife is at odds with her
unfaithful husband—inside a sitting room that is poorly lit by the fleeting light
emitted from a small television screen, a soundtrack of Chinese music with a
repercussive effect in the style of martial arts films is employed. Posing subtly

as the challenger and the defender, the couple’s gestures and behaviour as rivals,
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like martial arts heroes and gangsters, give rise to a spoof of the noirish form of

cinematography and of the representation of the gangster hero.

My Schoolmate the Barbarian (Siu-hung Cheung and Jing Wong, 2001) is
about a student ‘fight club’ of a problematic secondary school that meets
regularly at a dark, dusty and deserted classroom of the top floor of the school
building whenever they need to resolve their differences. The film opens with a
wrestling scene in which all the students’ desks are re-arranged to form a raised
platform in the middle of the classroom for a duel between two student fighters.
According to the protocol of the ‘fight club,’ the first one who falls onto the
ground is the loser. When the combat commences, the old electric fans are
switched on and the three fast spinning blades of each fan not only limit
tremendously the space for the participants’ movement but also create danger.
A sense of claustrophobia is thus created with only a small amount of light
coming into the small room, which makes the venue appear to be more

restrictive.

As the film moves on, a story unfolds of an educated young man who is
mistakenly sent to the problematic school and coerced to conform to the culture
of the ‘fight club.” The social values and norms reflected in the culture are akin
to that of the gangster world shared among gangster heroes in film. What is of
significance to note is the hybrid form of the iconography of the hero that not
only comprises elements of noirish cinema but also the aesthetic style of the
local city comics, which eventually undercuts the cinematic convention of

realism.

While sometimes the noir convention is not borrowed consciously throughout
the cinematic history of Hong Kong, the *80s saw the wider use of noirish
elements in gangster film that enabled the cinema to take on a more realistic
approach in depicting the underworld of Hong Kong. This observation does not
rule out other forms of appropriation of the classical elements in local cinema.
The parodic treatment of the noirish elements that I discuss above may be better
described as a phenomenon of ‘transculturation,” which is an idea that Sojoung
Kim derives from her reading of Korean action films that are born into a

‘contact zone’ saturated with the generic elements of Japanese ‘hwalkuk,’ or
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“Western action in the Japanese context.” (71) Kim resists the ‘territorial
nation-bound claims....about the genre’ and proposes to remove the analysis of
the films from the constraints of genre analysis. (72) She draws on Mary Louise
Pratt’s work on the phenomenon of cultural transformation and explains that the
‘contact zone’ refers to a site where subordinated or marginal groups of people
select and invent from materials transmitted to them by a dominant or
metropolitan culture. (73) To a large extent, the cinema of Hong Kong is also
situated in this ‘contact zone’ where ‘transculturation®—the re-investment of
noirish elements—of some classical elements of Hollywood cinema may take
place. What I want to further develop from Kim’s analysis of genre as the
‘contact zone’ is that the role of subordination of a local culture may be
contested, transformed and reversed through a process of re-narrativization in a

hybrid form of cinema that I shall further discuss in the next chapter.

In the last two decades of the 20™ century, after the question of Hong Kong’s
reunification with China had been raised, the noirish elements were mostly
employed in three popular categories of films—ghost films, as a hybrid of
horror and kung-fu films; gangster films, as a hybrid of Hong Kong action film
and American film noir; and films that embody fantastic elements as a hybrid of
detective films, kung-fu films, melodrama and film noir. I shall further explore
the first and third categories in later chapters in terms of the generic instability
that is intrinsic to the hybridization of the film forms and narratives. My
contention is that it is of more importance to identify and examine the
incorporation of elements of classical film noir which blurs the distinctive
characteristics of the films. This is in order to supplement the study of noirish
Hong Kong films with a diachronic review of the way in which the noirish
elements are reinvested rather than re-produced, and to explore the significance
of hybridizing generic elements of mainstream film narrative as a practice that
offers a nuance of the audience’s reception of the ideologically complicit text.
This not only solicits them to reread the films but also contests the constitution

of the cinematic convention.

Hong Kong cinema has never borrowed classical film noir in its entirety;
however, noirish elements have been used or re-used in various ways. Offering
a diachronic review of the ways in which the generic elements are most widely

used in the next chapter, I attempt to develop an understanding of the
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differences that are adopted in local cinema with the generic markers. Such
discussion points to a direction of exploring a new tendency of recent Hong
Kong cinema that features stories regarding situations of crises—personal,
social and/or political—in a noirish film form, and a film strategy of a
subversive nature that enhances the creative potential of reflexivity which
solicits the active collaboration of the spectator in negotiating the possibility of

self-understanding as the subject of the operation of knowing and evaluating.

Following the above review of the more conscious application of the noirish
clements in recent Hong Kong cinema, I propose to further examine the
significance of the generic workings with reference to the hybrid form of the
cinema that gives rise to new ways of presentation. It can be seen from the use
and reuse of the filmic device in recent Hong Kong cinema that there is
something typically noirish and profoundly non-American. This is the
permeation of the social vision that results from a film strategy that solicits self-
conscious reflection on the relation between an individual and society; between
the historical narrative and the historical subject; and between the text and the
spectator. This is achieved by the reinvestment of noirish elements that initially
functions as a disguise to facilitate genre expectation by addressing the
weakness of the citizenry feeling through the noir cinematography of the ‘dark’
city. The noirish cinematography plays an important role in constituting the
diegetic representation of the city as increasingly divorced from the stable social
structure. This lures the spectator into assuming a position—or letting the
spectator be fixed into a viewing position—in the course of his or her
understanding of the social malaise and the crises. When the spectator is
exposed to the workings of the filmic and cinematic structure in a process that I
shall describe as pastiche, they are also disoriented from the cinematic
identification with the heroes and/or heroines. This can also be seen as a
process of demystification of fictional films. That is to say, after the noirish
form of the cinema has established a crisis situation in which the viewer is
interpellated to take up a position as a subject of colonial history, a detour of
cinematic identification also takes place. By both engaging and disengaging the
spectator, certain films solicit the viewing subject to shift or change his or her
subjective position. I shall explain in later chapters that this phenomenon
results from a process of pastiche, through which the spectator-subject is

situated at a precise point where sense is not produced in the conventional way.
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Through the examination of the way in which the contemporary use of the
popular form is differed and deferred, I want to find out if a kind of self-
reflexive spectatorial response may be derived. In my later discussion, recent
Hong Kong cinema will not be viewed as the medium that consolidates or fixes
a pre-determined subject position for the spectator. It is, however, taken
seriously as the medium that facilitates an endless process of contestation which

enhances the possibility of negotiating the positioning of the spectator-subject.

Critical Writings on Identity and Crisis

Stokes and Hoover introduce the idea that Swordsman II alludes to Hong Kong
people’s despair regarding Hong Kong’s reunification with the mother country
after the dreadful June 4th Incident in 1989 in Beijing. They say, “Like those
in the colony swept up by the Tiananmen Square effect, a manic condition that
had people looking for any exit, Asia’s suicide symbolizes her desire to get out
no matter what the price.” (74) Chun-bong Ng purports that Hong Kong
people’s disillusionment with the socio-political transformation scheduled for
1997 was reflected in Hong Kong films as he posits the cinema as a cultural
product that explicates a social phenomenon. New themes were therefore
derived regarding the imminent socio-political change of Hong Kong, the bleak
future of the city, and the anxiety about the future of the city under a new
government. (75) Ain-ling Wong describes 4 Hero Never Dies, the last film
from the dark trilogy of Johnnie To and Ka-fai Wai, as a vivid expression of the
identity crisis of Hong Kong people, which articulates feelings of despair,
pessimism and anguish. (76) Cheuk-to Li states that recent Hong Kong cinema
conveys a sense of hopelessness in response to the changeover through
cinematic genre practices. For him, the use of police and gangster thrillers for

this purpose was notable in 1996. (77) He says,

“In fact, as the 1997 deadline closes in, Hong Kong cinema was closing in on
Hong Kong itself, increasingly focusing on the theme of an almost desperate
hopelessness in films....The Log unfolds over New Year’s Eve 1996, ending in
tragedy. The allegorical intent evident in the theme of limited time is

unmistakable. The allegory in Beyond Hypothermia sticks out even more, in the
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scene where the killer pursues the heroine in the back alleyways, she counts the
bullets, emphasizing the digits “nine”, “seven”, “six”, “four” (referring to 1997
and the June-Fourth Incident). The climatic scene of bloodletting is even more
hysterical, all pointing to a fatalistic theme of no escape. Both films were
somewhat incompatible with the tenor of the times and seemed anachronistic.”

(78)

The above quotation represents one of many regarding the changeover and the
1997 problem that were not only seen by the critic as a socio-political crisis but
also a fatal event or tragedy. For them the mainstream cinema, to a large extent,
reflects the social psyche of the people in relation to the socio-political change
that causes anxiety. When the critics posit the cinema as a medium that is
passively reflecting the social psyche, they nurture a presumption that the
cinematic practice is causally related to the change, and that this process reflects
a linear construction of the concept of time. In other words, they have not
considered thoroughly that the cinematic activity may discursively deconstruct
representations and negotiate meanings. In most of the critical writings on
recent Hong Kong cinema, the discussion revolves around two types of
emotional responses from the film characters to the alarming socio-political
change. The above quotation reveals Li’s thoughts regarding the cinematic
representation of Hong Kong people’s more negative response toward the
colony’s reunification with its mother country. In the same discussion, Li also
quotes examples of people’s more positive reactions. For instance, he describes
Big Bullet (1996) and First Option (1996) as part of a group of films that
confirm ‘Hong Kong’s status in 1996 and make a positive response to Hong
Kong’s future post-1997." (79) Stephen Teo also expresses a similar idea
regarding a positive portrayal of the changeover. He quoted a review by Tin
Long in “Current Reviews” published by the Hong Kong Film Critics Society
(80), which suggests that the animated Chinese Ghost Story (1997) produced by
Hark Tsui is an allegory of Hong Kong people’s changing attitude towards the
1997 issue. This citation reveals that the critic agrees that Hong Kong people
are ‘resuming their rightful identities’ in the course of the changeover and has
noted that the film is a remark on the people of Hong Kong who have come to

terms with the transformation. Passing 1997, Teo explains that Tsui no longer



sees the 1997 issue as a problem but Tsui ponders the possible problems that lie
ahead. Teo describes,

1997 being the year of the handover, the event did not go unnoticed as fodder
for allegory in a motley [sic] of films released before and after the
handover....As the event passed into reality and things since then have not lived
up to predictions, whatever allegory was intended got lost amidst the hoopla and
sententiousness. Still, one critic had this to say about the animated A Chinese
Ghost Story, for example: “Retreating from the Door of Reincarnation is indeed
obvious (Hong Kong Chinese giving up on immigration and resuming their
rightful identities), and (Tsui Hark’s) intent can also be seen in the frolicking
Hades (isn’t Hong Kong’s prosperity also transient?), the Black Mountain
Monster (Big Shot from the north) who demands worship (the ghost of Mao?)
and the people who would rather walk with ghosts.” Tsui himself has said,

“Now, it’s no longer a question of 1997 but more a question of our future.’ (81)

The reason why I cite these critical writings at length is that they demonstrate
four preconceptions regarding Hong Kong cinema that may be seen as flawed.
Firstly, the critics’ observations place excessive emphasis on the directors’
creative input. Hence, the empirical observation of the directors’ intentions and
thoughts are subsequently taken as equivalent to that of the Hong Kong
audience in general. This presumption easily leads to the second one, which
sees the crisis represented or allegorized in the films as the spectator-subjects’
own predicament that they also experience in real life. Thirdly, many critics
consider the subject of the film text and the spectator-subject as stable. Their
apriori theory of subject is questionable as it assumes that the subject is
completely determined by an outside force, and that the subject constituted
socially is not capable of resistance. It therefore begs the question of whether
subjectivity is stable by its very nature. Lastly, their discussions assume a pre-
established unity between the cinematic representation and the audience’s
interpretation, which rules out the possibility that there may be different ways of
seeing the films. In the subsequent chapters, I shall look at the issue of cultural
identity crisis and its relation to recent Hong Kong cinema from a different

point of view.
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I take on two aspects of Foucault’s idea of subject, which refers to, firstly, a
passive role of subjugation; and secondly, an active role of the subject in the
production of one’s own subjectivity. Margaret A. McLaren notes that in
French the words Foucault uses for subject—sujet and assujettissement—
throughout History of Sexuality Vol. 1, have the dual meaning of subjecting and
subjugating, and of constraining and compelling. (82) Taking on Foucault’s
analysis on the constitution of subject and his critical approach which posits the
subject as actively performing the subjugation, I propose to re-examine the
notion of identity here, and in the following chapters I shall explore a concept of
différance and critique the category of identity. My premise is that identity is a
locus of multiple and variable positions which are made available in the social
field by historical process. This implies extrinsic reasons, forces or factors that
exist outside the subject who may reformulate his or her conception of self from
time to time. The historical understanding of identity involved should be seen
as a consequence of subjectification through which a person assumes
subjectivity discursively in the form of political consciousness. If the
conception of a particular historical event or time is taken as a variable, it may
change in accordance with the mutable notion of self. Under such
circumstances, the subject involved is never entirely passively engaged in
making sense of the self. The issue of identity crisis should, therefore, not be
addressed as a one-way process as if the subject did not resist any established
thoughts. I shall purport that subjectification is a complex experience of
determination and struggles, and a process of continuing negotiation of external
pressures and internal resistance. The reason why film text is chosen for this
discussion is that I propose a model of human subject that posits acts of self-
narration as fundamental to the emergence and reality of that subject. Paul
Ricoeur’s explanation of the relation between narrative and self in Philosophy
Today brings forth an essential point of the question about the self as subject.

He says

“...our own existence cannot be separated from the account we can give of
ourselves. It is in telling our own stories that we give ourselves an identity. We
recognize ourselves in the stories we tell about ourselves. It makes little
difference whether these stories are true or false, fiction as well as verifiable

history provides us with an identity.” (83)

46




Ricoeur’s emphasis, as Anthony Paul Kerby explains, is that the self is a being
of reflexivity coming to him/herself in narrational acts. (84) What I seek to
examine is not merely the way in which the human subject finds expression for
him/herself in language or narrative. Rather, I shall devote considerable space
to discuss a special type of narrative of recent Hong Kong cinema in which self
is enabled to negotiate meaning and identity. Since the constitution of identity
is not achieved outside the mediated expression of self within the narrative,
there is no room for any negotiation except by deconstruction of the film text.
That is to say, only by being engaged in a process of disillusionment with the
old way of knowing and expressing the self, can the subject be more open to
new insights into the question of identity. Self, as Kerby suggests, is not some
precultural or presymbolic entity that is unchangeable. Rather, ‘self’ is a
ceaseless becoming which requires many positions that the discoursing subject
may occupy and therefore effect differences to the discursive practice. In the
following, I start the inquiry in relation to two questions. Firstly, what gives the
people of Hong Kong their essential nature, and thus their continuity through
time? Secondly, what makes Hong Kong people appear to be the same or

different in cinematic representations before and after decolonization?

Many people residing in Hong Kong in the middle of the last century were not
natives. They either moved to Hong Kong from mainland China after the
Second World War or during the Cultural Revolution, or they were/are born to
the Chinese families that had crossed the border from China to the colony. For
a long time, the people who immigrated to Hong Kong did not think of Hong
Kong as home, and they did not develop or adopt a Hong Kong Chinese identity
immediately. Before the Japanese invasion of China prior to 1941, there were
lots of films produced in Hong Kong that promoted patriotism and reinforced a
Chinese national identity instead of a colonial one. It was not until the *50s, in
films such as In the Face of Demolition (1953), that some films began to solicit
people to embrace Hong Kong as home and move on with their lives. Hong
Kong films might not reflect the patriotic fervour in full detail, however, news
about the activists’ political movements in Hong Kong revealed the love of
many Hong Kong people for their mother country during the *50s and the *60s.
Issues about Chinese identity surfaced when the colonial government

suppressed the nationalistic movements in the *60s and the *70s that called on
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overseas support, respectively, for the Chinese Cultural Revolution and for the
protection of Chinese national integrity when Japan confiscated a Chinese
island called Diaoyutai. After the colonial government’s intervention, Hong
Kong people pulled away from a Chinese mainland identity to a Hong Kong

Chinese identity. As generations passed the old immigrants became deeply

rooted in Hong Kong and the booming economy brought prosperity and stability.

As a result, a cultural identity for Hong Kong people gradually took shape.
Hong Kong people began to acknowledge one shared culture around the *70s.
Borrowing Stuart Hall’s terminology, I shall describe this cultural identity as ‘a
sort of collective “one true self”, hiding inside the many other, more superficial
or artificially imposed ‘selves’, which people with a shared history and ancestry
hold in common.” (85) The shared history, I want to stress, is the colonial

history.

It can be seen that Hong Kong people had been taking on new identities in the
second half of the 20™ century—a Chinese national, a British citizen, a colonial
subject, and a Hong Kong Chinese. The cultural identities of Hong Kong
people have been undergoing transformations since the Second World War.
Such changes were largely due to the fact that the people need to re-position
themselves in the narratives of the past. After all, in recent history, the
changeover of the sovereignty of Hong Kong from Britain to China scheduled
for 1997 was the most influential incident in Hong Kong’s history that the
people had ever experienced. In the ’80s, as soon as the Joint Declaration
between Britain and China had laid out a blueprint for the changeover, Hong
Kong people started to negotiate their cultural identity in the run up to 1997. In
the last two decades of the last century, Hong Kong people were driven to
reflect on their colonial experiences and have granted the notion of identity a
sense of continuity through time. When the people acknowledge the national
and colonial history, it suggests that the readers of history have identified with
the historical subject noted in the historical narrative. Similarly, the people’s
identification with the historical subject of a story told in a film, the news, a
history book, or a television documentary is also an act to assume the identity

embodied in the subject.
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My discussion of the negotiation of the cultural identity in Hong Kong shall
demonstrate that the positioning of Hong Kong ‘Chineseness’ should not be
seen as fixed. Kwai-cheung Lo interestingly develops a theory of ‘double
negation’ which argues that the formation of local identity in the Hong Kong
cinema results from a process of double negation in which change is eventually

impossible. Lo says,

“What I mean by negation of negation in the process of Hong Kong identity
reformation is not exactly that of a loss and its recuperation...the particularity of
the Hong Kong subject has been evacuated in the postcolonial era, this vacuity
therefore provides the best opportunity for the regaining of the unique self.
Rather, double negation changes almost nothing in itself, but it only self-
referentially repeats what it already was in itself. By negation, the symbolic
Hong Kong subject portrays itself as something beyond Chinese national
identity and then holds onto this negative position. Yet reunification with China
makes the Hong Kong subject aware that such position is no longer tangible
[sic].” (86)

Lo considers the constitution of the cultural identity as part of the event of the
changeover, which took place in line with the socio-political transformation of
Hong Kong. He argues that Hong Kong people, who had developed a negative
response towards the imminent change, negated the Chinese national identity
that the changeover implied. The purpose of the first negation, therefore, served
to develop a more complacent sense of cultural identity distinct from the
Chinese national identity. The second negation is a consequence of the first one,
which happens after the people are disillusioned by the fact that the ‘symbolic’
identity that was assumed to be something more than the Chinese national
identity is not ‘tangible’. The process of the double negation, according to Lo,

reveals a vain hope to resolve the situation of crisis.

Lo’s theory prompts me to raise a few questions: whether the constitution of a
cultural identity is continuous; whether an established sense of self disappears at
times of change; and whether a newer identity can completely replace an older
one. In the limited space above, I have already traced the development of the
cultural identity of Hong Kong after the Second World War. It can be seen that
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the cultural identity has been multi-faceted, heterogeneous and ever-changing. I
shall argue that the constitution of cultural identity is a process of ceaseless
becoming. This contradicts Lo’s idea of ‘vacuity’ which refers to a state of
mind of Hong Kong people in which they momentarily do not register any sense
of cultural identity. Since the formulation of an identity always takes place
through a unifying action of narration within a discursive construct, as long as
people communicate through forms of language, sign or code, the process of
ideological representation of the identity always goes on. Under such
circumstances, a ‘vacuity’ would be very unlikely to derive. I shall propose to
modify Lo’s theory of negation that should be taken as a force of resistance and
a part of the process of ceaseless becoming. If Lo’s scenario of negation is a
valid description of the process through which the cultural identity is constituted,
the act of canceling a former identity will be exclusionary. What the
exclusionary practice achieves is that it ties categories to one’s identity. As a
result, it constitutes ideas of sameness or homogeneity. To avoid seeing the
subject as a single category, I shall propose an alternative way to examine the
constitution of subjectivity (or the process of subjectification) as a ceaseless act

of contestation that invests on an idea of différance. (87)

The authors of City on Fire, Lisa Odham Stokes and Michael Hoover, speak of
a type of Hong Kong film that deploys a deconstructed narrative to blur
character identities and merges character perspectives in order to question the
stable notion of identity. (88) What must be addressed is the purpose of
destabilization rather than the destabilized object. Examination of the film
strategy and the resultant spectatorial response will thus be a pivotal concern
throughout the later chapters. Such investigation begs to question whether the
deconstruction of narrative is correlated with the constitution of cultural identity.
What is so complex and intriguing about this discussion is that disruption may
be paradoxically intrinsic to the process of creation of the film text. The issue
of disruptive strategy immediately involves an important aspect of the cinema in
my discussion, which is the spectator-screen relation. I shall argue that the
purpose of deconstruction of narrative is deferral of the normal course of the act
of spectating that enables the spectator-subject to reread the ideologically
complicit text in a self-conscious way. This film strategy offers space for an act

of contestation, which constantly critiques the notions of history, self and
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identity. This implies that the constitution of cultural identity by its very nature
may not be a smooth and linear process. Therefore, the changeability and
flexibility of the process of repositioning the self is better described by another
word, negotiation, rather than constitution. By negotiation, I refer to an act of
self-introspection that is engaged in an aberrant cinematic practice that enables

the spectator-subject to reread the representation of identity and its constitution.

In the run up to 1997, the cinema in Hong Kong employed the recurrent theme
of diminishing sense of self. Films in which characters confront situations of
crises have been selected for my discussion. Three of the films—City of Glass,
The Private Eye Blue, and Happy Together—are set in Hong Kong as it faces
the challenges of the changeover. Hong Kong people’s feelings of uncertainty
and anxiety in the face of the socio-political change are mostly described as an
irresolvable problem. For instance, losing faith, the noir heroes of The Private
Eye Blue and Happy Together have withdrawn from their normal city life in the
hope of forgetting their problems. They do not realize, almost until it is too late,
that their only recourse is to reposition their identities—personal, social and
historical. The mother and the daughter of City of Glass, at the turning point of
the colonial history of Hong Kong, are both confused about their historical
identities as ethnic Chinese and British subjects. Other films that I shall
examine, like 92 Legendary La Rose Noir (Joseph Chan,1992) and Swordsman
11, also describe identity crises. They include the crises of a modern social
warrior, who has lost her memory; and of a transvestite-transsexual swordsman
of ancient China, who struggles to surrender his male identity because of love.
Examining these films in the following chapters, I shall first question the
ideologically complicit discourse of identity that suppresses difference; and then
raise concerns about the strategy which defers and critiques the meaning of self.
I shall purport that the diegetic description of the socio-political crisis is
interwoven into the films under the manifestation of the strategy, which does
not reinforce the concept of crisis as negative. I shall examine this film strategy
in greater detail with reference to a discursive practice that defers and differs
meanings in The Private Eye Blue. This strategy, I shall explain, not only
admits the return of the repressed but also critiques representations that
constitute ideologically complicit text. It adopts a tactic that seeks to present

the unrepresented and resist the master-narrative. In my later explanation, the
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unrepresented is known as the ‘dangerous supplement’ that comes back from
the margin to challenge the centre. Also the cinematic practice shall be

described as a play on genre expectation and a play on spectatorial identification.

The reuse of the generic elements of film noir is seen as essential in each one of
these cases in which appropriation of the classical elements defer/differ
spectatorial identification by blurring the temporal, spatial, generic and/or
gender boundaries. My contention is that the conventional understanding of
film noir as a narrowly defined classical film genre should be re-examined. The
way in which the hybridization of the classical elements, that crosses generic,
discursive and national boundaries in Hong Kong cinema raises questions about
many film noir critics’ presumption that film noir is a distinct category. I shall
demonstrate that the re-investment of film noir in recent Hong Kong cinema is a
much more complex phenomenon which engages the contemporary Hong Kong
audience firstly in identifying with the protagonists who are seen as ‘symptoms’
(89) in the classical genre. Then, the films alienate them from the cinematic
identification in order to solicit a self-reflexive reading of the cinema and of the
concepts of identity and history. When the spectator is solicited and enabled to

reread the film text, he or she is enabled to negotiate the sense of self and

identity.

The above-mentioned cinematic practice not only opens new avenues of self-
conscious reading of the film text but also increases the spectator’s awareness of
self by offering him or her a choice of not complying with the normal course of
cinematic identification. In my discussion of The Private Eye Blue in Chapter
Four, I shall take on Lacan’s notion of gaze and suggest that the spectators may
negotiate and shift their positions of identification in what I shall call a “third
place’. Such analysis will serve as the basis of my discussion on a case of
misrecognition demonstrated in my review of Swordsman II in Chapter Five. In
Chapter Six, I shall introduce the term ‘dis-emplotment’ and describe how the
film strategy shatters the complacency of the centred subject and frees the
spectator-subject from being passively engaged in the ideologically complicit

text.
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Normally, the cinema of ideologically complicit text lifts up unpleasant feelings
that result from some intolerable experience for the protagonists—and the
spectator in the course of cinematic identification—to overcome the impact of
the crisis. A different situation may arise if the illusive impression fabricated by
the story does not take effect under the influence of the aberrant film strategy.
In such a case, the spectator of these films may face the socio-political crisis
portrayed in the film head on when the ideological complicit narrative does not
function in a conventional way. Without expecting it, they are once again
exposed to the situation that they want to evade, and must negotiate meanings
and identities for as long as they are still engaged in the cinematic practice.

Kerby speaks of a type of situation that inspires this kind of self-understanding,

which is a crisis situation that challenges the subject to face questions of identity.

(90) The return of the repressed feelings resulting from the impact of the crisis
is what I would describe, in Kerby’s terminology, as a turning point in our
routine behaviour at which the cinematic practice calls for self-appraisal. 1 shall
discuss this new tendency of cinema as an effect of dis-identification, which
prompts the spectator-subject to shift positions of identification freely between
the diegetic and the extradiegetic levels. In Chapter Four, my discussion of the
‘third place’ will demonstrate the way in which the spectator-subject is
interpellated to traverse the extra-diegetic space and hence negotiate meanings
and identities. With Swordsman II in Chapter Five, | shall further discuss the
properties of the ‘third place.” The deployment of a star image that confuses the
placing of the spectators in relation to a character by emphasizing the extra-
diegetic spectator-star identification within the diegesis in Swordsman II is
considered as another example which interpellates the spectator-subject to

traverse the extra-diegetic space for the same purpose.

In Kerby’s discussion of the relation between self and narrative, he sees human
existence as temporal because human beings are collectively and individually
embedded in an ongoing history. He argues that the meaning of the past is not
something fixed and final but is something continually refigured and updated in
the present. He stresses that if we need to grasp an understanding of our
existence, we must consider rereading the concepts of temporality and history.
(91) 1t is, therefore, through a unifying action of narration, which relates an

understanding of self to his or her experiences in the past and the expectations
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for the future, that meanings and concepts of identity are produced. The focus
of my analysis, however, is not on understanding human experience and
historical reality which is represented in a linear order of temporality. Rather,
my film analyses offer a new way of rereading history as fragments of
‘perpetual present.” (92) Presenting a case of dis-emplotment, in contrast with
Paul Riceour’s idea of emplotment, I shall argue against Jameson’s proposition
which states that postmodern cinema—in the disappearance of the sense of
history—is leading the spectator-subject astray by allowing him or her to
surrender the capacity of retaining his or her own past. The film strategy of City
of Glass that critiques the ideological representation of history (93) will be seen
as a means to differ and defer meanings rather than a means of destroying the
history of human civilization. This strategy does not aim to destroy history, but
delegitimizes it; it does not constrain interpretation, but contests it; it does not

negate identities, but negotiates them.

In my analysis of Happy Together in Chapter Seven, I resist an idea that is
shared among Hong Kong critics (94) who give disproportionate emphasis to
the significance of the nostalgic elements of Hong Kong films in achieving a
goal of ‘reconstructing identities.” For instance, Natalia Sui-hung Chan stresses
that nostalgia ‘awakens the sense of social belonging as well as the search for
cultural identity.” (95) In her conception of subject, she has assumed that the
film viewers are passively engaged in cinematic activity in which they ‘derive a
certain kind of satisfaction when they come across, struggle [sic], and finally
overcome the difficulties of the past as it is projected on the flat screen.’ (96)
She continues to explain that ‘the nostalgic past that is stylized in the films
shows the audience who they are, what they are about and whither they go.” (97)
It is not clear whether the spectator-subject rewrites the ‘history of the past,’ or

the films do.

In claiming that self is a product of action, my analysis shall purport that the
cinema actively involves the spectator-subject in its aberrant discursive strategy,
which solicits the subject to reread meanings and identities. Reconstitution, or
what I prefer to call negotiation, of identities thus arises from an act of
contestation produced by this discursive practice. Instead of the notion of

nostalgia, my focus of analysis will be the present act of recollection which
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relates our past to our present and future. By the term pastiche I shall explain,
contrary to Jameson’s negative stance, that this cinematic device revamps the
conventional understanding of temporality by compressing different temporal
entities built in to the narrative and by blurring the temporal boundaries. That is
to say, the cinema not only recovers the past, but it also increases awareness of
the present that makes self-introspection and reflection possible. Such a
discursive practice allows the subject to break through, differ and defer their
ideologically complicit understanding of self. My understanding of pastiche is
the basis on which I shall demonstrate that the aberrant strategy—which
considers history as fragmentation of time or a series of ‘perpetual presents’—
contributes positively to the negotiation of self and identity. Since the
experience of temporal disunification frees the subject of history from the
narrative of the ideologically complicit text, the spectator-subject not only
becomes aware of the illusory representation of history but also the processes of
signification and interpretation. From Chapter Four onwards, this thesis shall
explore the spectator-screen relation that derives an ideologically self-conscious

reading of cinema.

In the next chapter, I shall discuss the use and re-use of the noirish elements in
Hong Kong cinema as a consequence of generic transculturation. The cinematic
form of film noir has been malleable since its inception. The main challenge of
discussing the generic role of the classical cinematic elements is that the
concept of ‘noir’ as a category remains contestable. While it is almost
impossible to qualify film noir as a distinct genre, it is also impossible to deny
that the cinema audience may derive a sense of expectation regarding the cluster
of filmic characteristics that were dominant and/or recurrent. Although it seems
that there is an order of genre that manifests itself, the specific structure of the
form and narrative or the law of the genre has never been concretized. My
following discussion will revolve around the fact that films noirs do not
transform according to a similar order as if there were a rule of law of film
production. This avoids creating a misunderstanding that Hong Kong noirish

films are made in an American style.
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Chapter Two

Hong Kong Cinema and Its Reinvestment of Film Noir

The subject of film noir has preoccupied a formidable range of Anglo-American
critics in debates on the nature of classical film noir as a genre, cycle,
movement, style and mode of production. This chapter shall offer a diachronic
review of these debates and reassess the influence of foreign hard-boiled fiction,
which also influenced American cinema, on Chinese culture. Such discussion
paves the way for an analysis of the complex phenomenon of genre
transculturation in China and Hong Kong throughout the last century. Starting
from an observation that classical genre theory delimits a genre within the
constraints of that specific genre, I shall contest the presumption that the noirish
cinema of Hong Kong is a single phenomenon derived from American cinema
and that the generic distinction of a film text determines the meaning(s) of the

text.

My contention is that classical generic categories that are brought into an order
of the same are constituted within a convention or through a consensus which
eventually establishes a tendency of stabilizing meanings. Film noir that is
seen as related to a fixed category of film narratives, characterizations and
visual styles will be reassessed in later chapters in terms of the operation of
différance—which refers to the way in which the constitution of meanings is

dependent on generic characteristics that are different.

Such a perspective gives rise to a new way of understanding film noir as a
cinematic form that allows the signifiers to supplement and give meanings that
are not entailed by the original structure. In accordance with the practice of
reusing classical noirish elements, this approach may look at the meanings ‘to
come’ that have been deferred. I propose to examine this aspect of the
cinematic practice in particular, as it reveals that there is instability within the
practice.  Such instability, which has been fundamental, founding and
irreducible to the formulation of American film noir since its birth, gives insight
into the politics of difference that is key to understanding the re-use of the

noirish elements in contemporary Hong Kong cinema.
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American film noir has established an immediate narrative process of
expectation and anticipation by circulating narrative images, styles and mood.
Raymond Borde and Etienne Chaumeton would describe the process as
‘disorienting’. In “Towards a Definition of Film Noir,” (1) they say that all the
components of film noir yield the same result, which is ‘disorienting the
spectator, who can no longer find the familiar reference points,” from the
conventions of the American films. Essential to the ‘disorienting’ effect of the
historical genre that was characteristic of the cinema’s response to the unstable
social and cultural atmosphere of the American postwar period is the playing
movement. The ‘disorienting’ effect is invoked in recent Hong Kong cinema
and it produces differences which give rise to the conception of the feelings of
anxiety and fear. The effect refers to the intertextual inferences drawn by and
on classical film noir that differs the understanding of films under the effect of
cinematic conventions such as a logical development of the action, a clear
distinction between good and evil, well-defined characters, a beautiful heroine
and an honest hero, as Borde and Chaumeton cite. (2) This chapter seeks to
identify or trace the various ways at different periods of time, that Hong Kong
cinema borrows noirish elements in mainstream cinema and creates another
type of disorienting effect. 1 consider that the term ‘disorienting’ requires
further probing. Prior to or during ‘disorienting,” does the cinema engage the
audience in identifying themselves with the protagonists? To what extent does
cinematic identification give pleasure if the spectator-subject is ultimately

disoriented? What is the textual intention of ‘disorienting?’

The diegetic description of the crisis is usually known as being shaped in the
collective imaginary of Hong Kong in the years before and after the 1997
changeover as a reflection of the social psyche or of displeasure in the critical
writings. My discussion suggests a different reading which suggests a different
angle for rereading the function of noirish cinema as a generic marker. Key to
understanding the phenomenon is a film strategy that destabilizes, differs and
defers the interpretation of crises—personal, social, political and/or cultural—
by soliciting self-conscious rereading of suffering, evil, fate, chance and fortune.
This interpretation is enhanced by the noirish representation, and actually

amounts to a critique of the representation and an act of negotiation of the
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meaning. That is to say, such a strategy simultaneously evokes genre
expectation as the film invokes noir stylistics and themes, and then differs and
defers the conception of the crises as tragic in nature by exposing the workings
of the genre amalgamation and the ideological function of the cinematic
discourse. The tragic vision of films noirs has been incorporated, and
henceforth mutated and transformed in the reuse of noirish elements in recent
Hong Kong cinema. It invokes a network of ideas regarding a world perceived
by the audience in association with the moods of claustrophobia, paranoia,
despair and nihilism. In the meantime, such preconceived ideas about the
historical genre are evoked by the appropriation of noir stylistics and themes.
Therefore, noirishness, as it will be explained from Chapter Four onwards, is
both an affect and an agent that contrives a self-reflexive rereading of the tragic
vision and of the conventional comprehension of reality. When the practice of
genre amalgamation adopts the visual impact of the noirish film form, the film
turns itself into a playing field of ‘fatal’ misrecognition or a site of question.
The experience of misrecognition is derived by the spectator when he or she is
both engaged in the cinematic identification and is also allowed to stray away
from and come back to the point of identification. This experience foregrounds
the way in which the viewer’s presence is implicated in the narrative when the
protagonists accept the tragic consequences of their actions and become figures
par excellence for negotiation of a new vision of culture. Such discussion paves
the way for a discussion on the film strategy as a reinvestment of film noir,
which restages the intertextual relay of film noir in the form of a play of
difference. The play of intertextuality of recent Hong Kong cinema is more
complicated than that of classical film noir. While the latter has been analyzed
extensively in terms of its textual interplay between the generic differences of
classical Hollywood cinema, nevertheless, the complex mixing of genres in
Hong Kong cinema requires more critical attention on the changing relations
between the texts of the cinemas—the global and the local—and between the
audiences and the texts due to the fact that the mixing not only crosses national
boundaries but also cultural boundaries. This discussion opens avenues to
explore the possibility of developing a new understanding of Hong Kong
Culture in the anticipation of 1997.
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Genre and the Generic

In the following discussion of genre transculturation, I shall draw upon
Derrida’s account to support the particular approach to generic stability and
instability that I am exploring in Hong Kong ‘noirish’ cinema. When Derrida
says repeatedly that ‘genres are not to be mixed,” what he stresses is that the
word genre should not be mentioned as if it is a legitimate framework that
endows meanings. Key to the analysis of the role of genre in culture becomes
the choice of interpretive options rather than the formulation of a particular
framework. For Derrida, a method of classification or of the fixing of a genre is

merely hypothetical. He explains,

“As long as I release these utterances (which others might call speech acts) in a
form yet scarcely determined, given the open context out of which I have just let
them be grasped from ‘my’ language—as long as I do this, you may find it
difficult to choose among several interpretative options. They are
legion....They form an open and essentially unpredictable series....you may be
tempted by two different genres of hypothesis....As soon as the word ‘genre’ is
sounded, as soon as it is heard, as soon as one attempts to conceive it, a limit is
drawn. And when a limit is established, norms and interdictions are not far
behind... ‘Do not’ say ‘genre,’ the word ‘genre,’ the figure, the voice, or the
law of genre. And this can be said of genre in all genres, be it a question of a

generic or a general determination of what one calls ‘nature’...” (3)

Derrida describes the interpretive options of the term genre as ‘legion’ or
‘essentially unpredictable’ because the law of genre is after all a ‘hypothesis.’
Since the mentioning of the term genre—as soon as the word genre is uttered—
refers to an act of classification or sorting, the term implies a pre-dominating
use value that defines the generic. That is to say, by the time a rule of genre or
classification is legitimized, the genre prohibits. When genre and order exist as
cultural truth, the order becomes undeniably arbitrary, and hence the law of
genre always invites the question of textual integrity. That is to say, by the time
the relation between the generic and the order is fixed, the rule of genre

becomes gestionable.
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Tzvetan Todorov’s understanding of genres as different combinations of speech
acts converges with Derrida’s theoretical proposition. Thomas O. Beebee also
explains that the myriad of generic elements should be taken as a form which
designates ‘relations between texts.” (4) The most significant point to note
about these relations is that most works can be ‘analyzed in more than one
generic way in order for their messages to have any effective meaning or value.’
(5) That is to say, the idea of genre is changeable over time. Todorov explains
that the concept of genre is malleable because the system of genres operates in

relation to the dominant ideology. He says,

“Genres communicate with the society in which they flourish by means of
institutionalization....for the historian: each era has its own system of genres,
which is in relation with the dominant ideology, etc. Genres, like any other

institution, reveal the constitutive traits of the society to which they belong.” (6)

That is to say, the theory of genre is institutionalized, which leads to an
understanding of the relationships between texts as stable. The purpose of genre
criticism should not, however, be confined to categories of classification and the
relationships that exist between generic elements and between texts. Along this
line of thinking Northrop Frye mentions an essential aspect of genre studies,

which is the relation between the author and the reader. He says,

“The basis of generic distinctions in literature appears to be the radical of
presentation....The basis of generic criticism in any case is rhetorical, in the
sense that the genre is determined by the conditions established between the
poet and his public.” (7)

Although Frye speaks of the basis of generic distinction in literature, his main
point about the ‘radical of presentation’ applies to analyses of the texts of other
cultural genres. His work grounds generic distinction on the established link
between the author and the reader, and gives an insight into the formulation of
an analytical framework that moves the discussion from the formal features of a
cultural genre to the audience-text relations. Such concern about the spectator-
screen relation poses a challenge to the basis of generic distinction that

generalizes the generic activity in a global context.
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Discussion on film noir as a global genre that establishes a stable relationship
with its audiences around the globe may overlook issues like the permutations
of the film form and narrative that cross national boundaries and the changing
relationships between film texts and audiences. Since the American noirish film
form and narrative have recently been more explicitly used in some recent Hong
Kong gangster films, this new tendency of cinema has received more attention
from critics like David Desser and Man-hung Sze, who categorize these films in
an order of the same in their analyses that I shall later discuss. Their assertions
raise the question of whether Hong Kong noirish films are simply copies of
American film noir. My approach, therefore, seeks to develop a thorough
understanding of genre transculturation by examining the relation of the
cinematic practice to a type of French detective novel and Shanghai detective
fiction. It is noted that the influence of dectective fiction was passed on to the
cinema across the boundaries of nations and cultural genres. Such an
observation suggests an alternative—possibly but not necessarily—trajectory of
the transformation of the popular narrative form rather than a direct borrowing
of the American genre in Hong Kong. As Todorov suggests, the concept of
genre is changeable over time due to the fact that the system of genres operates
in relation to the dominant ideology. This chapter shall, therefore, attempt to
focus on the changing relations between the generic elements and ideological

representations, and between film text and audience.

Film Noir as a Cinematic Form

There has not been much discussion on film noir in Hong Kong although there
have been quite a number of noir-related films produced since the *50s. This is
due to the fact that classical film noir has never been faithfully borrowed as a
distinct genre in Hong Kong. Neither have the Hong Kong film industry nor the
producers adopted the term spontaneously in the industry since the birth of the
American film form. This oversight towards the noirish tendency of Hong
Kong cinema also results from discussing or presuming film noir as a single
phenomenon that has a homogenous pattern of cinematic practice. Under such
circumstances, the cultural significance of the cinematic practice that

demonstrates a certain degree of generic instability is neglected. This chapter
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proposes to look at film noir as a cinematic mode that operates beyond the
conventional conceptual framework that delimits the genre as a fixed and stable
category and the origin of the genre as pure. Genre criticism (8) and auteur
theory (9) have been widely applied in critical writing on Hong Kong cinema
for almost half a century. In Hong Kong, both of the approaches serve to
delineate the relationship between the genres and film, and categorize films
according to a group of common generic dominants as if the generic patterns are
all predictable. Under such circumstances, many noir-related films do not
receive enough criticism in Hong Kong, although the cinematic practice has
remained culturally significant, especially during the *90s and at the turn of the
century. Therefore, the hybrid form of cinematic activity requires further
examination. The discussion of cinematic practice below begins with the
etymology of the term noir. It can be seen from a diachronic review of the
debates that the conception of films noirs as a distinct category is always

considered as problematic.

Noir is a French word which means the colour black. The history of the word
noir can be traced back to the 18" century when roman noir—also a French
term that describes Gothic or terror novels—became popular. The novels were
used to deal with social taboos through comparison of the present and the past,
morality and immorality, open space and confinement, reality and unreality.
The employment of the elements of terror in these novels sought to create doubt
about the future of a world that contained both good and evil. Within the
English language, the classification of the usage of the word noir has been a

critical category.

Film noir was a French term first designated to describe a group of Hollywood
films released in the *40s that include The Maltese Falcon; Double Indemnity;,
Laura; Murder, My Sweet and The Lost Weekend. (10) From the very beginning,
it has been a problematic term. Significant writings on American noir began to
appear in French film journals in the ’40s (11). They specified that the
American films which were not released in France during the Second World
War displayed a new mood of cynicism, pessimism and darkness. Nino Frank
was one of the French critics who first spoke of the dark cinema in 1946. His

notion of noir referred to a police genre. (12) Frank, together with Raymond
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Borde and Etienne Chaumeton, were among the most influential French writers.
(13) In their book-length study of film noir, Panorama Du Film Noir
Américain (14), published in 1955, they purported that film noir was a series
that could be defined as ‘a group of motion pictures from one country sharing
certain traits (style, atmosphere, subject matter...) strongly enough to mark
them unequivocally and to give them, over time, an unmistakable character.’
(15) This idea of film noir was challenged in many ways in the latter part of the
century. It would not be easy for any one of the critics from the *50s to
anticipate then the repercussion that the problematic term would instigate

afterwards.

While French critics like Nino Frank, Jean Pierre Chatier, Borde and
Chaumeton had more investment in the thematic approach of analysis, Positif, a
French left-wing journal, had a deep cultural understanding and evaluation of
film noir, and presupposed that the ‘dark cinema’ had a political agenda that
challenged the dominant social conservatism of the American entertainment
movie. Movie, a British journal, was among the first in film circles which began
to look at film noir as a genre. This was important; for the way in which their
critics emphasized that genre was a practice of film making made possible the
personal expression of directors. (16) The genre approach was once of interest
to many critics in considering film noir as a distinct genre. The theory finally
failed to categorise the extraordinarily amorphous body of film noir as its many
characteristic devices were already conventional to quite a number of American
genres. For instance, the convoluted narrative structure was akin to that of
American crime fiction and drama of the ’30s and ’40s. Furthermore, film
noir’s atmosphere of fear and psychological ambiguity had already been
conventionalized in psychological thrillers. Similarly, low-key lighting was
already a staple of horror films. When the term ‘film noir’ emerged in Europe,
most American movie-goers were not aware of the critical nomenclature and the
industry was not using the term in the processes of film production and

marketing. (17)

In the early *70s, some critics still focused their investigations on genre studies
on the sociological and thematic issues of film noir. Others argued that film

noir was not a distinct genre or series but a ‘transgeneric influence’ on films, or

73



a ‘mood,” which was known to be an emotional and tonal overlay to a generic
text. (18) Also in 1970, Raymond Durgnat who wrote for a British Journal,
Cinema, proposed a formalistic approach that delimited film noir as a motif and
a tone. He argued that film noir was not a genre, unlike the Western and
gangster films. One of his strongest points about film noir is that it takes us into
the realm of classification by motif and tone. (19) In his influential essay,
“Paint it Black: The Family Tree of the Film Noir,” he advanced some major
characteristics of classical film noir. The dominant cycles or motifs, which he
described as the outcome of ‘inevitably imperfect schematizations,” were 11
groups of essential film characters and elements. They included crime (as the
apparent centre of focus), gangster elements, adventures of private eyes and
fugitive criminals, middle class murders, plays on facial and bodily
resemblances, psychopathological behaviours, hostages, blacks and reds, and
horror and fantasy. In the same year, Paul Schrader also wrote the first
important American discussion of film noir. Published a year later, his widely
influential essay, “Notes of Film Noir,” (20) theorized film noir as a style,

which was a slight but important modification of Durgnat’s position.

Schrader asserted that film noir was not defined ‘by conventions of setting and
conflict’ or ‘genre’ but rather by ‘the most subtle qualities of tone and mood.’
(21) Therefore, he refused to argue one critic’s descriptive definition against
another’s. Instead, he suggested four catalytic elements from which the
distinctly noir tonality was drawn. They were post-war disillusionment, post-
war realism, German expressionism, and the American hard-boiled tradition.
One of the purposes of his argument was to negate the assumption that film noir
was necessarily related to crime and corruption. Schrader’s unwillingness to
delimit film noir as ‘conventions of setting’ is shared in my analysis which
seeks to explore the infinite excess of the possibilities of genre mixing. Key to
the legitimation of the genre analysis is the recognition of the intertextual
relation of the distinctly noir tonality to the visual style and narrative structure
that may find roots in German Expressionism, the American hard-boiled
tradition, etc. The same concern applies to the way in which the appropriation
of classical film noir in recent Hong Kong cinema is analyzed. If film noir is,
say for instance, purely characteristic of the depictions of crime and corruption

and thus the deciding criteria of the genre is the generic markers of gangster

74



films, the discussion will beg the question of whether the rule of classification
eliminates any possibility of variation. While the challenge to the generic
classification remains robust, it remains important to identify the noir tonality
and mood of disillusionment that mark the visual style of the cinema as unique

in the development of American cinema.

Schrader’s other contribution of note in the film noir discussion was his
consideration of film noir as an art form, which enabled the film noir debate to
go beyond the assumption of a simple sociological reflection. His effort also
displaced the temporal constraint that the thematic and genre approaches had
imposed on the debate and thus made it possible for the discussion to move
beyond an idea of periodization that conventionally considered 1953 as the end

of the noir period. He said,

“Film noir attacked and interpreted its sociological conditions, and, by the close
of the noir period, created a new artistic world which went beyond a simple
sociological reflection, a nightmarish world of American mannerism which was

by far more a creation than a reflection.” (22)

Schrader’s insightful writing on the style of the film form did not, however,
conclude the debate on the nature of the dark cinema, and the term ‘film noir’
remains problematic. Rather, his work moves the discussion beyond an analysis
of periodization that predetermined 1953 as the end of the noir period and the

making of noirish films.

Recently, Manthia Diawara offered an overview of the diversified accounts of
the noir phenomenon in Joan Copjec’s anthology, Shades of Noir. (23) Among
the different methods of formalist criticism, Diawara comments on feminist
criticism in particular. (24) He points out the limitation of the methodology

which reduces noir criticism to a critique of capitalism or of patriarchy. He says,
“It is clear therefore that formalist criticism of the noir genre runs the risk of

reducing films noirs by noirs to a critique of patriarchy or of capitalism, and

thus of minimizing on the one hand the deconstruction of racism in the renewed
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genre, and on the other hand a delineation of a black way of life in America.”
(25)

Diawara’s main concern is to critique an oversight of the issue of race in the
process by which white critics adopt the term noir. In the same essay he also
critiques that formalism is leading feminist criticism astray and narrowing its
scope of analysis. Recently, the text-based approach of feminist criticism has
come under scrutiny. In “Genre Theory in the Context of the Noir and Post-
Noir Film,” Christopher Orr looks at the potential problem of the critical
writings which discuss film noir texts according to the theme of male
masochism. He critiques the way in which Krutnik’s textual analysis of
classical film noir is grounded in feminist theory of the 70s and ’80s; which
can be seen as an ‘ahistorical’ approach that revolves around the issue of
problematized masculinity. It is said that such an approach begs the question of
whether the contemporary critic has imposed ‘ideological bias’ upon the
original audience of film noir. (26) The question of whether an ‘ahistorical’
approach is required remains unresolved due to the fact that the crisis of
masculinity that was associated with the sociological setting of Americ¢a in the
middle of the last century applies to the analysis of national cinema. This,
however, raises the question of whether the same approach applies to the
analysis of cross-genre practice regarding the appropriation of the noirish
elements in another national cinema. Thus, more in-depth analysis on the

changing audience-text relation is required.

While David Bordwell, Janet Staiger and Kristin Thompson purport that films
noirs are the most deeply problematic group of films produced in Hollywood,
they introduce a very important issue of transgression and subversion that was
not covered in the early theories of film noir. They specify that “(i)ssues of
transgression and subversion, stylization and realism, foreign influence and
domestic genre intersect in that body of work known as film noir.” (27) I agree
that genre transgression refers to the way in which a historical genre is
developed and transformed within the national cinema. When the generic
elements of American films are appropriated in Hong Kong, the transgeneric
activity, however, should not be noted as a type of genre transgression as if the
American genre was fully adopted in Hong Kong a long time ago and further
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developed in the local cinema. The emergence of the noir-related films in Hong
Kong should be specified as a transgression of cultural genres from fiction
imported from France, Britain and America to Chinese fiction, and from

Chinese fiction to the local cinema.

Stephen Neale redefines genre as an instance of the classical Hollywood system
par excellence. For him, genres should not be seen as simply as a category but
‘modes of this narrative system, regulated orders of its potentiality.” (28) His
theory offers instead a notion of classical textual system that is produced from a
volatile combination of ‘disequilibrium’ and ‘equilibrium.” (29) Neale’s
recognition of the dialectic of disequilibrium (elements of excess and difference,
and equilibrium (elements of containment and repetition), not only refreshes our
understanding of the essential function of the overall system, but also the
subversive nature of any cross-genre practice that modifies the system. His
suggestion that the subversive nature of a genre can be measured by referring to
the films’ anti-classical formal attitudes remains influential. His discussion
opens new avenues for further exploration of the variation of films noirs that is
integral to the textual economy of the generic system. His observation on the
‘volatile combination of “disequilibrium” and “equilibrium” of the classical
textual system is key to understanding the dynamic of genre amalgamation
which destabilizes as a concept of genre is fixed. Therefore, rereading of the

concept of genre as both regularized and non-regularized is deemed necessary.

Genre criticism that emphasizes the shared generic settings and conventions
seeks to classify genres into meaningful, mutually exclusive, and exhaustive
categories. Genre mixing, however, cannot be analyzed in such a way which
theoretically presumes an idea of genre purity. Therefore, a change of direction
in genre criticism that deals with genre affiliation, unconventional genrification

process, and changing audience expectations, is required.

Rick Altman capitalizes on the tensions existing in current generic criticism. In
his synthesis of two categories of generic analyses—the syntactic and semantic
approaches—he considers a genre as a semantic field or series of paradigms
articulated by syntaxes of individual texts. (30) The primary linguistic elements

of all texts are, therefore, subjected to a syntactic redetermination. He posits
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that generic meaning comes into being through the repeated deployment of
substantially the same syntactic strategies. Altman’s presumption regarding the
operation of genrification as a coherent and predictable process raises the
question of whether the reordering of the semantic/syntactic features in a system
of meaning and the process of narrative regulation assume an active and
transformative function. Barton Palmer agrees that film noir is, to some degree,
characterized by the evolution of specific and popular syntaxes. Meanwhile, he
critiques Altman’s model as a simplistic one that seems to have been based on a
model of the cinema as a relatively independent area of cultural production,
rather than the site of a textual construction pre-determined by a number of
other forces. (31) Altman, however, believes that his new model will provide
answers for many of the questions traditional to genre study. His syntactic
structures can be described as patterns that should be seen as principles of
regulation and structuration. For him, any reordering of the pretexts that furnish
the raw material of the narrative structure reveals importance in patterns.
Altman’s theory thus may not create enough space for a discussion of some
unconventional practices in which transgeneric differences are demonstrated in
the course of genre amalgamation. Rather, a theory that analyzes a practice of
pastiche, which I shall discuss in the next chapter, may compliment what the

conventional genre approach lacks.

Since the delineation of the nature of noirish cinema as a genre, series, mood,
tone, style or movement still remains contested, critics have become hesitant
about summarizing the noir phenomenon in a word or two. The question they
are asking is whether it is possible to resort to a method that may embrace all
sorts of explanations of American dark cinema while film noir has been
considered as a film form of categorical instability since its inception. Jon
Tuska, however, comments on the most endurable and consistent characteristic
of film noir, which is the particular world view or tragic vision that the dark
cinema embodies. He says in his introduction to his book Dark Cinema:
American Film Noir in Cultural Perspective that ¢...film noir is a mood, a tone,
a play of shadows and light, and beyond all of these a visual consideration that
in its narrative structures embodies a world-view.’ (32) Fred Pfeil shifts the
focus away from the intrinsic questions that dealt with classical film noir as a

genre, a style or a movement and proposes to look at some extrinsic questions,
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like social transformation and gender relationships, that film noir criticism has

raised. He says,

“...critics and theorists have been arguing about what film noir is, which films
the term includes, and what social or psychic processes it engages. Does film
noir constitute a genre; or a style that can be deployed across generic boundaries;
or a historically specific movement within Hollywood cinema?” (33) Pfeil’s
question is about film noir’s relationships to other, non-cinematic social
transformation, especially shifts in gender identities and relationships in the
USA after World War Two. Similar extrinsic questions should be raised when
the phenomenon of a cross-cultural or cross-genre practice involves the

appropriation of noirish elements in another national cinema.

Many critics still define genres by identifying a common trait that is present in a
given body of texts. This is done by assuming that the common trait is the
functioning element that substantiates the operation of the generic dominant and
performs the characteristic feature of the text as a trademark of the particular
genre. Tony Bennett, (34) however, speaks of a different approach which is
described as audience-based. The approach holds that genres cannot be defined
in terms of a dominant formal property but are instead institutions which
organize a framework of expectations. Since cultural reading and viewing
practices determine generic belongingness, the framework of expectations is to
a large extent justified by the audience. Bennett’s effort in asserting the
importance of the audience’s role in the process of genrification is highly
significant. His approach poses questions like what determines generic
belongingness, what kind of cultural reading or viewing practices give rise to
the formulation of generic belongingness, and whether cultural differences play
a role in enhancing a different understanding of the generic belongingness. All
these concerns are related to an issue of changing spectator-screen relation that
is essential to my later discussion of recent Hong Kong cinema’s negotiation for

a new vision of culture in anticipation of 1997,

J.P. Tellotte attempts to categorize the amorphous body of films noirs into
groups of discrete narrative practices by examining the formal characteristic of

the cinema as a form of darkness (35). He summarises that classical film noir is

79



fundamentally about violations, namely, vice, corruption, unrestrained desire,
and abrogation of the American dream’s most basic promises of hope,
prosperity, and safety. The challenge he faces is akin to the one that is posed to
the critics who deal with generic impurities by policing the boundaries among
generic categories. The challenge lies where the hybridity of the film text
makes the task of categorization difficult. Subject to the various influences
from hard-boiled fiction, gothic tradition, German Impressionism, gangster
films, private detective films, etc., classical film noir should not be seen as a
filmic and textual system that has necessarily organized the properties of the
film text around a stable generic dominant. (36) In my analysis of the
appropriation of the noirish elements in recent Hong Kong cinema, my focus
lies not with the similarities of generic elements privileged by most critics but
with the variations in the dominant generic boundaries. Should the genre
transformation of film noir be seen as entirely a process of continual stability,
there would be no need for further discussion on the variation of the film form
that occurred at different periods of times and places, and no need for discussion
of any culturally significant changes in the spectator-screen relations. Tellotte
does not overlook the importance of audience-text relation. Unlike the majority
of critics who examine classical film noir as if it is a pathological form, Tellotte

posits film noir as a medium that enacts a ‘talking cure.” He says,

“In discussing the relation between language and psychoanalytic practice,
Jacques Lacan notes that verbalization might hold a ‘cure’ for hysteria .... In
trying to articulate our personal and cultural anxieties, the film noir similarly
works out such a ‘cure,’ offering us a better sense of ourselves, or at least a

clearer notion of who we are individually and socially.” (37)

His description of film noir as essentially a genre of life presumes that the
cinema lets difference speak. Discussing the radical validity of signifiers in the
regime of difference and repetition, Tellotte identifies anti-classical attitudes
and deformative textual tendencies, which are based on an understanding of
classical film noir as self-conscious. This is a kind of textual analyses that
requires more critical attention. My focus of analysis is a particular type of
audience-text relation of recent Hong Kong cinema that reveals a process of

generic self-consciousness. This new aspect of Hong Kong cinema will be
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analyzed as closely related to what Leighton Grist describes as a new mode of
representation—°a process of quotation and combination of past styles, images,
and stereotypes, an undifferentiated eclecticism within an ahistorical perceptual
present’ (38)—which undermines the conventional understanding of the
temporal-spatial continuity of the films by mixing the old styles and the new
styles, the historical and the contemporary. The new mode of representation
thus gives rise to a possibility of deriving a new relation between the audience
and the text when the audience expectation is defamiliarized, differed and/or
deferred. Positioning my analysis away from the centre of the dominant to the
margin of the generic boundaries, 1 seek to explore film noir as a cultural

phenomenon that manifests itself both within and beyond generic conventions.

The Re-use of Noirish Elements and Transculturation

While many local critics in Hong Kong tend to presume that the noir
phenomenon results from an imitation of classical film noir, I propose to
examine in the noirish tendency of Hong Kong cinema a unique act of cross-
cultural practice that may find its roots in the Chinese culture. The cinematic
form will be critically examined as a hybrid amalgam in my later analysis of the
cinema’s discursive practice regarding the re-use—‘re-investment’—in the
generic possibilities of film noir as a self-conscious device that renews the
generic role of film noir and transforms the spectator-screen relation. This
chapter hereby examines contemporary cinema in terms of genre
transculturation which took shape as soon as Chinese hard-boiled fiction and
American noirish cinema began to influence the development of film form
respectively and simultaneously during the first half of the last century. The
following discussion on Chinese detective fiction demonstrates an attempt to
develop an understanding of the influence of Chinese fiction on the noirish

cinema of Hong Kong.

Detective fiction was imported from France, Britain and America from the early
20™ century after the Opium War. (39) There were four major writers of
detective fiction whose works were translated and published in Chinese. They
include British writer, Arthur Conan Doyle (1859-1930); French writer,
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Maurice Leblanc (1864-1941) Arséne Lupin; and American writers, Earl Derr
Biggers (1884-1933) and Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849). Cheng Hiao Qing (2
/INE') was one of the most influential figures of the period, starting his career as
a translator of western detective fiction in the early 20™ century. Later, he
became a novelist of Chinese detective fiction modelled after Arthur Conan
Doyle’s work after the revolution of 1911. (40) His work on a fictional
character, a Chinese detective called Huo Sang (% %), became one of the
longest running series of modern Chinese short story. While Cheng’s Huo Sang
is an imitation of Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes character; Sun Liao Hong (2 T #L)
(41), an equally influential writer of modern Chinese fiction during the same
period composed stories about Lu Ping (B7*), a character who is widely known
as an imitation of Leblanc’s Arsene Lupin character. Since the early 20™
century, works about Cheng and Sun have become prototypes for Chinese
detective novels. The British and French influences on Chinese hard-boiled
fiction were essential to the formulation of detective stories in China, which
gave rise to a transformation of the formal and structural paradigms of Chinese
literature. For instance, before the emergence of Chinese detective fiction,
dynamic relationships between the private detective (FLZ{E54€) and the police,
and the social hero/robber (Ri%%) and the police had not been depicted in any
form of cultural genre in China and Hong Kong. The main characteristic of
modern detective Chinese novels is seen as the mixed use of the style of modern
Chinese writing and that of classical Chinese fiction. This type of modern
Chinese fiction, alongside the modern Chinese martial arts novel, is categorized
as the works of Yuan Yang Hu Die Pai (BHIEIK), (42) which is widely
known among Chinese critics as the prototype for modern Chinese literature
that breaks from classical Chinese literature, by incorporating the vernacular
language in the writings. These early works of modern Chinese detective
fiction which became an integral part of contemporary Chinese literary writing,
categorized as Yuan Yang Hu Die Pai, may be considered as the cultural
origin—that came into existence before the birth of American film noir—of

Hong Kong noirish films.

In the following, I shall draw on the work of Chun-bong Ng, an established

scholar of Chinese literature and a film critic, who traces the origin of the
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noirish cinema of Hong Kong. (43) In his forthcoming study of Hong Kong
detective novels of the *50s, he suggests that this type of fiction which first
came to prominence in Shanghai had significantly influenced Hong Kong
cinema. He states that detective novels became popular in Shanghai in the *20s
long before this type of Chinese fiction was imported to Hong Kong in the *50s.
(44) He gives evidence of the French influence on the formulation of the
literary form in Shanghai (known as Yuan Yang Hu Die Pai) when the Chinese
hard-boiled tradition slowly took shape. For instance, the Chinese version of
Arséne Lupin Gentleman Cambrioleur (1907), a classical French detective
novel (45), was already widely circulated in Shanghai by 1925. In the process
of genre transgression across national boundaries from this type of French
fiction to Chinese fiction, conventional male social heroes were replaced by
heroines. Such a syntactic transformation took place respectively in Shanghai
and Hong Kong, in both movies and novels. The female protagonists led double
lives as ordinary women and social heroines who robbed the upper class
hypocrites for the poor. Such chivalrous characters became prototypes of the
noir fiction of Shanghai in the *40s, which was later introduced to Hong Kong
in the *50s. Throughout the next half century, these ‘ordinary’ women as social
warriors of justice continued to creep under the fabric of social malaise and
rectified the problems of human iniquity and corruption. In contemporary Hong
Kong cinema, these enigmatic heroines appear frequently in noirish or noir-

related film productions.

Ng explains in an interview that this type of fiction revealed women’s fantasy to
claim equal status alongside their male counterparts where sexual discrimination
was rampant in feudal society. There was also a second reason behind the new
tendency to represent contemporary social warriors as females. The rising
importance and social status of women in Shanghai before the outbreak of the
Second World War gave rise to this phenomenon. After the success of the
national revolution in 1911 and the nationwide May 4th movement in 1919
women, of Shanghai in particular, who enjoyed the privilege of a higher
education compared with women living in other parts of China, were active in
society and also in politics. (46) Ng purports that the rising power of these

women in society posed a threat to men in Shanghai who were therefore
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described as victims entrapped by irresistibly beautiful and dangerous women in

the novels.

Ng says noirish elements had already been an integral part of the literary genre
in Shanghai in the *40s and the literary genre in Hong Kong in the *50s before
these elements became more obviously employed in the cinema in the 60s.
Since Chinese noir fiction emerged almost at the same period as American dark
cinema did, it is hard to prove that the noir phenomenon of Chinese cinema was
entirely derived from American film noir rather than from Chinese hard-boiled
fiction. What we can confirm now is that most of the foreign films were
imported to China through Shanghai, which was already an affluent metropolis.
Hong Kong in the *40s, however, was more a village than a city, where foreign
goods and new forms of entertainment from abroad were not easily accessible.
Therefore, I suggest that the earliest form of noir stylistics, which first appeared
in local hard-boiled fiction, may have come to Hong Kong through Shanghai.
With regard to a stronger linkage between local fiction and the cinema, it may
be suggested that American dark cinema was not the only or the primary source
of influence on Hong Kong noir-related films. Such an observation does not,
however, reject the idea that classical film noir had a significant contribution to
the local noir phenomenon. For instance, Ng explains in his essay that there are
quite a few common characteristics between Chinese hard-boiled fiction and
American films noirs that co-existed in the same period of time. They included
portrayals about the urban world of neurotic entrapment leading to delirium. In
both of the cultural genres, dark cities were homes to luminescent and enigmatic
goddesses who were sexy, dangerous and manipulative. The inhabitation of a
treacherous urban terrain was filled with deceiving promise, crime and

corruption. (47)

In Ng’s study of the relation between the early form of Chinese hard-boiled
fiction and noirish films, he stresses that the noir themes and cinematic stylistics
were adopted slowly at first. Ng describes that all Hong Kong noir fiction of
the *50s written by Xiao Ping (48) display a type of mise-en-scéne that is typical
of American detective and crime thrillers. (49) For instance, the masked social
heroines in the novel—all identifying themselves as Ung Wong—fight in the

dark city until near death, yet always manage to narrowly escape from danger in
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the end. The element of suspense that was central to sustaining the drama in the
novels was not fully employed in Hong Kong cinema until the *50s. In the
initial ten attempted adaptations between 1959 and 1962 (50), the screen
representations of the social heroines appeared to be different from that of the
novels. At that time, the cinema tended to reproduce the woman icon
superficially rather than faithfully adopt the hard-boiled narrative. In Johnny
To’s The Heroic Trio and Executioner, however, the noir stylistics are more
obviously reused. Before I suggest an alternative approach below to look at the
noirish tendency of the cinema as an integral part of Chinese culture, I want to
emphasize that there is a common practice of using and re-using noirish
elements throughout the cinema history of Hong Kong, which refers to the fact
that noirish elements are always used outside the narrative and social contexts
of classical film noir. That is to say, noirish elements do not exist in local
cinema as if they are distinctive generic properties that would sustain the

formulation of an American cinematic form in its entirety in Hong Kong.

In the early ’50s, it can be seen that the chiaroscuro effect was used in film
melodrama in Hong Kong. Mysterious Murder (Dei-sheng Tang, Hong Kong,
1951), for instance, is about the life of a woman of humble origin, who suffers
from her strained relationships with her tyrannical father-in-law and malicious
sisters-in-law after marrying into a rich family. Her life remains miserable even
after her sexually impotent husband passes away because remarriage during the
time was highly contentious. A commentary on the film noted in the catalogue
of the 10™ Hong Kong International Film Festival, which describes it as “near-
expressionistic” and “close to Hollywood film noir,” (51) is largely a comment
on the formal features of the film. It can be seen that the kinship between
classical film noir and the film was limited to the visual style rather than the
narrative structure. In Ain-ling Wong’s essay that examines the representation
of women in Hong Kong cinema, she acknowledges the uniqueness of the
femme fatale as a character type consistently employed in film noir of the *40s,
but she stresses that the female character of Mysterious Murder remains as a
stereotypical character of a subservient woman who succumbs to the patriarchal

power of society. (52)
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In the *60s a kinship between cinema and Chinese hard-boiled fiction was seen.
With Yuen Chu’s trilogy of action thrillers—Black Rose (1965), Spy with My
Face (1966), and To Rose with Love (1967)—the cinematic productions
managed to create the suspense that was integral to hard-boiled fiction. The
image of the female social heroine is similar to that of Hong Kong noir fiction
according to Ng. This woman representation refers to a masked lady wearing a
tight-fitting black outfit parachuting from high-rise buildings and treading on
thin cables suspended in the air. The films did not, however, display a noir
mood. Violet Girl (Yuen Chu, Hong Kong, 1966) a psycho-thriller-cum-family-
melodrama directed by the same director was a more significant attempt to
appropriate the essential noir stylistics—the form and narrative. The film’s
convoluted plot and its portrayal of the tragedy of a ‘fatal’ woman transformed a
simple story about a lady losing her younger brother in a fatal incident into a
more complicated one. With its noirish outlook, the film tells the story of an
enigmatic young lady ‘ensnaring’ a young man and then leading him astray
while she struggles to evade the terror of losing her favourite brother to an

accidental drowning.

David has just started a new job in a hotel as a telephone operator and Jenny
calls David every night to ask him out. Having never met her, David is curious
to find out how she keeps track of him. Determined to discover who she is, he
ventures out to the places Jenny suggests he go. Strange things happen each
time at these meeting places. Having been beaten up a couple of times by
strangers yet not actually having seen the enigmatic lady, David gives up until
one day Jenny shows up at the hotel. Thereafter, Jenny drives David to the
remote countryside almost daily in her beautiful sports car. Gradually, they fall
in love. Although Jenny does not reveal her true identity, David assumes that
she has a legitimate reason for her very strange behaviour. He thinks she may
be under mafia influence. Eventually, David is invited to have dinner with
Jenny’s parents and friends. In a beautiful mansion, David is introduced to
people who claim to be his parents and relatives. No matter how hard he tries to
clarify his identity, they ignore his explanations. After the meal, Jenny takes
David to her summerhouse, telling him that they used to dance there. They hold
each other tight and dance. Jenny seems to recall more about her past, and asks
David to go to a beach nearby with her. There, under a tree, she asks David to
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kiss her. When a little boy from the neighbourhood suddenly appears, and starts
teasing them, Jenny becomes so terrified that she has a nervous breakdown.
When Jenny’s doctor, who was one of the guests in the dinner earlier on, is
about to take her back to the hospital, Jenny’s parents begin to tell David the
truth. They apologize and tell him that they have been using him to help Jenny
recover her lost memory. She had been suffering from mental illness and had
mistaken David for her former fiancée who has the same name. The dinner was
merely a set-up in a bid to help cure Jenny of her amnesia. However, the little
boy’s impromptu appearance reminded Jenny of her little brother’s death the
night she met her fiancée by the beach, and as a result, Jenny is traumatised.
When David meets Jenny again in the psychiatric ward, he is sad to discover

that she is not able to recall who he is and that they were once in love.

Though Violet Girl could be better analyzed as a film that deviates from the noir
tradition, the film’s convoluted narrative structure is similar to that of classical
film noir. The film’s style of cinematography and mise-en-scéne are also
noirish. In the opening scene of the telephone conversations in which Jenny
cold-calls David many times, Jenny as the mysterious lady is consistently
blocked by the furniture on the set. Sometimes, the framing of the shot itself
creates the same effect. For instance, there is a medium shot from an angle that
captures only the lower part of the lady’s face while the rest of her face is not
revealed. She is also shot from the back so that her identity is not disclosed. In
addition to the suspenseful treatment, the claustrophobic framing creates a sense
of danger. Later in the scene in the summerhouse, Jenny, reminiscing about her
early romantic experience with her former lover, switches off most of the lights
inside the lounge and immerses herself in the sweet memory. At the doorway
when she turns off one of the wall lamps, natural light suddenly enters in from
outside and transforms her body under her dark evening dress into a silhouette.
She throws herself into David’s arms and then takes steps with him in a slow
dance in the room that is barely lit by a weak chandelier far behind them. While
the lady in the man’s arms is still kept in the dark, half of the male protagonist’s

face is consistently revealed in low-key lighting.

It is an interesting point to note that in classical film noir, the situation was

reversed. Within the practice of classical film noir, the female protagonist is
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usually deeply side-lit with the back light striking her shoulders. Feminist
critics argue that this is a tactic to reveal the women in film noir as objects of
desire. The reversal of the object place, in Violet Girl, from that of the female
to that of the male is more than just a renewal of the woman representation in
the local cinema. Rather, it is a tactic that communicates a nuance of the
spectatorial expectation of what the historical genre would conventionally offer.
In the scene where David and Jenny meet again in the psychiatric ward in the
finale, in depth of focus, the details of the foreground and background inside the
private ward are displayed simultaneously. A deep-focus long shot depicts
David’s lonely walk down a hallway which has iron bars installed at the far end.
These images give the environment a greater weight than both the actor and
actress, creating a fatalistic and hopeless mood that is typical of classical film
noir. The melodramatic portrayal of the family-loving girl who appears like a
fatal woman in the film, however, is not intrinsic to the classical genre. The
tragic sensibility of classical film noir is never satiated in the context of the
local cinema as the icon of the fatal woman is mixed and re-mixed, which

renders the full adoption of the classical generic characteristic impossible.

While Yuen Chu confirmed in a telephone interview (53) that he was aware of
the noir stylistics that he had employed in making Violet Girl, King Hu was not
as conscious of the noirish technique that he had incoporated in his
internationally acclaimed A4 Touch of Zen (King Hu, Hong Kong, 1968-1970).
The film was originally a two-part film produced between 1968 and 1970 (54).
It was later re-edited into a shorter version with a runtime of approximately 2
hours for its entrance to the Cannes Film Festival. In many local and
international reviews, critics focused mainly on the way in which the film
refreshed the martial arts genre by creating a new persona of the Chinese
‘swordswoman’. Only recently have critics started to examine the film as a
cross-genre practice. Stephen Teo suggests that the film borrows some
elements from American westerns. He describes that the mood and the
characters of A4 Touch of Zen recall ‘Nicholas Ray’s Johnny Guitar (1954),
where the baroque touches perfectly mirror the mythical world of lonely
gunfighters, boss-ladies, outlaws and lynchmob posses in the Western genre.’
(55) In many cases, critics do not associate A Touch of Zen with classical film

noir (56) in their analyses.
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Adapted from Song Ling Po’s classical Chinese terror novel, Liao Zhai Zhi Yi

(WF3ER), the film tells the tale of an enigmatic female swordswoman who

disguises herself as a shy and meek village girl called Xu Feng. Residing inside
a deserted fortress in the countryside, the mysterious lady and her female
companion live like hermits. The beauty of the lady and the unusual behaviours
of the pair attract the attention of a Chinese scholar-painter, Gu Sheng Zhai,
who lives next to the fortress with his aged mother. Not fearing the fortress
which is believed to be haunted, Gu pays an impromptu visit to Xu Feng, and
gradually falls in love with her. One night after a romantic encounter in the
backyard, they sleep together and Xu Feng becomes pregnant with Gu’s baby.
Before Gu is able to plan for their future, Xu Feng’s enemies find her. Fending
off her enemies, Xu Feng finally discloses to Gu her real identity as Yang Hui
Zhen, the child of a political dissident executed by a powerful eunuch who has
sent a killer to the village to kill Yang. Yang (or Xu Feng), who decides to
confront her deadly enemies, manages to defeat the intruders in the fortress with
hidden traps and hand-made weapons. After the turmoil, for the sake of her
lover’s safety, she secretly leaves the village and goes to a quiet place where

nobody can find her.

The plot of this film is as complicated as the allusive image of a spider creeping
on its web that appears in the opening of the film. For instance, the main thread
of the plot concerning Yang’s father, a minister of the Ming dynasty who is
killed in a power struggle with a group of eunuchs within the imperial court, is
not revealed early in the film. Neither are the true identities of the fugitives—
Yang and her female companion—revealed early, which keeps the enigma of
the swordswoman unresolved and creates a lot of suspense. A prowling camera
that is following the mysterious loner marks the first ten minutes of the film.
The man who appears in Gu’s small town makes his approach before Gu. Then,
this stranger patronizes Gu’s shop where Gu works as a scribe and painter.
After the brief encounter, the perception of the visitor is presented from Gu’s
point of view as Gu tries to follow him in town. Gu discovers that this visitor
has enemies waiting to attack in a corner. While the camera continues to follow
Gu, the film reveals that a mysterious monk subdues the loner’s enemies and
saves him. While Gu is still struggling to decipher the entangled and hostile
relationships among all these people, he meets Yang (or Xu Feng) who has
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moved into the deserted fortress. He does not fathom that Yang’s misfortune is
actually related to the earlier incident which happened in the town. Teo

describes the convoluted plot of 4 Touch of Zen as ‘overly expository’, he says,

“The film moves from one level of mystery to another, its narrative operating
like a spider’s web that weaves inexorably, enmeshing each episode and its
characters in an intricate maze-like pattern... Despite the overly expository
nature of these opening scenes, the pace is perfectly calculated by Hu to evoke

mystery and adventure.” (57)

Teo might not have appreciated that the role of Gu is like that of a private
investigator of classical film noir. The detailed descriptions of Gu’s discovery
in town are essential in building up a sense of suspense. In both film noir and
hard-boiled fiction, private investigators negotiate mazes—the cities in which
they were ensnared—and seek to crack the secret codes of corruption. Michael
Eaton describes that this generic field originated in the early half of the 19"
century alongside the growth of the modern, anonymous metropolis where prior
community values were dissolved. (58) The small town and the locality of the
ruined fortress are both an allusion to this type of corrupted city where no man
seems to know his neighbour and where criminal acts can be committed without
ever being noticed. A Touch of Zen appropriates the noirish feature and unfolds
the story of Yang through the eyes of Gu who behaves like an investigator.
Hence, slowly the veil over the most heinous of atrocities is lifted. Gu’s role
functions like a key to the enigma of the film and is crucial to the development

of the noir mood in the film.

The Chinese title of the film, Xia Nu (f&Zz), which means female knight-errant,
displays the film’s intention to compose a saga of a swordswoman. It can be
seen that the representation of the woman in the film was innovative and crucial
to the development of the plot. Female knight-errants are frequently portrayed
in classical Chinese fiction. None of these characters, however, kills as
ruthlessly as Yang does in A Touch of Zen. It can be seen that Yang’s role,
which is closer to that of the beautiful and fatal femme fatale in film noir, is new
to the cinema. Inside the ruined fortress, Yang kills a soldier who is begging for

mercy in order to prove that she is as capable as a man. This aspect, together
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with her portrayal as a chaste woman conversant in the arts of song and poetry,

in the meantime, makes her personality all the more problematic.

What the film could easily derive from this character is an anti-classical attitude
that critiques the conventional representation of Confucian womanhood.
Whether or not the new image of Chinese woman in the martial arts sword-
fighting play was subversive in the *60s, the Hong Kong martial arts genre
became well-known with its representation of woman as a deadly swordswoman

after the screen success of A Touch of Zen.

The representation of the fatal woman demonstrated in the characterization of
the swordswoman is an element of storytelling that is shared by many other
genres. It is not that the nature of the woman being ‘fatal’ is seen as noirish, but
the way in which the recurrent noirish iconography is related to the
melodramatic portrayal of the revengeful swordswoman is an aspect of story-
telling that is worth noting. Central to the discussion of the narrative structure
of A Touch of Zen is the way in which a tragic sense is implied in the story of
Yang, and the way in which the archetypal character of femme fatale is mixed
and remixed in the local cinema. The noir cinematography (59) of 4 Touch of
Zen also revamps the look of the martial arts genre. The martial arts world
conventionally portrayed in classical Chinese martial arts novel is orderly.
Social aberrations are temporary and quickly righted by the martial arts hero.
Like a film noir, A Touch of Zen replaces the predictably orderly world with a
corrupt and chaotic world in which the greatest asset of the martial arts heroine
is the sheer ability to survive with a shred of dignity. The film depicts a world
of unresolved chaos, violence and paranoia in noir style. For instance, deep
focus or depth staging is used in the film for the portrayal of the corrupted world.
In the battle scene inside the ruined fortress, (60) the claustrophobic framing of
a dingy room in the fortress reveals the deadly traps that are being set up by
Yang, Gu and loyalists of Yang’s late-father. The darker tone of the
photography and the use of deep focus reveal both objects at the extreme
foregrounds and in the distance. These objects form oblique lines that seem to
splinter the screen. The compositional imbalance of each frame unnerves and
creates what I would call a noirish mood that enhances an acute sense of danger.

King Hu’s concept of the unstable and menacing world of Wu Xia (%) (or a
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world ruled under a code of righteousness that is manifested by kung fu and
good faith) that is portrayed in a noir mood transforms the conventional figure
of female knight-errant into a fatal woman. The addition of the convoluted plot
about the Chinese scholar’s investigation of the enigmatic woman not only
creates suspense by revealing the chivalrous woman’s character and identity
slowly, but it also slowly shatters the conventional image of female-knight
errant as a loving person, who seeks to materialize her plan of revenge without
any consideration for the feelings and safety of her lover and baby. This aspect
of storytelling, which demonstrates an anti-classical attitude, is seen as intrinsic
to the formulation of classical film noir. In the contemporary appropriation of
this aspect of storytelling, the subversive nature of cinema is established
through the way in which recent Hong Kong cinema destabilizes spectatorial
expectation. This gives rise to new interpretations of the factor of social
instability diegetically and extradiegetically. I shall further explore the
significance of this type of re-use of noirish elements with reference to

Swordsman II (a film produced by Hark Tsui) in a later chapter.

I consider that the reuse of the archetypal film noir character—femme fatale—in
recent Hong Kong cinema may be analyzed alongside an application of the
archetypal characters of chivalrous women which appear both in Chinese
martial arts novels and modern Chinese detective novels. These novels are
grouped under the umbrella term of Yuan Yang Hu Die Pai as a category of
modern Chinese literature. What I want to suggest is that the Chinese fiction of
Yuan Yang Hu Die Pai should not be denied as one of the cultural origins of
film that contributes to the recent noirish tendency of Hong Kong cinema. This
account of the development of modern Chinese fiction herein serves to point out
that the noirish films of Hong Kong have always been a product of cultural
amalgam. The woman icon, for instance, is a hybrid form of characters of
chivalrous woman, fatal woman and mother. Apart from the influence of
Shanghainese or Hong Kong hard-boiled fiction, this narrative tradition may
also be traced back to a folktale of the Tang Dynasty, Red Thread Steals a

Precious Box (K]L%8) (61), which is about a swordswoman who leads a double
life as a maid of a warlord and a ‘xia’ ({), or chivalrous woman, at night to

give assistance to people in need of help in the neighbourhood. It is interesting

to note that the hybrid form of the cinema is associated with the use or re-use of
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noirish elements in Hong Kong cinema which is saturated with films about
tragic heroes and/or fatal women striving to survive or reposition themselves in
a corrupted and hopeless city or martial arts world, and with stories about crises
of personal and social identities including the crisis of masculinity. What
becomes compelling to contemporary Hong Kong audience is that recent Hong
Kong noirish films imply that the crises portrayed—personal, social, cultural
and/or political—are emblematic of events or activities leading up to 1997

regarding the changeover of the sovereignty of Hong Kong.

A series of questions should be raised on cinematic practice in relation to
transgeneric practice that crosses the boundaries of fiction and film and of
nations. Is it important to see beyond the cultural significance and development
of the cinematic form and to examine the transformation of the spectator-screen

relation in the course of the transgeneric practice?

My examination of the generic role of classical film noir is an attempt to
remove the analysis from the conventional framework of genre studies that
identifies classical Hollywood cinema with a set of self-evident categories. It
does not consider classical Hollywood cinema as a distinct genre that local
cinema would adopt in its pure form. Man-hung Sze, an established critic and
the Chairman of the Hong Kong Film Critics’ Association, however, treasures
an idea of fully inheriting the American genre. In his recent essay on noirish
films of Hong Kong, which is the first full-length article on the recent noir
phenomenon in Hong Kong, Sze considers classical film noir as a distinct genre,
and denounces Hong Kong cinema for not being able to faithfully adopt the
American film form. He raises his concern about aspects which have hampered
the production of films noirs in Hong Kong so far. Firstly, the dominance-
submission pattern between man and woman that is conventional to Hong Kong
cinema does not facilitate representations of the prototypically noirish
masochistic male and dangerous femme fatale. Secondly, Hong Kong films
have little room for detailed descriptions of noir criminals’ motives and their
criminal acts. (62) Sze’s analysis of films noirs seems to be closely in line with
the early film noir criticism that I introduced at the beginning of this chapter.
What is of more relevance to the current discussion here is his observation of
the co-relation between the use of noirish elements in the cinema and the

economic downturn of Hong Kong after 1997. He speaks highly of noirish
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films like Patrick Yau’s The Longest Nite (Hong Kong, 1997) and Expect the
Unexpected (Hong Kong, 1998), and Johnnie To’s 4 Hero Never Dies (Hong
Kong, 1998) as being ‘subversive’ and ‘artistic,” (63) which reveal the distress
and haplessness of Hong Kong after 1997. (64) In his discussion of the new
tendency in recent Hong Kong cinema, Sze expresses his strong preference for a
revival of classical film noir. What he means by the ‘subversive mode of
production’ refers to the anti-classical attitude that classical film noir
demonstrated within the film text in the *40s and ’50s. (65) In my examination
of the re-use of the classical elements in Hong Kong noirish cinema, however,
the most subversive or anti-traditional qualities demonstrated within the cinema
are not seen as resulting from the direct adoption of classical and contemporary
American cinema (or neo-noir films). Films produced and directed by Tsui, for
example, are essential components of Hong Kong cinema that demonstrate an
interesting and innovative appropriation of the generic elements. Below, I shall

give a brief account of the hybrid form of noirish films since the *70s.

Tsui Hark’s debut, The Butterfly Murder, is a thriller-cum-swordplay set in
ancient China, which demonstrates an interesting appropriation of the classical
elements including noir cinematography and narrative device. As hard-boiled
fiction, it opens with the question of ‘whodunnit’ (or who the murderer is). The
narrator, Hong-ye Fong, in the film is also a diarist who carefully takes note of
the minute details of social and political incidents that happen around him.
After 30 years of the Quiet Era, he describes that the country is approaching the
New Era. In the 24™ year of the New Era, the clan leaders strive to gain power
over one another within the country. Coincidentally, a series of mysterious
events occur, including the brutal murder of many people by butterflies at Castle
Shen, the residence of Lord Shen. Before Lord Shen is also savaged to death by
the butterflies, the local printer is killed and a few pages of Fong’s historical
writing are stolen. Feelings of tension and horror build up gradually in scenes
where butterflies dart around under the blue skies and lurk in silhouette. The
noir cinematography not only contributes to the visual style of the crime scenes
that refer to various locations including a printing room, a dungeon and a cave,
but it also enhances the convoluted plot that delves further into the mysterious
murder. Low-key lighting is consistently used in all scenes of the congregation
of the renowned martial artists who join hands to investigate the murder, which
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enables the film to establish a contemplative mood. The plot becomes more
convoluted when it is revealed that Lord Shen is still alive, and that he is also
the mastermind behind the brutal killing. The Butterfly Murders (Hark Tsui,
1979) is a film about the dark side of a chaotic world, which becomes a
recurrent theme of many films directed and produced by Hark Tsui. The chaos
is always represented as a crisis diegetically in his films. For instance, in We re
Going to Eat You (Hark Tsui, 1980), a socio-political crisis that results from the
broken relationship between two places can be seen as emblematic of the
broken diplomatic relationship between China and the colony in the *70s after
the Cultural Revolution. (66)

In the *70s, We Are Going to Eat You was seen as outstandingly original and
experimental as it hybridizes noir cinematography with the film forms of a
horror film and a thriller. It has a simple story that is unfolded slowly with a
convoluted plot about a detective tracking down a criminal called Security
Agent 999 in a remote village. The detective finally discovers a greater crime
of a brutal killing and cannibalism committed by a large community. The film
begins with a few mysterious men, wearing aprons and leatherface masks, who
abduct and kill passers-by with cleavers near their village. After removing the
victims’ bodies secretly, they place them on a big table and cut the bodies in
half using a huge saw in a quiet corner of the village. An immense sense of
claustrophobia is created not only due to the depiction of gore but also the style
of cinematography that is pre-determined by the setting of the film. The sets
include the long and narrow aisles with tall walls on either side and the small
and dark apartments of the villagers. Low-key lighting is used in the scenes of
the darkened rooms that are moon-lit and/or candle-lit. The contrast between
the strong light from the sun and the elongated shadows of the walls that are
cast on the people is created to emphasize the rival relationship between the
killers and the victims, the detective and the fugitive. With the use of noir
cinematography, life in the cannibal ‘paradise’ where the people have no jobs
and no work is overshadowed in the film by an overwhelming sense of anxiety,

restlessness and hopelessness.

At the turn of the century, there were more and more films that appropriated

noir cinematography and other noirish styles and themes in their portrayals of
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cities that undergo social and/or political crises, such as Wicked City (Tai-kit
Mak, 1992), Executioner (Siu-tung Ching and Johnny To,1993), The Private
Eye Blue (Eddie Fong, 1995) City of Glass (Mabel Cheung, 1998), etc. These
descriptions of crises are seen as emblematic of the situation of Hong Kong
before and after 1997. Therefore, more questions should be asked regarding the
reason for the re-use of noirish styles and themes in relation to the description of
the crisis situations. What has been portrayed in the conventional sense that
forms traces of the past in actuality? What has been emplotted and troped that
ultimately reflects a choice or an interpretation—the ‘framed’ historicized past,
a definition of subjectivity, an understanding of self? Is there any possibility
that the interpretation of meaning can be negotiated? Is it possible that pleasure

may be derived by the spectator-subject in the course of negotiation?

Before a question of negotiation is raised, there is an important point to ponder
about what and where the text and the discourse are. Hong Kong people are not
a text. The crisis is not a discourse. However, what trivializes the feeling of
fear and anxiety can be seen as the text. Under such circumstances, both the
experiences of the people or the audience of Hong Kong and the film characters
become textual. A proper survey on the audience-text relation and the
intertextuality of the cinema is thus required. What is chosen for further
discussion hereby is the hybridity of the film form and narrative that reveals a
thinking of time and history that exceeds the political and sociological seizure
of the ‘real’. The following description of a noirish futuristic film, Executioner
(Siu-tung Ching and Johnny To, 1993), which is a sequel of The Heroic Trio
(Johnny To, 1993), serves to highlight the significance of the analysis.

The story of Executioner is set in an unknown country ravaged by a nuclear
holocaust. The ruined and decadent city plagued by crimes is represented in
panoramic scenes of the misty and murky city centre. Under a chiaroscuro
effect, in some dark corners, human suffering resulting from a scarcity of
resources is recorded. While the country is recovering from the disaster, it runs
out of clean water. An evil person, who was deformed after being exposed to
radiation during the holocaust, has derived an idea about taking over the world.
After blocking the only source of clean water from going into the country, he

claims that his company, Clean Water Corporation, can provide the only

96



uncontaminated water. There are scenes showing individually packed water
being disseminated by Invisible Woman, Thief Catcher exploring a new source
of clean water inside a dark and wet tunnel, and Wonder Woman struggling to
resume her identity as a crime fighter rather than a subservient wife to save the
country. The visual impact of the noir cinematography not only vividly depicts
the country in moments of crisis, but also signifies that the protagonists are
actually confined to unique situations of crisis. = When the power-hungry
monster plots to kill the President of the country, the three chivalrous women
finally reunite in a quest to break the tyrant's stronghold on the water supply.
The appropriation of classical elements of film noir in recent Hong Kong
cinema becomes more interesting when noirishness is associated with the self-
critical portrayals of tragedies and/or crises that are emblematic of the crisis

experienced by Hong Kong audience in real life.

The film tactfully mingles the archetype of femme fatale with that of Chinese
chivalrous woman. They are hybrids of classical and contemporary cinema.
For instance, Executioner, the sequel to The Heroic Trio, features a story of
three modern chivalrous women, namely, Wonder Woman played by Anita Mui,
Thief Catcher played by Maggie Cheung, and Invisible Woman played by
Michelle Yeoh. Thief Catcher is a femme fatale who is sexy, dangerous,
injudicious and is driven by greed. The Invisible Woman works with a
bodyguard alongside her as a masked guardian angel character. Wonder
Woman—a mother and a happily married woman—is retired and refuses to
fight crime in the sequel until her husband is murdered, and she reclaims her old
identity hoping to avenge his death. In classical Chinese martial arts novels,
these Chinese chivalrous women are portrayed as martial arts warriors leading
double lives as subservient housewives during the day and secretly as female
knight-errants at night. The characterization of this type of fighter, for example,
offers an infinite excess of possibilities of interpretation. The interminable
indeterminacy of the moral decision points not only to a single discourse but is
something like a game that simultaneously enables the cinematic identification
and alienation of the audience. The spectator’s experience of indecision on
coming into a position of cinematic identification may give rise to a change of

perspective and a new way of interpretation.
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The formal and narrative devices that facilitate the hydridization of the classical
elements is seen as a type of ‘specificity of Hong Kong cinema’ (67), which is
not included as one of the components of ‘global noir’ in David Desser’s
discussion on Hong Kong neo-noir films. He acknowledges his interest in
studying the kind of mediascape that not only links ‘divergent peoples and
cultures, but enables diverse cultures to be assimilated alongside and in
conjunction with more strictly local or regional ideas, images, and ideologies.’
(68) Thus, he chooses to examine a type of Hong Kong neo-noir films with the
‘plot of the heist-gone-wrong® and the ‘themes of male camaraderie, loyalty,
and betrayal.’ (69) These include the mid-eighties Hong Kong heroic
bloodshed films including John Woo’s A Better Tomorrow (1986) and Ringo
Lam’s City on Fire (1987). For him, the cinematic particularities of Hong Kong
neo-noir films, like ‘violent street crime in Hong Kong, including intentional
homicide, assault, rape, robbery and theft,” (70) have been internationalized, and
emerge as integral elements of global cinema. He mentions that there are three
strands of neo-noir (71): firstly, ‘the Stranger and the Femme Fatale;’ secondly,
‘the couple on the run;’ and thirdly, ‘the heist gone bad.” Among them, only the
last one fits into his category of global noir, which concerns him. The reason
behind his concern, as he states, is that he does not want to reproduce any of the
criticism of Hong Kong cinema, which ‘reads much of its post-1984 output in
the light of “crisis” or of “déja disparu”.’ The first two aspects of the noirish
cinema that Desser does not discuss are, for me, related to an important issue of
the reinvestment of classical film noir in local cinema. My contention is that the
rendering of tragic sensibility that intensifies portrayals of crises for the purpose
of contesting the constitution of meaning, belief and value is a new tendency.
Such a critique of cinematic representation will be analyzed in terms of a new
vision of culture. The vision is derived from a self-conscious rereading of the
original understanding of crisis and tragedy as an active response to social
change, necessity, evil, fear and anxiety. Engaging the spectator in a type of
self-reflexive text, the films thus enable the spectator to re-consider how the
people—the fictional characters and the spectator-subject—face and try to name
what is happening to them. This will be known as an act of negotiation of self
and cultural identity which marks the difference of recent Hong Kong films that
incorporate noir themes and stylistics. Unlike Desser, I shall not describe this

group of films by using the term neo-noir so as to avoid formulating an
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impression that the cinematic practice is an imitation of contemporary American

cinema.

There have been quite a number of terms invented, which refer to the
contemporary form of films noirs released from the 1960s onwards. Among
these terms, ‘neo-noir’ is the most popular one. Two of the recently influential
film noir readers, namely Film Noir Reader and Shades of Noir edited by Alain
Silver and Joan Copjec respectively, have very different approaches in their
examinations of the more recent films. Writers of Shades of Noir do not adopt
the term neo-noir in a straightforward way. Rather, they seek to re-examine the
issue of film noir more critically. Silver Alain uses the term to refer to films

noirs produced from the 1970s onwards. He says,

“From the late 1970s to [sic] present, in a ‘Neo-Noir’ period, many of the
productions that recreate the noir mood, whether in remakes or new narratives,
have been undertaken by filmmakers cognizant of a heritage and intent on

placing their own interpretation on it.” (72)

The neologism of ‘neo-noir’ was introduced by Todd Erickson in his 1990
thesis Evidence of Film Noir in Contemporary American Cinema and
popularized by Alain Silver in his essay on neo-noir for the third edition of Film
Noir: An Encyclopaedic Reference to the American Style. (73) Erickson
explains that the term for this new body of films should be ‘neo-noir’ because
these films are still essentially films noirs, but a new type of noirish film. He
says that neo-noir is ‘one which effectively incorporates and projects the
narrative and stylistic conventions of its progenitor onto a contemporary
cinematic canvas. Neo-noir is, quite simply, a contemporary rendering of the
film noir sensibility.” (74)

Nevertheless, Noel Carroll does not use the term. He prefers to say that Body
Heat, which is usually considered to be an example of ‘neo-noir,’” reveals an
appropriation of an archaic style of film noir. (75) Talking about redeployments
of noir techniques and themes in films of the 1980s, Robert Crooks uses terms
like ‘retro noir’ and ‘future noir’ under an umbrella term of ‘neo-noir.’ (76)

Paul Sammon (77) uses the term future noir for his discussion on Blade Runner.
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(78) While neo-noir is a more general term that groups all types of new films
noirs, I shall avoid using this terminology since it delimits particular ways in

which films noirs are categorized.

Journalist, Ruby Rich, not only differentiates classical film noir from the
contemporary one, but she also speaks of sub-categories of neo-noir. She says,
“Neo-Noir picks up on the irrational universe embedded in these demonic
narratives as fertile ground for the post-modern cultivation of our own fin-de-

siécle nightmares.” (79)

Neo-noir is one of the many terms that are used to categorize American film
genres. Some critics, like David Cook, would rather drop the term of neologism
and describe the group of films as ‘new film noir’ (80)—‘another adult genre
that appeared in the second half of the decade.” In his writing on the history of
narrative film, he assumes that film noir underwent changes in the *60s and has
developed a few sub-categories (81) like sardonic noir, (82) futuristic film noir,
(83) and sexually provocative film noir. (84) Critics have different ways to
categorize and chart the development of new film noir. Todd Erickson suggests
that there are two streams of new film-noir productions. He speaks of
understanding the new cinema on two distinct planes: firstly, as an overall
cinematic movement that has modified classical film noir; and secondly as a
new genre that utilizes the subject matter that is at the very core of the existence

of classical film noir.

Gerald Mast does not adopt the idea of neologism in reviewing the history of
Hollywood. In A4 Short History of Movies, he considers Chinatown (1974), a
prominent example of neo-noir that many critics would suggest, as a film of
‘genre genre.” Mast is conscious of the dawning of a new Hollywood and
explains that the emergence of genre genre is ‘a new use of the traditional
themes and images of American literature and American film.” (85) This is, in
other words, a practice of genre transgression, which presumes that film noir
was a distinct genre before it transgressed generic and/or national boundaries.
That is to say, these discussions are conducted in a historical context which
demonstrates the American experiences as powerful instances of historical film

noir. (86) What I want to stress, however, is that classical film noir was, to a
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large extent, already a phenomenon of genre amalgamation at its birth in

Hollywood.

I have listed a number of terms that represent different views—positive and
negative—on the re-use of the classical elements of film noir in American
cinema. To differentiate the noir phenomenon of Hong Kong as a unique
cultural event, I shall refrain from adopting the terminology of neo-logism.
What I want to specify is that the anti-classical attitude originally embodied in
classical film noir may interact well with other properties of classical
Hollywood genres in contemporary cinema. Unlike the situation of American
cinema in which neo-noir was derived as a means to refresh the already
exhausted film form around the *70s (87), the reason for the re-use of noirish
elements in recent Hong Kong cinema has a different bearing. John Cawelti
asserts that ‘(g)eneric exhaustion is a common phenomenon in the history of
culture.’” (88) The appropriation of noirish themes and stylistics in local cinema

is a more progressive approach which seeks to give new insight into the culture.

The above critics speak of the genre transgression of American films noirs as a
historical event, which is applicable to the analysis of film noir as a type of
national cinema. My discussion, however, seeks to move beyond such a
historical narrative that delimits films noirs as a historical genre. In the above
diachronic review of the genre amalgamation, I have demonstrated that Hong
Kong cinema has been employing noir themes and stylistics by mixing classical
generic elements with that of Chinese fiction. My contention is that the recent
hybrid form of noirish films of Hong Kong should not be simply analyzed as a
pure transgression from the American genre. Rather, I shall describe, in later
chapters, the cinematic practice of appropriating classical elements of film noir
in recent Hong Kong cinema as a process of pastiche, which mingles styles of
the past and the present and of the east and the west. The noir phenomenon will
be described as a new tendency to relate the traditional to the creative mode of
burlesque or parody in which a well-established set of conventions or styles is
subject to some form of ironic exploitation. The practice of pastiche will be
related to a discursive strategy that combines cinematic codes of one type with
another so as to construct, deconstruct, and critique the meaning and the
WENF
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referential system of interpretation. (89)

101




Notes

10

11

12

Raymond Borde and Etienne Chaumeton, “Towards a Definition of
Film Noir,” in Film Noir Reader, eds. Alain Silver and James Ursini,
(New York: Limelight Editions, 1999), p.24

Ibid.

Jacques Derrida, The Law of Genre, Critical Inquiry, Vol.7, Issue 1,
Autumn, 1980, p.55-6. See also The Ideology of Genre: A Comparative
Study of Generic Instability, Thomas O. Beebee sees genre as a form of
ideology that predetermines rules of classification within formidable
constraints. Under such a presumption, any struggle against or
deviation from genre are ‘ideological struggles.” Thomas O. Beebee,
The Ideology of Genre: A Comparative Study of Generic Instability,
(USA:The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994), p.19

Thomas O Beebee, The Ideology of Genre, (USA: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 1994), p.283

Ibid., p.265

Tzvetan Todorov, “The Origin of Genres,” New Literary History, Vol.
8, No. 1, Autumn, 1976, p.163

Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, (Princeton and New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1957), p.246-247

The annual publication of the Hong Kong International Film Festival,
which reviewed Hong Kong films in retrospect, adopted a genre
approach.

Film Bi-weekly edited by Cheuk-to Li in the *70s applied the auteur
theory in analysing a group of directorial debuts by some young, local
directors. With the concerted efforts of other writers of the magazine,
auteur theory was widely used.

Postman Always Rings Twice and Citizen Kane were later categorised
as films noirs alongside the initial group of the five films noirs. The
prototypical members of the emergent category of film noir also include
Woman in the Window for the French critics.

James Naremore speaks of some influential publications on American
film noir in his “American Film Noir: The History of an Idea,” Film
Quarterly, Vol.49, No.2 Winter, 1995-96, p. 17, and traces that Nino
Frank’s “Un nouveau genre policier: Laventure criminelle,” was
published in the socialist L’Ecran Francais in August 1946. Then,
three months later in the more conservative Revene du cinéma, the
ancestor of Cahiers du cinéma, Jean Pierre Chartier published “Les
Americans aussi font des films ‘noirs’ ”

In “Towards a Definition of Film Noir,” Raymond Borde and Etienne
102



13

14

15

16

17

18

Chaumeton cite from Ecran Francais. No. 61, Aug 28, 1946 Nino
Frank’s definition of film noir, “[these films] belong to what we used to
call the police genre but that we should more appropriately describe
from now on by the term ‘re criminal adventure’ or, better still, ‘re
criminal psychology’.” See “Towards a Definition of Film Noir,” in
Film Noir Reader, written by Raymond Borde and Etienne Chaumeton,
eds. Alain Silver and James Ursini, (New York: Limelight Editions,
1999), p. 17.

Ibid.

R. Barton Palmer noted that Panorama Du Film Noir Américain is the
most important book ever written on dark cinema. See R. Barton
Palmer’s Hollywood’s Dark Cinema: The American Film Noir, (New
York: Twayne Publishers, 1994), p.17.

Raymond Borde and Etienne Chaumeton, “Towards a Definition of
Film Noir” in Film Noir Reader, eds. Alain Silver and James Ursini,
(New York: Limelight Editions, 1999), p. 17. James Naremore noted in
“American Film Noir: The History of an Idea,” in Film Quarterly, Vol.
49, No.2 Winter, 1995-1996, that Borde and Chaumeton had been
inconsistent in the usage of a few analytical terms. Naremore says, “At
various points they discuss film noir as a series, a cycle, a genre, a
mood, and a Zeitgeist.” p.18

The Cahiers circle developed better interest in auteur theory while it
published dismissive review essays on some book-length studies of the
noir phenomenon.

There was a minority of film producers or makers who seemed to have
prior knowledge of films noirs. For instance, Robert Aldrich, the
producer-director of Kiss Me Deadly posed with Borde and
Chaumeton’s book entitled Panorama Du Film Noir Américain on the
set of Attack! in 1956. See Alain Silver’s introduction to Film Noir
Reader on page 10. Generally speaking, the term film noir was not in
use in America until the *70s. Eddie Muller explains, “When these
images and motives flooded America’s movie screens there was no
such animal as film noir. Cinéastes hadn’t yet bestowed the academic
nomenclature. At the picture factories in Los Angeles, and in the
boardrooms of the Wall Street underwriters, these movies were known
simply as ‘crime dramas’.” See Eddie Muller’s Dark City: The Lost
World of Film Noir, (London: Titan Books, 1998), p.21.

American critics were very slow to adopt the term film noir in the past.
According to Todd Erickson, there were no English language books
using the term before Charles Higham and Joel Greenberg’s Hollywood
in the Forties, which was published in 1968. See Todd Erickson, “Kill
Me Again: Movement Becomes Genre,” in Film Noir Reader, eds.
Alain Silver and James Ursini, (New York: Limelight Editions, 1999),
p. 307. It is indeed not easy to date the beginning of the usage of the
term in the States. Foster Hirsch explains, “Film Noir became an
accepted critical term in America only in the late sixties, at a time when
Americans themselves began to take American films more seriously.

103



19

20

21

22

23

24
25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

Contemporary reviews of film noir were not, on the whole, either
favorable or enlightened.” See Foster Hirsch’s Film Noir: The Dark
Side of The Screen, (New York: Da Capo Press, 1981), p.9.

Raymond Durgnat, “Paint it Black: The Family Tree of the Film Noir,”
in Film Noir Reader, eds. Alain Silver and James Ursini (New York:
Limelight Editions, 1999), p. 38

Paul Schrader, “Notes on Film Noir,” Film Comment 8, No. 1, 1972, p.
8-13

Ibid., p.8, or Film Noir Reader, eds. Alain Silver and James Ursini,
(New York: Limelight Editions, 1999), p.53-54

Film Noir Reader, p.63

Manthia Diawara, “Noir by Noirs: Toward a New Realism in Black
Cinema,” in Shades of Noir, ed. Joan Copjec, (London and New York:
Verso, 1996) p.261

Ibid.
Ibid., p.263

Christopher Orr, “Genre Theory in the Context of the Noir and Post-
Noir Film,” Film Criticism, Vol.22(1), Sep 1997, p.22

David Bordwell, Janet Staiger and Kristin Thompson, The Classical
Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and Mode of Production to 1960,
(London: Routledge, 1985), p.74-75

Stephen Neale, Genre, (London: BF1, 1980), p. 20
Ibid.

Jean Mitry and Marc Vernet, for instance, used to master this approach
which is traditionally a method to analyze the film text according to
some cinematic vocabulary. The analysis is based on the presence or
absence of easily identifiable elements. For example, in the case of
Western films, these elements are earth, dust, water and leather. Jim
Kitses and John Cawelti used to master the syntactic approach, which
puts emphasis on the relationship linking lexical elements instead. For
example the dialectics between culture and nature, community and
individual, future and past, etc.

R. Barton Palmer, “Film Noir and the Genre Continuum: Process,
Product, and the Big Clock,” Persistence of Vision, No.3/4, 1986, p.51

Jon Tuska, Dark Cinema: American Film Noir in Cultural Perspective,
(Westport and London: Greenwood Press, 1984), p.xvi

Fred Pfeil, “Home Fires Burning: Family Noir in Blue Velvet and
Terminators 2,” in Shades of Noir, ed. Joan Copjec, (London and New

104



34

35

36

37

38

39

40

41

42

43

York: Verso, 1993) p.227

Tony Bennett, Qutside Literature, (London and New York: Routledge,
1990)

J.P.Telotte, Voices in the Dark: The Narrative Patterns of Film Noir,
(Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1989)

“Indeed much of the trouble plaguing scholars attempting to deal with
the film noir as a genre stems from the fact that it stands somewhere
between a historical and a theoretical genre. While critics today may
identify a particular American film as noir, the only indication of any
commercial awareness of it is the occasional use of the terms "thriller”
or “psychological thriller” by the Hollywood journals of that era to
describe some titles now generally recognized as being films noirs. I
would hardly dispute the validity of the term as a critical distinction, but
its status as a genre is muddied by the fact that the film noir drew from
so many different genres (the topical film, the gangster film, the private
detective film) that there appears to be no single example of it which is
not transgeneric.” Robert Gerald Porfirio, The Dark Age of American
Film: A Study of the American ‘Film Noir’'(1940-1960) Vol I,
(England : Ann Arbor, 1985,) p.9

Ibid., p.222

Leighton Grist, “Moving Targets and Black Widows: Film Noir in
Modern Hollywood,” in The Movie Book of Film Noir, ed. lan
Cameron, (London: Studio Vista, 1992) p. 274

HEEE  AREREBYHIR (THDEER (FHIGRAH
1990) %8 197-201 B, Wei Shao Chang, Wo Kan Yuan Yang Hu Die Pai,
(Xiang Gang: Zhong Hua Shu Ju Xiang Gang You Xian Gong Si, 1990), p.
197-201

JofEEft . “WwiENE (BREX) " - BANEE BNEX
% - BEFEEFE (LR PERUBHRRAE] 0 1986) .55 2,4, 16
H. Fan BoQun, “Lun Cheng Xiao Qi De {(Huo San Tan An) ,” in
Cheng Xiao Qing Wen Ji: Huo Sang Tan An Xuan, (Beijing: Zhong Guo
Wen Lian Chu Ban Gong Si, 1986), p.2, 4, 16.

BIEEE » ZERBYIR 55 200 H. Wei Shao Chang, Wo Kan
Yuan Yang Hu Die Pai, p. 200

JORBER » PEER NERFE— B/ F (PE : EEE
hiziek » 1994 ) , 55 H 2-4 E. Fan Bo Qun ed., Zhong Guo Zhen Tan
Xiao Shuo Jia Zong Jiang—Cheng Xiao Qing, (Zhong Huo or China: Nan
Jing Chu Ban She, 1994), p. 2-4

Chun-bong Ng also teaches at Hong Kong Baptist University as an
associate professor in the Department of Cinema and Television. He is
also an official advisor of the Hong Kong International Film Festival,

105



44

45

46

47

48

49

50

51

52

53

54

55

Hong Kong Film Archive, and the Hong Kong Museum of History, etc.

Page 2 of an unpublished paper written by Ng in 1999 entitled  “Hong
Kong Detective Novels of the ’50s”( or “EgfLTEMRTEEEH
)

Ng’s manuscript of the unpublished paper, p. 9

A telephone interview with Ng conducted in Sep, 2004 after he had
written his book on representations of Chinese women that will soon be
published. See also Ng’s manuscript, p.10. By the *30s, Ng purports in
his paper, women’s increasing formal and informal power in society
posed a threat to men. Therefore, male writers alluded to women as
‘human leopards who would choke their male enemies to death’ in the
detective novels.

Ibid., p.4-7

Ng shared in the telephone interview that Xiao Ping was a crippled man
who lived his whole live in Shanghai. His novels were always sent to
Hong Kong in the post during the *50s until one day he disappeared in
China. Thereafter, a number of Hong Kong writers using the name of
Xiao Ping as an alias continued to submit their works of hard-boiled
fiction to the same publisher.

Ibid., p.15

Ng provides a list of the titles on p.16 of his manuscript. What the
adaptation achieved was, in Ng’s impression, merely replacing the
conventional martial arts hero, Wong Fei Hung of a popular kung-fu
film series, with the heroines in the mixed-genre productions.

Cheuk-to Li and Ain-lin Wong eds., Cantonese Melodrama 1950-1969,
The 10" Hong Kong International Film Festival, revised edition, (Hong
Kong: Urban Council of Hong Kong, 1997, p.107

Ain-ling Wong, “Our Frail Beauty,” in Cantonese Melodrama 1950-
1969, The 10" Hong Kong International Film Festival, revised edition,
eds. Cheuk-to Li and Ain-Ling Wong, (Hong Kong: Urban Council of
Hong Kong, 1997), p.29

An interview I conducted over the telephone in May, 1999

At Cannes Film Festival, the re-edited version won a technical
achievement award.

Stephen Teo, “Only the Valiant: King Hu and His Cinema Opera,
Transcending the Times: King Hu and Eileen Chang, The 22

International Film Festival, eds. Kar Law and Stephen Teo, (Hong
Kong: The Provisional Urban Council of Hong Kong, 1998), p. 19. See
also other articles on A Touch of Zen and King Hu’s films in the same
anthology.

106



56

57
58

59

60

61

62

63

65

Johnny Guitar is usually understood as a noir Western. Therefore,
when Stephen Teo invokes it, he indicates that he is aware of the noir
elements in A Touch of Zen. The mixing of film noir with Western also
took place in Hollywood during the classical period. When Raymond
Durgnat wrote about one of the dominant motifs of film noir, he
describes that Huston’s great film noir, The Treasure of Siera Madre, as
a Western. See Raymond Durgnat’s “Paint It Black: The Family Tree
of the Film Noir,” in Film Noir Reader, eds. Alain Silver and James
Ursini, (New York: Limelight Editions, 1999), p.46.

Teo, “Only the Valiant: King Hu and His Cinema Opera,” p. 21
Michael Eaton, Chinatown, (London: BFI, 1997), p.17

King Hu himself may not be entirely conscious of the visual style of his
film that is akin to the noir stylistic. In an interview, he once recalled
his hesitation about endorsing the darker tone of the courtship scene
after his director of photography had finished setting up. In the battle
scene inside the fortress, however, Hu incorporated the noirish style of
photography himself. The use of noir cinematography could be,
therefore, a coincidence. Or, perhaps it is due to the fact that Hu
spontaneously adopted the visual style without noticing it. See [LHZ%
—RFHNERE » B HKEEFE  BURERESE  (F
#  IEAHARAERRZNE] © 1998) Shan Tian Hong Yi and Yu Tian
Chuan Xing Yang, Hu Jin Quan Wu Xia Dian Ying Zuo Fa, trans. Li He
and Ma Song Yi, ( Xiang Gang or Hong Kong: Zheng Wen She Chu
Ban You Xian Gong Si, 1998)

It was also King Hu’s recurrent idea to stage a small and enclosed space
for conflicts and combat among warriors, killers, corrupted government
officials and spies. See other King Hu’s films like Dragon Inn (1968).

Nien-tung Lin, “The Martial Arts Hero,” in 4 Study of the Hong Kong
Swordplay Film (1945-1980), The 5" Hong Kong International Film
Festival, revised edition, eds. Shing-hon Lau and Mo-ling Leong, (Hong
Kong: Urban Council of Hong Kong, 1996, p.6

Page 3 of Sze’s manuscript of his unpublished essay written in 2000 on
films noirs of Hong Kong entitled “The Formal Sturcture of

Contemporary Hong Kong Film Noir,” ( *Z#R S BaBE " )
Ibid., p.7, 10

Ibid., p.10.

Ibid., p. 7. What Sze delimits as the noirish elements can be found in
To’s films and include, firstly, the dark vision of the noir world that is
full of inescapable fatal coincidence. Secondly, the noir personae that is
no longer restricted within the old boundaries of moral convention as in
Double Indemnity and The Asphalt Jungle.  Lastly, the noir
cinematography that is typical of Orson Welles’ The Lady of Shanghai

107



66

67

68
69

70

7

72

73

74

and The Touch of Evil, for instance, the claustrophobic portrayal of
enclosed spaces, symbolic use of night scenes, low-key lighting,
contrasting colour schemes, and bizarre compositions, etc. 1 do not
agree that Johnny To’s films are akin to classical film noir in terms of
the narrative structure. Rather, they are closer to the form and narrative
of American neo-noir films like Pulp Fiction and Reservoir Dogs.
Nevertheless, quite a number of films directed and produced are widely
know as noirish. Patrick Yau’s The Longest Nite (1997) and Expect the
Unexpected (1998) and Johnnie To’s A Hero Never Dies (1998) are
grouped together as the dark trilogy in Bryan Chang’s “The Man Pushes
On: The Burden of Pain and Mistakes in Johnnie To’s Cinema,” in
Hong Kong Panorama 98-99, The 23" Hong Kong International Film
Festival, ed. Evelyn Chan, trans. Sam Ho, (Hong Kong: The Provisional
Urban Council of Hong Kong, 1999), p.75. He says, “ ...in 1998, he
[Johnnie To] made [directed and produced] what can be considered the
Dark Trilogy....A stable social structure has disappeared and his heroes
are isolated...”

The English subtitles of We're Going to Eat You regarding the
conversation between a detective and a visitor, who are heading for the
village in the film, is noted below:

Detective: Where are you from?

Visitor: Don’t you see that | am from Hong Kong

Detective: The two places have very strict emigration policy.

Visitor: Trains and boats are carefully interrupted [sic].

Detective: How could you get out?

Visitor: Don’t be stupid....walked to Canton first, then came here.

David Desser, “Global Noir: Genre Film in the Age of

Transnationalism,” in Film Genre Reader III, ed. Barry Keith Grant,
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003), p.526

Ibid., p.534
Ibid., p.530

Ibid., p.526. This is Desser’s citation of Stokes and Hoover’s City on
Fire, p.67

Ibid.

Alain Silver, “Son of Noir: Neo-Film Noir and the Neo-B picture,” in
Film Noir Reader, eds. Alain Silver and James Ursini, (New York:
Limelight Editions, 1999,) p.331

Alain Silver and Elizabeth Ward eds., Film Noir: An Encyclopedic
Reference to the American Style, (New York: The Overlook Press,
1992)

Todd Erickson, “Kill Me Again: Movement Becomes Genre,” in Film

Noir Reader, eds. Alain Silver and James Ursini, (New York: Limelight
Editions, 1998), p.321
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Noel Carroll, “The Future of Allusion: Hollywood in the Seventies (and
Beyond),” October 20, Spring, 1982, p.69

Robert Crooks, “Retro Noir, Future Noir: Body Heat, Blade Runner,
and Neo-conservative Paranoia,” Film and Philosophy, Vol. 1, 1994,
p.105

Paul M. Sammon, Future Noir: The Making of Blade Runner, (UK:
Orion Media, 1996)

Scott Bukatman describes the film’s look of the future in his Blade
Runner, (London: British Film Institute, 1997), see p.19-33

B. Ruby Rich, “Dumb Lugs and Femmes Fatales,” Sight and Sound,
Nov. 1995, p.8

He describes the new noir phenomenon with reference to a number of
titles: “...this film type had its first eighties venue in the steamy and
very nearly perfect Body Heat (1981), written and directed by Lawrence
Kasdan....After a lull of several years, film noir came back into its own
in such well-made and intelligent films as Black Widow (Bob Rafelson,
1986), Angel Heart (Alan Parker, 1987), Manhunter (Michael Mann,
1987), No Way Out (Roger Donaldson, 1987), Best Seller (John Flynn,
1987), Fatal Attraction (Adrian Lyne, 1987), Someone to Watch Over
Me (Ridley Scott, 1987), House of Games (David Mamet, 1987),
Frantic (Roman Polanski, 1988), Masquerade (Bob Swaim, 1988), The
House on Carroll Street (Peter Yates, 1988), D.O.A. (Rocky Morton,
1988), and Into the Fire (1989)” See David A. Cook’s A History of
Narrative Film, (New York and London: W.W. Norton & Company,
1990), p.901

David A. Cook, A History of Narrative Film, (New York and London:
W.W.Norton & Company, 1990)

Ibid., p.502. For example, Robert Aldrich’s What Ever Happened to
Baby Jane? (1962), and Hush, Hush Sweet Charlotte (1964)

Ibid., p.602. For example, Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982)

Ibid., p.603. For example, Adrian Lyne’s 9 % Weeks and Fatal
Attraction, 1987

Gerald Mast, 4 Short History of the Movies, New York and London:
Macmillan, 1986), p.428-429

See Film Noir: An Encyclopedic Reference to the American Style, eds.
Alain Silver and Elizabeth Ward (New York: The Overlook Press,
1992), p.398

James Naremore purports that both classical film noir and neo-noir are
works influenced by European talents. He describes, “...American film
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noir of the ‘historical’ period was largely a product of ideas and talent
appropriated from Europe, and neo-noir emerged during a renaissance
of the European art film, when America was relatively open to imported
culture. The second of these two phases was affected not only by the
French and German New Waves, but also by an Italian tradition of
philosophical noir—as in Antonioni’s pop-art Blowup and Bertolucci’s
retro-styled The Conformist (1971). It was also strongly influenced by
European directors who made English-language thrillers that were
aimed partly at the American market: not only Antonioni, but also
Polanski (Repulsion), Boorman (Point Blank), and eventually even
Wenders (Hammett).” See Naremore’s More Than Night: Film Noir in
its Contexts, (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University of
California Press, 1998), p.203, hereafter More than Night. Although
Naremore agrees that Germany had a crucially important influence on
historical film noir, he takes note of Wim Wenders’ contrasting remark
on films noirs. Wim Wender says that he was unable to make ‘any
connections between the films Fritz Lang made in America and the ones
he made in Germany.” For Wender, ‘noir was a Hollywood invention,
associated with the flood of American pop culture that spread
throughout Germany at the end of the war.” See More Than Night,
p.303.

Robert Gerald Porfirio explains that films noirs may not necessarily be
an American creation. He says, “This will permit me to view what I
believe are the cycles’ two major “sources”™—German Expression and
the hard-boiled tradition—from a single vantage point and to attempt to
demonstrate the transformations necessary to generate the film noir.
These two broadly-conceived sources were in turn directly related to
that twin infusion of talent experienced by Hollywood in the 1930s and
early 1940s—the so-called ‘Germanic’ émigrés and what I have termed
the domestic émigrés (writers and theatrical personnel from the east}—
of which the noir cycle was the principal beneficiary. And while care
must be taken to point out that these two groups came from very
different traditions and hardly formed a cohesive colony of “exiles”
within the Hollywood community, they did enjoy a mutual sensitivity to
‘liberal’ causes and a certain disaffiliation from the mainstream of
American culture.” See Porfirio’s The Dark Age of American Film: A
Study of the American ‘Film Noir’ (1940-1960), (England: Ann Arbor,
1985), Vol. 1, p.19.

John G. Cawelti, “Chinatown and Generic Transformation in Recent
American Films,” in Film Theory and Criticism: Introductory
Readings, eds. Gerald Mast and Marshall Cohen, ( New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), p.578

This is what Christian Metz would call the meta-cinematic which is
achieved through the manifestation of two inter-codical syntagms. The
manifestation refers to the positioning of an extradiegetic and
paradigmatic reference and an inter-textual reference. Metz points out
that when a film makes it apparent that it is making references to itself,
for itself, the film text becomes potentially disruptive. See Metz’s Film
Language: A Semiotics of the Cinema, trans. Michael Taylor, (USA:
University of Chicago Press, 1991).
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Chapter Three

Pastiche and Postmodernism

This chapter develops an analysis of the reinvestment of film noir in Hong Kong
cinema as a practice of transculturation with an account of the hybridity of
Hong Kong cinema in terms of pastiche as a positive device in representation.
It therefore takes issue with Fredric Jameson’s dismissal of pastiche and
postmodern culture. The discussion seeks to clarify that postmodern culture
refers to the renewed spectator-screen relation with which the spectator-subject
is enabled to register self-consciously the instability of the symbol-forming,
subject-constituting and interpellative practices of the cinema; and that the
process of cultural hybridization gives rise to new possibilities of negotiation of

meaning and representation.

Reviewing the contemporary use of the term postmodernism in film noir
criticism, this chapter also looks at the cinematic practice that contemporary
critics would call postmodernist. Jameson’s negative view on the ‘postmodern’
that substantiates his global perspective of the cultural logic of late capitalism
will be subject to scrutiny under the challenge posed by Lyotard’s question
regarding ‘incredulity towards metanarratives.’ The discussion on
postmodernism seeks to examine critically discursive practices of cinema that
focus on two different aspects of the temporal relation between the spectator
and the text. They are the repression of historical contradictions through a
process of socially symbolic acts and fragmentation of the temporal experience
as the ‘perpetual present.’ The former refers to the delineation of the temporal
experience in a linear order that gives rise to the constitution of a meta-narrative
which sustains a coherent understanding of human existence as truth and reality.
The latter is seen as an effect of pastiche that is denounced by Jameson. The
major characteristic of this device will be explained as fragmentation of the
order of temporality which solicits ideologically self-conscious reading of the
text without entirely forcing the spectator out of his or her position of cinematic

identification.

11



Pastiche is normally taken as a term that refers to a postmodern feature of
contemporary culture. Jameson is one of the first critics who has used the word
pastiche in this sense in a full length article on postmodern culture. His essay,
“Postmodernism and Consumer Society,” (1) was influential in the '80s and
many American critics adopted the term thereafter. Unlike his followers,
Jameson’s use of the term postmodern is essentially negative. In this essay and
later his book, Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, he
argues that the emergence of postmodernism is causing an adverse effect on the
contemporary social system as a consequence of the disappearance of the sense
of history. His standpoint is not attuned to Hal Foster’s more positive approach
that does not reject the postmodern as a practice which seeks new strategy in the
face of a culture of reaction. (2) Since the issue of postmodernism is central to
my later discussion of a noir phenomenon of Hong Kong cinema, in this chapter
I shall clarify Jameson’s notion of pastiche and a few critics’ application of
Jameson’s theory that create a discrepancy in the usual understanding of the

postmodern.

The French word, pastiche, has an Italian origin, which means ‘pie of meat,
macaroni’. The etymology of the term stems from the Italian pastry chef’s habit
of combining various ingredients into one whole taste. In contemporary art
history, it refers to an aesthetic of appropriation of styles of the past, or a play of
random stylistic allusion. The term also refers to a technique of cannibalization
which blurs the boundaries between high art and popular art; high culture and
junk culture; the orthodox and the heterodox; or the past and the present. In this
chapter, the positive application of the term refers to a practice of generic
transgression through which the creative act of cinematic art is allowed to cross
national, generic and cultural boundaries.  Fredric Jameson, however,
denounces the way in which architects deploy the idea of pastiche in

postmodern architecture. He says,

“As | have already observed, the architects use this (exceedingly polysemous)
word for the complacent eclecticism of postmodern architecture, which
randomly and without principle but with gusto cannibalizes all the architectural

styles of the past and combines them in overestimating ensembles.” (3)
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Jameson’s dislike of postmodern art is due to the fact that the cannibalization of
the old styles creates an ‘ideological mirage,” (4) which does not enable the
historical subject to make concrete and coherent sense of human existence in
relation to one’s own past experience. Before I explain that recent Hong Kong
cinema adopts a postmodern strategy which forms an interplay of signs by
appropriating noirish elements, I shall clarify two notions of postmodernism that
Jameson strives to differentiate in his works. Many critics have drawn on
Jameson’s notion of pastiche in a positive sense, as if Jameson is satisfied with

the postmodern culture.

Two Kinds of Postmodernism

(a) Jameson’s Notions of Postmodernism and Theory of Subject

Thab Hassan traced the term postmodernism to Federico de Onis’ use of the term
in his Antologia de la Poesia Espanola e Hispanoamericana in 1934, and
described it as a minor reaction to modernism. (5) Later, Tonybee coined the
term postmodernity to designate a new trend in western civilisation in 1947. A
letter from Charles Jencks to the Times Literary Supplement, 12 March 1993,
pointed out that the term was used by a British artist John Watkins Chapman in
the 1870s, and in 1917 by Rudolf Pannwitz. In the same essay, Hassan argues
that the word postmodernism implied that one had gone beyond the ‘clearly

inadequate’ world-view of modernism.

The term postmodernism entered Anglo-American critical discourse in the ’50s,
and only in a significant way in the *60s. At first it seemed to indicate a new
periodization of art or culture that broke with modernist techniques and
conventions without reverting to realist or premodernist positions. Before long,
however, critics had started to use the term to refer to particular cultural, artistic
and social characteristics. Mike Featherstone notes that the artistic use of the
term gained priority over the epochal use, as it became popular in the *60s. He
summarizes that the term was used in the United States by young artists such as
Rauschenberg, Cage, Burroughs and Barthelme, and by critics such as Fiedler,
Hassan, and Sontag to refer to a movement beyond the ‘exhausted’ high

modernism. The term postmodernism is typically used in a rather wider sense
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than modernism. In the late >70s, the term underwent a rapid series of
mutations as it was exported to France and adopted by critics such as Kristeva
and Lyotard. It was then exported back to the United States largely in the form
of Derrida’s poststructuralist deconstructionism. The term was also exported to
Germany and assumed by Habermas at the same period of time. Hence, the
term has developed a very strong philosophical context which refers to theories
concerning demystification, decanonization, and decentring. Under the
influence of Lyotard, the debates of postmodernism have moved beyond
humanistic notions of subject and object and the modern project of
Enlightenment. This has introduced a linguistic turn in the postmodern debate
in which language is deeply involved in the study of the social construction of
reality. (6)

Habermas pointed out in his 1980 Adomo prize essay that postmodernism was
an inadequate term to describe contemporary culture. He asserted that
modernism was an uncompleted project due to the fact that the very idea of a
holistic modernity and of a totalizing view of history had become anathema in
the *70s. Theoreticians of culture promoted the decentring of traditional notions
of identity, the fight of women and gays for a legitimate social and sexual
identity outside the parameters of male and heterosexual vision, and the search
for alternatives in our relationship with nature, including the nature of our own
bodies. (7) Lyotard, in opposition to Habermas, suggests that the postmodern
may be part of the modern in its nascent state. However, he stresses that
postmodernism is not modernism at its end in his report on the state of
knowledge in the western world. (8) After Lyotard’s book The Postmodern
Condition, the term postmodernism has been used to refer to a general human

condition, or society at large, as much as to art or culture.

For Lyotard, postmodernity is a condition of knowledge. He argues that there is
a legitimation crisis of the older cognitive and epistemological scientific world-
view, which can also be known as a crisis of representation. Therefore, he
openly questions any metanarratives which deny the specificality of the local in
the interests of a global homogeneity. He defines the postmodern as

‘incredulity toward metanarratives,” (9) and suggests a wider historical situation
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of postmodernity, which refers to the fading of modernity marked by distinctive

ideological, philosophical, cultural, social and technological circumstances.

Lyotard conceives of the postmodern, as Peter Nicholls describes, as a
disruption of the discursive systems on which modernity depends. Lyotard’s
sense of the postmodern is a mode rather than an epoch. Disruption is therefore
seen as the opening of an alterity or ‘other’ within language, whereas the
postmodern is the moment which registers the instability of the discourse of
modernism or the discourse of a subject who achieves autonomy by

understanding itself as the narrator of history. (10)

For Nicholls, Jameson seems to consistently misinterpret Lyotard’s proposal,
which Jameson sees as simply invoking ‘a return to the older critical high
modernism’ (11) Unlike Jameson, Lyotard has no sense of an epochal
modernism or postmodernism because the ‘post’ of postmodernism does not
signify a movement, but rather a process of the order of analysis. For Lyotard,
the postmodern does not signal a dialectical move toward synthesis but an
internal displacement—spatial and temporal—against a system of meanings.
With reference to Le Postmoderne expliqué aux enfants (12), Nicholls explains
that Lyotard’s idea of displacement is an association with Freud’s concept of
‘working through® (Durcharbeitung). Laplanche and Pontalis describe the
Freudian concept as ‘a sort of psychical work which allows the subject to accept
certain repressed elements and to free himself from the grip of mechanisms of
repetition.” (13) The spatial and temporal displacement within the system of

meanings is the idea of postmodernism on which my thesis draws.

Douglas Kellner interprets Jameson’s confrontation with postmodernism as
implying a turn from literary theory to more cultural theory. Jameson’s theory
was truthfully an expansion of cultural theory and politics beyond concern with
literature (14) because he speaks of postmodernity as the culture produced by
multinational capitalism. For Jameson, the postmodern refers to the cultural
dominant of the logic of late capitalism, which is not just an emergent feature of
a new type of culture. (15) He explains that the cultural dominant is part of the
relationship between the new configurations of the economy and culture. Many

critics opine that Jameson’s methodology is a totalising and periodizing attempt
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to globally characterize an entire epoch known as the stage of multinational
capitalism. They denounce his theory as meagre elaboration of the supposedly
new stage of multinational capitalism that results from a totalized concept.
Kellner agrees that Jameson’s work was not substantiated with a systematic
analysis of the political economy of the present age. This part of Jameson’s

work is known to be its weakest point. (16)

Admitting that his approach is a totalizing one, Jameson argues that his
assertion about the global characterizations and hypothesis was always a radical
intervention in the here-and-now. (17) He explains that postmodernism is a
notion of a mode of production which lies in ‘the seeming contradiction
between the attempt to unify a field and to posit the hidden identities that course
through it and the logic of the very impulses of this field, which postmodernist
theory itself openly characterizes as a logic of difference or differentiation.’ (18)
That is to say, the contradictory method is for Jameson indispensable. In
response to the criticism, Jameson mostly draws critics’ attention to the
historical value of his theory rather than its totalizing effect. Jane Flax remarks
in a review in History and Theory that the historical applicability of Marxism
has never been questioned in Jameson’s work. (19) The singular logic of his
theory of History, as I have already explained, undermines his theory on
postmodernism. Nevertheless, he remains one of the most important figures in

the debates on postmodernism.

Jameson obviously seeks to ‘dominate’ the postmodern (20) by reducing its play
of difference, and enforcing ‘some new conceptual conformity over its
pluralistic subjects’, though he seems to be aware of the foreseeable violation of
the spirit of postmodernism by such action. Opposing the idea of

postmodernism, he says,

“Objections to the global concept of postmodernism in this sense seem to me to
recapitulate, in other terms, the classical objections to the concept of capitalism
itself—something scarcely surprising from our perspective here, which
consistently affirms the identity of postmodernism with capitalism itself in the

latest systematic mutation.” (21)
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Jameson’s objection to the global concept of postmodernism demonstrates his
intention to dominate over the postmodern or the cultural mode of production of
late capitalism. Hence, he proposes to raise up a collective subject who is
supposed to regain a capacity to act and struggle. He therefore launches an idea
of cognitive mapping which allows one to grasp his or her positioning as an
individual and collective subject. Otherwise, he warns that the popular cultural
logic of late capitalism only naturally gives rise to a ‘non-subject of the
fragmented or schizophrenic self’, or ‘non-centred subject’ (22), and he

denounces the postmodern subject as malfunctioning.

Jameson posits that the postmodern is a culture dominated by space and spatial
logic, and he describes postmodern cultural productions as ‘heaps of fragments,’
or ‘a practice of the randomly heterogeneous and fragmentary and the aleatory.’
(23) He explains that the subject of the culture has lost the capacity to organize
his or her past and future into coherent experience. For him, this is a ‘crisis in

historicity’ (24) that raises questions on the issue of temporal organization.

Jameson’s theory of subject is a synthesis of that of Althusser and Lacan. He
shares Althusser’s notion of the specular structure of ideology and suggests that
it has omitted the dimension of the Lacanian symbolic. (25) He asserts that a
return to the Lacanian underpinnings of Althusser’s theory can afford some
useful and suggestive methodological enrichment. Therefore, he characterizes
the subject of the postmodern as ‘schizophrenic’ and assumes an adverse effect
on the culture that is dominated by the ‘non-centred subject.” Using a psycho-
pathological term, ‘schizophrenia’, to describe the postmodern subject, Jameson
is obviously not in favour of the postmodern. Not using it in a clinical sense,
Jameson stresses that the term ‘schizophrenia’ is entirely used as a description
of an aesthetic model which reveals ‘a breakdown of temporality’ and releases
the ‘present of time’ that suddenly engulfs the subject with indescribable
vividness of the material signifier in isolation. Weighing the pros and cons of

the aesthetic value of the model, he says,

“This present of the world or material signifier comes before the subject with
heightened intensity, bearing a mysterious charge of affect, here described in the

negative terms of anxiety and loss of reality, but which one could just as well
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imagine in the positive terms of euphoria, a high, an intoxicatory or

hallucinogenic intensity.” (26)

Schizophrenia is used to describe a social pathology revealed by art forms of

temporal discontinuity. He says,

“If we are unable to unify the past, present, and future of the sentence, then we
are similarly unable to unify the past, present, and future of our own

biographical experience or psychic life.” (27)

His major concern of analysis is that the aesthetic model allows the postmodern
subject to forget history. The postmodern condition is therefore, for Jameson,
unfavourable when the subject is unable to unify the past, the present and the
future. Jameson’s confrontation with postmodernism is global. He does not
speak of a personal crisis, rather a global crisis that the postmodern subject
undergoes. The aim of his analysis is to raise a question of problematic
subjectivity and to inspire a reaction in the contemporary world to seek a
dialectical resolution toward a synthesis that will derive a new form of art to
replace the postmodern. He henceforth proposes new political art, which he
claims as genuinely ‘postmodernist.’ The new art form is meant to be an
activity organized by a collective subject who acts and struggles in the latest
stage of capitalism for the betterment of the world. This is a single logic within
which a collective self is supposed to be derived to resist confusion brought
forth by the postmodern. Jane Flax argues that postmodernists do not adopt any
singular logic. Neither do they believe in a single organizing social relation or
human activity. She says, “Beliefs in or wishes for such a logic are
metaphysical; they are the secular versions of...transcendental Reason.” (28) 1
shall leave open the question of whether Jameson’s version of postmodernism
revealed in his launch of the new political art is genuinely ‘postmodernist’ or
not. What is more essential to my discussion is the paradox created by many
critics’ examination of the relation between film noir and postmodernism, who
are applying Jameson’s negative description of the postmodern culture in a
positive manner. Such usage of the term in the contradictory sense raises a
question of misrepresentation of the conception of the postmodern. I shall,

therefore, explore the issue of postmodernism in the following, which not only
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seeks to resolve the controversy of film noir criticism, but it also assesses
Jameson’s rejection of postmodernism and of postmodern cinema as a form of

mass culture.

(b) Postmodernism and Film Noir Criticism

In Jameson’s discussion, there are obviously two kinds of postmodernism
described in two major forms of artefacts. They include, firstly, the mass
culture dominated by a ‘schizophrenic’ or de-centred subject who is allured to
forget history, and secondly the new political art mastered by a centred-subject
who reacts against the mass culture. I have already discussed at length
Jameson’s theoretical background and have traced the reason for his choice of
cultural model. In discussing the type of postmodernism that he rejects in the
following, I need to clarify that many critical writings on films noirs involve
citations of Jameson’s theory of the postmodern in a paradoxically positive

sense.

E. Ann Kaplan proclaims in her introduction to the revised and expanded
edition of Women in Film Noir in 1998 that American cinema in the ’90s, in the
filmic and generic return of film noir, saw a ‘postmodern moment’. She cites
one of Jameson’s 1985 publications (29) as the source of reference for her
assertion that Jameson’s notion of the ‘postmodern’ is classic. What she
interprets as postmodern is derived from her tentatively positive understanding
of pastiche as a style that ‘recirculates past aesthetic and cultural modes in a
way that is neither irony nor satire.” (30) Describing the latest noir phenomenon
as a trend of repeating nostalgically ‘a cultural mode from another era,” Kaplan
does not explain that Jameson has indeed disapproved of the sense of pastness
conveyed in the style of pastiche as ‘pseudohistorical depth.’ (31) Kaplan is not
alone in using Jameson’s ideas about the postmodern without specifying
Jameson’s rejections of the mass culture and the idea of postmodernism. Kate
Stables sees the postmodern cinema as important because its ‘polysemic nature
allows films to accommodate and privilege radically opposing discourses at the
same time’ while it expresses and reproduces dominant ideologies. (32) While
she approves of Jameson’s theory of the postmodern in her article (33), she
contradicts Jameson’s idea which seeks to denounce the postmodern

‘ideological mirage.’ (34)
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Richard Martin and Leighton Grist, however, take on Jameson’s line of
argument respectively. In Mean Streets and Raging Bulls, Martin has a chapter
entitled “Eighties Pastiche” in which he argues that American films noirs of the
’80s are merely ‘evocation of the iconography, narrative patterns, and character
types of classic film noir.” He denounces those films as ‘little more than a
superficial, primarily visual re-creation of film noir rather than the dynamic
thematic reinvention of the genre.” (35) Grist also shows his discontent with
postmodernism in his discussion of Body Heat. In his citation of Jameson’s
view on the film, he draws on Jameson’s idea of history and rejects the
postmodern for its ‘innate conservatism...underlined by its tacit denial of
history.” He notes that Body Heat is a self-conscious use of noir conventions,

which is ‘superficial rather than analytical.” (36)

James Naremore is aware of Jameson’s assertion about the alarming and
pathological symptoms of society that has become incapable of dealing with
time and history. (37) Naremore considers Jameson’s work as overly
pessimistic. (38) Jameson has described postmodern films as nostalgic many
times. What I want to clarify here is that nostalgia is not an essential feature of
the postmodern. James Collins argues ironically in Screen that being nostalgic

may be more of a problem for Jameson. He says,

“By reconsidering postmodernism, then, not as a menace to society, but as a
thorough-going attempt to understand the semiotic basis of cultural activity we
can escape the iron cage not only of modernism, but of the ideological analysis
founded on the same presuppositions regarding cultural production. Jameson’s,
Eagleton’s and Foster’s critiques of postmodernism, like Adorno’s attack on the
‘culture industry’ that so clearly informs them, are themselves written in a
‘nostalgic mode’, essentially a nostalgia for a culture where the oppositional
version of ‘the best that has been thought and said’ is easily located.” (39)

This thesis sees beyond the negative assumptions on postmodernism one finds
in Jameson’s writings. In addition to Jameson’s two versions of
postmodernism, it is perhaps necessary to offer a more neutral stance in
reconsidering the postmodern culture. What this thesis remains suspicious of is

the master-narratives, models and paradigms that suppress difference in order to
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legitimate a homogeneous vision of reality. Therefore, my discussion shall seek
to produce diverse diagnoses and interpretations of the phenomenon rather than
a dialectical resolution. It henceforth surveys the distinctive aspect of recent
Hong Kong cinema that allows the spectator-subject to reread history and to
search for a larger framework of meaning. My focus of analysis in the
following is the various ways through which the cinema enables the spectator to
negotiate the ideas of self, identity and subjectivity by contrasting the concept of
temporal unity with that of the ‘perpetual present’, identification with de-
identification, and centred subject with a mutable self derived from a de-centred

narrative.

There is still one more related aspect of the postmodern culture that this chapter
needs to address, which is the way in which the cinema as a site of intersecting
modes of representation promotes an ideologically self-conscious reading of the
cinematic text. While Jameson denounces the postmodern as a form of
narativization that disorients the subject from his or her coherent understanding
of the historical self, I shall describe the de-centred narrative and its disruptive
narrative strategy positively as a play or a game. I draw on Lyotard’s ideas that
we should not ‘supply reality’ but ‘put forward the unpresentable in
presentation.” Lyotard considers the postmodern as a strategy that puts forward
the unpresented. Thus, what was once unpresentable may find an alternative
way of expression within a heterogeneous and changing language structure.
Lyotard describes this process of presentation as a ‘game’ which is, in other
words, a process of re-narativization. Re-narativization of the text, which
begins as a language game that is sustained by the subject’s self-conscious
reading, thus appears to be a more promising avenue of investigation. Since the
tactic of re-narativization is to deny ‘the solace of good forms’ of the original
text, (40) postmodernity in this context refers to an effort to search for ‘new
presentations, not in order to enjoy them but in order to impart a stronger sense

of the unpresentable.’

With reference to Lyotard’s idea that ‘post modern would have to be understood
according to the paradox of the future (post) anterior (modo),” (41) 1 shall
discuss an essential aspect of the postmodern that is not embodied in Jameson’s
spatial model—a geopolitical aesthetic that inspires the subject to ‘grasp our
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positioning as individual and collective subjects and regain a capacity to act and
struggle.’ (42) My discussion shall examine a cinematic practice that plays on
the notions of temporality and narrativity by exposing the materiality of
metanarrative, for example history, for a critique of representation and of the
truth-claims that are interwoven within the narrative structure. This practice
introduces to the subject a sense of the incommensurability of time and space
that gives rise to the formulation of new ideas on human experiences and

insights into what Jameson critiques as the socially symbolic act.

A Critique of Jameson’s Theory of History

The social symbolic act that I discuss here technically refers to the portrayals of
human experiences in terms of a self-other dichotomy, as I have laid out in an
earlier chapter. This in turn constitutes the notions of subjectivity and identity
by demarcating the conception of self in the representation of the local people
and the conception of the other in the representation of the northerners; the rich
as the self, and the poor employees as the other; and Hong Kong citizens as the
self and the criminals from mainland China as the other. Such a device offers
ideologically complicit pleasure in a form of narrative closure that resolves the
social and cultural differences of the people. I shall draw on Jameson’s critical
comment on the mechanism of the symbolic act which represses historical

contradictions. Jameson says,

“The assertion of a political unconscious proposes that we undertake just such a
final analysis and explore the multiple paths that lead to the unmasking of
cultural artifacts as socially symbolic acts.” (43)

One aspect on which I disagree with Jameson is his theory of history that
describes human destiny in a ‘single vast plot’ through which problems and
difference are to be resolved by resorting to an eternal struggle or revolution.
For Jameson, a socially symbolic act is sustained by a mode of consciousness
that renders the action, which is specifically historical in nature, possible.
Jameson’s theory of history, or narratological causality, refers to a seizing of the

past by consciousness in such a way as to make of the present a fulfilment rather
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than an effect. White further shows that Jameson’s notion of causation implies
a story that is charged with the task of realizing the possibilities inherent within
the ‘plot’ that links a beginning of a process to its conclusion. (44) In this
analysis, White clarifies that Jameson’s theory is grounded on a structural

representation of history that I shall contest below.

For Jameson, History, with a capital letter, is the absent cause (45) of the
collective repression, which refers to some intolerable experience and
unacceptable wishes. The aim of his project is to promote a type of ‘collective
struggle’ (46) to better the future of human beings by unmasking the underlying
factor of a cultural psyche that avoids representing intolerable memories or
experiences of the past in full, so as to make human existence more bearable.
Therefore, he speaks of experiencing the ‘absent cause’ as an inevitable
consequence of the development of ‘History’ like a single vast unfinished plot
of the story of humanity. (47) ‘History,” also as the consequence of its
development, becomes a reason for taking up a position to refuse the collective
repression, that is a reaction against the socially symbolic act that appears to
resolve conflicts and despair passively by repressing those intolerable
experiences and unacceptable wishes. In his already condensed description of
‘History,” he advances one more aspect of ‘History,” which is its inaccessibility
except in textual form. Since he assumes that ‘History’ is a progression of
political struggle, he envisages it as a form of cultural artefact that offers a
dialectically new framework that brings understanding of humanity to a new
‘horizon’. (48)

The reason for the emergence of collective repression, for Jameson, is that
‘History hurts’. (49) It hurts because it must be something intolerable to the
collective mind, for instance, the underlying conditions of exploitation and
oppression which ‘refuses desire and sets inexorable limits to individual as well
as collective praxis.” (50) Narrative text, according to Jameson, is not History.
It reveals merely an effect of History that represents the returning to the
consciousness of the politically repressed material which had previously been
confined to the unconscious. In his project, he proposes to detect the ‘single
vast plot’ (51) that is hidden in the politically repressed material, and is

represented only in a disguise or a distorted manner in the narrative text. The

123



aim of Jameson’s project is to detect traces of the politically repressed material
in order to encourage a confrontation with the complacent illusions of ideology.
My approach which draws upon the central premise of Jameson’s project also
seeks to identify the particular film strategy of Hong Kong cinema which

critiques the ideologically complicit text.

William Dowling comments that Jameson’s doctrine of the political
unconscious is not a loose adaptation from Freudian psychoanalytical theory.
What Jameson means by the unconscious, or by the collective denial or
repression of underlying historical contradictions by human societies, is well
grounded in psychoanalytic theory. Alongside Jameson, critics believe that
when unacceptable wishes are expelled from the conscious, the unconscious is
created as a repository of repressed psychical material that can only return to the
conscious in a distorted form. (52) Jameson points out a very important issue
about the distorted form of representation that is derived from narrativization,
which conceals the politically repressed material. This is the socially symbolic
act that Jameson critiques in his project. For Hong Kong people, what is
repressed has varied from the period of colonization to that of decolonization.
After colonization, the desire to be Chinese—the ethnic origin of Hong Kong
Chinese—was suppressed. During the process of decolonization, the desire to
remain as a British subject was also repressed. These desires are interwoven
into the socially symbolic act that conceals the politically repressed material in a
narrative and hence represents a distorted reality in a form of ideology that is
politically correct. Jameson brings out a very important point about resisting
the socially symbolic act that I shall discuss in some later chapters. The
symbolic act refers to a practice of fabricating ideologically complicit narrative
text. I shall explore a disruptive film strategy which enables recent Hong Kong

cinema to contest the symbolic act.

Synthesizing Marxist and Freudian theories, Jameson speaks of the eternal
struggle of the oppressed and the oppressor, and places emphasis on political
rather than sexual repression in The Political Unconscious. For Jameson, as
Dowling explains, it is ‘revolution’ that has been repressed (53) and it is the
collective repression that should be refused. The reason for the revolution refers

to the revolutionary spirit that is denied during the process of political
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repression. Repressing intolerable experience of conflicts, for instance, or
unacceptable wishes to struggle at times becomes a means of survival.
Revolution becomes Jameson’s ultimate resolution through which he supposes
that the people may impose radical change on society. His critical approach can,
therefore, be seen as a way to resolve differences using a radical process of

negation.

In the following, I shall take on Jameson’s project of political unconsciousness
for a critique of the socially symbolic act. I shall not, however, adopt his
agenda for the progressive recuperation of the repressed story of humanity and
his structuralist approach in expressing human existence in terms of ‘History’ as
a single plot of historical linearity. Contrary to Jameson’s presumption of linear
historicity, I shall look at the delegitimation of the concept of causality that is
used to build up the relation of past events, subjects and society. My later
analysis that is established on my critique of Jameson’s theory will reveal the
way in which recent Hong Kong cinema unconventionally replaces the linear
expression of history with a concept of the ‘perpetual present’ and refuses the
usual understanding of Hong Kong films as nostalgic. Therefore, I shall take 92
Legendary La Rose Noire as an example below and illustrate how the film
critiques the old concept of history. Pastiche as a cinematic device shall be
explained as the major avenue through which the film strategy disrupts the

course of passive viewing by renewing the temporal-spatial relation of the film.

Jameson does not speak of pastiche as a device of the postmodern culture in a
positive sense. He differentiates pastiche from parody by pin-pointing its blank
parodic function. Parody, according to him, is a feature of modernism while
pastiche is a feature of postmodernism in which parody is drained of its power

to mock. He describes,

“Pastiche is, like parody, the imitation of a peculiar or unique style, the wearing
of a stylistic mask, speech in a dead language: but it is a neutral practice of such
mimicry, without parody’s ulterior motive, without the satirical impulse,
without laughter, without that still latent feeling that there exists something
normal compared to which what is being imitated is rather comic. Pastiche is
blank parody, parody that has lost its sense of humor....” (54)
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That is to say, pastiche as blank parody is not equivalent to parody which first
appeared in literature. Having an origin in classic drama, a parody was a comic
interlude in between acts. Blank parody, however, is neither humorous nor
critical because it has deviated from its conventional trajectory to mock and
negate in a burlesque form of text. For Jameson, pastiche is a strategy that
conspires to blur the sense of contemporaneity and makes it possible for the
viewer to receive the narrative as if it were set in the past. He characterizes
pastiche as a formal feature of postmodern culture that reflects the way in which
the ‘contemporary social system has little by little begun to lose its capacity to
retain its own past.’ (55) What Jameson wants to demonstrate through his
discussion on postmodern culture is that the sense of history disappears in the
text as a result of the deployment of pastiche. He opines that pastiche is a play
of connotations, which is ‘activated by complex (but purely formal) allusions to
the institution of the star system.” (56) When it opens up the possibility of a
play of historical allusions to much older roles, it creates a pseudohistorical
depth that displaces ‘real’ history. This is what Jameson describes as the new
connotation of ‘pastness’, or the ‘waning of our historicity,” in which the
speaking subject of the text is dead, and is therefore incapable of fashioning
representation of our own current experience. (57) The ‘death of the subject’,
Jameson explains, refers to ‘the end of the autonomous individual.” What
Jameson considers as a dead end is actually, for me, a new beginning at which
the subject is de-centred and thus he or she is enabled to find new avenues for
an exploration of fresh ways of understanding human activities and existence.
From a more positive point of view, I do not consider the historical subject of
postmodern culture as being entirely deprived of the opportunity of making a

sense of self in terms of history.

In the practice of pastiche, as I shall explain below, intertextual references are
made so that the past experiences and occurrences of the film characters are
appropriated extra-diegetically to embrace the past as well as the present. Thus,
the histories of the cultural genres, film characters and the audience may be
conjoined. Under such circumstances, the audience is not enabled or required to
differentiate the past from the present, the diegetic from the extra-diegetic, the
old from the new. Jameson obviously refuses such a practice and denounces the

idea of the incommensurability of time and space that is embraced by
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postmodern cultural artefacts as cultural depthlessness. Contrary to Jameson’s
criticism of postmodern culture, I consider that the creation of depthlessness

renders possible an act of negotiation which gives new insights into life.

Jameson acknowledges that postmodernism is a fashionable topic in
contemporary theory, and remarks squarely in his book, Postmodernism, or the
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, that he inclines toward the old historicist
conception of centred self. He sees the poststructuralist position of subject as
radical under an assumption that the subject never exists in the first place, and
denounces the post-structuralist text which constitutes an ‘ideological mirage’
(58) that causes the disappearance of the sense of history he prefers. What
constitutes Jameson’s theoretical construct is a belief that only the dialectic
provides a way for transcending the ‘ethical’ in the direction of the political and
the collective. (59) That is to say, he does not agree that postmodernism

embraces his agenda of seeking a dialectical resolution.

Central to my thesis is a theory that Jameson would oppose. Contrary to
Jameson’s disapproval of the function of decentring the subject, I suggest that
the blank parodic function of pastiche that works through a complex allusion, or
a play of connotations, positively provides the viewing subject with multiple
positions in which they may reread critically the stereotypical portrayals of self
and history from different perspectives. Being solicited to shift the positions of
identification, the subject is never restricted to just observing the ‘ideological
mirage.” [Each one of the participants of postmodern culture, however, is
engaged in the re-newed spectator-screen relationship in which they are enabled
to reread the past self-consciously. Hence, the spectator-subject is able to
experience history in fresh and more active ways. Jameson obviously dislikes
the poststructuralist change motivated by the mental excursion of the de-
centered subject. He explains that the postmodern device confines the subject to
a life of the ‘perpetual present’ (60) in which ‘perpetual change’ consequentially
obliterates traditions. Jameson’s discontent about the ‘change’ is not justified,
however, because pastiche—I shall demonstrate—does not disown traditions.
Neither does the postmodern device refuse any of the good old values of the
past. It does not even truthfully parody because, as Jameson himself has argued,

it merely parodies without the connotations of ironic mimicry or negative
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allegiance. Pastiche is a device that allows the subject to go through the old
conceptions of history, self, identity, etc., in order to derive new insights into
life. With reference to 92 Legendary La Rose Noire, 1 shall demonstrate the
way in which pastiche offers a new outlook of the temporal-spatial relation
through which the spectator-subject is enabled to obtain an alternative

perspective of history and thus of identity and subjectivity.

92 Legendary La Rose Noire (1992) is about a naive female screenwriter who,
with a female friend, has mistakenly trespassed on some private property. The
people inside the house are fervently involved in an argument, and do not notice
the ladies’ unauthorised entry. In a quiet corner, the pair unexpectedly witness a
triad assassination. After the killer has left the crime scene, the writer, in
misguided inspiration, leaves a note and implies jokingly that the assassin is
‘Black Rose’ (a legendary heroine depicted in some ’60s films entitled Black
Rose, Spy with My Face, and To Rose With Love.) From a fingerprint left at the
crime scene, the police identify the two ladies. When it is announced that they
are prime suspects wanted by the police, they run away. The writer’s secret
admirer, Kei, who is a dim-witted and old-fashioned detective, comes to help
only to find that ‘Black Rose’ has abducted them. To the captives’ surprise,
Black Rose is a real-life personality who imparts virtue and martial arts skills to
two female students. The fake ‘Black Rose’ is one of the two disciples who are
working together to clear their late-teacher’s name. The disciples—one kind-
hearted and one wicked—are behaving strangely all the time. The kind disciple,
suffering from a loss of short-term memory, can barely manage everyday life
without her fellow student’s help. = Meanwhile, the wicked disciple who
daydreams too much about reuniting with her former lover is leading a
dysfunctional life. As soon as the writer’s admirer arrives at the mansion which
houses Black Rose’s successors to rescue his loved one, the wicked woman
catches him. A weird period of courtship between the detective and the wicked
disciple commences due to the fact that she creates chaos by setting everybody
up in the house so as to win the heart of the man. Eventually, the detective
agrees to marry her on condition that she releases the writer. Before the
marriage is consummated, the triad killer arrives with his hitmen hoping to
eliminate the writer and her friend, who are witnesses to his heinous crime. The

police also reach the mansion at this time to confront the gangster, only to find
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themselves out-numbered. At the most critical moment, the kind-hearted
disciple suddenly recovers from her amnesia and regains her faculties and
strength. Excelling over the police and Kei, she dispatches the criminals and

rescues the innocent ladies.

Pastiche is the dominant device of 92 Legendary La Rose Noire, which mixes
the styles of *60s noirish films of Hong Kong and that of a number of other
genre films, such as martial arts films and melodramas that were popular in
the *60s. I shall refer to a courtyard scene of the film in the following to
demonstrate the way in which pastiche as a postmodern device enables the
contemporary spectator to re-examine the past as the ‘perpetual present.’
Conjoining various spatial representations—the spaces for creating and making
the film, the diegetic space and the viewing space—the film challenges the
conventional frameworks of meanings that draw boundaries between different
spatial entities. The purpose of compressing the signifiers of space, I shall
explain, is to juxtapose the ideas of centred-self that are central to the
constitution of each one of the spatial entities. This device allows the spectator-
subject to transgress boundaries of meanings so as to negotiate a new subject
position and a new sense of subject identity after the conventional concept of
causality is shattered. Key to understanding the discursive function of the
‘perpetual present’ is a strategy that invokes a sense of nostalgia for the purpose
of exposing the materiality of the structure of the narrative that gives rise to a
nostalgic mood, which eventually defers and differs the ideological function of
the cinematic practice. That is to say, the collapsing of the boundaries noted
above enables the production of new ideas by both embracing and resisting
established norms, which makes new moves in creating a type of game that
questions the legitimation of a genre convention and its cultural significance
within the system. In other words, the strategy enables the system to turn the
framework of ideological representation around so as to embrace a mode of
critique that takes shape by firstly engaging the spectator subject in enjoying the
complacent illusion of ideological representation, and then alienating him or her
from the interpretation without forcing him or her out of the position of
cinematic identification. This is a process that I shall call ceaseless contestation

of meaning that results from the use of pastiche.
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The courtyard scene of 92 Legendary La Rose Noire demonstrates the use of
pastiche in an attempt to problematize the conventional perception of the
cinematic temporal-spatial relation. This is achieved by disrupting the course of
the act of spectating that originally sustained a sense of spatial continuity within
a coherent diegesis. When pastiche enables the film to take on and express
ideas intertextually and extradiegetically, the spectator is encouraged to traverse
various spatial entities and to understand that meanings are no longer registered
chronologically on a timeline. The content of the courtyard scene is simply
about the wicked disciple of Black Rose who enjoys a childish outdoor game of
catching a paper butterfly with her much younger fiancée. The detective who
will be forced to marry her soon is thinking miserably of the writer who is her
captive. In the courtyard, he is sitting on the wall like Humpty-Dumpty holding
an apparatus that has a paper butterfly attached. At the most joyous moment of
the game of catching this butterfly, the disciple sings a love song to the
detective. Because of his plan to save the writer, the detective has to pretend
that he loves her too and thus he sings along. The complicated spatial
disposition of the scene cannot be explained as a singular plot. There are at
least four levels of diegetic and extra-diegetic spaces that the spectators are

encouraged to traverse.

The spectators’ first mental excursion is a psychological journey between the
historical planes of the 90s and the *60s. The *90s effeminate detective, called
Kei, bears the same name of a very popular actor who used to play roles of
educated and faithful young lovers to innocent young ladies in the *60s. In the
contemporary comic imitation of the old role, the *90s actor styles his hair like
the *60s actor, strikes poses similar to those from the old films, and dresses like
him as well. Since people of Hong Kong from all age groups are familiar with
these *60s films that are shown almost daily on television in the afternoon and
late at night, the majority of the Hong Kong audience would not miss the re-
deployment of the old iconography in the contemporary film text.
Contemporary Hong Kong audience are also familiar with the representation of
courtyards which are always the places where the couples exchange vows of
love in these 60s films. Alluding to the old films, 92 Legendary La Rose
Noire’s portrayal of the detective in the new courtyard scene is a spoof of the
roles that Kei played as a smart and trendy guy in the old Hong Kong films.
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The reason why the unrealistic approach successfully engages the spectator is
that the film recycles an earlier cinematic representation of a faithful and moral
man that the contemporary audience may now treasures. Since the old virtue is
fading away in real-life, the old icon is what the audience has missed from
the ’70s onwards. Hence, traversing between the historical spaces, the
contemporary viewers are allowed to review and/or reconsider the older social

values.

The diegetic space is the second strata. A conception of time as a linear
representation of past and present events is solicited in a few inserts or
flashbacks that enable the spectator to realign some separate instances in a
chronological order. In a realistic approach, the spectator is given a vantage
point of view to see the way in which the detective used to wait lovingly in
secret for the writer near her home. In the flashbacks, the spectator is also
enabled to see how the detective was beaten up for the writer’s sake in an
unfortunate incident, and how spontaneously and secretively he tried to stay
close to her whenever she was in trouble. At this point of the film, the spectator
is solicited to identify with the detective who occupies the centre stage. In the
meantime, however, the narrativization of the detective’s love saga in the
conventional spatial-temporal structure and the spectator’s engagement in it are
disrupted by a discursive device that blends the melodrama with a musical
episode. Before the spectator is able to detect the change of film forms, within
seconds, the film undermines the impact of the film as a love drama and
presents the lady’s love vow in the form of a *60s musical performance. This is
the third instance in the mental excursion for the spectators in which they are
allowed to traverse various strata of space including historical, social, narrative

and psychological space.

Lastly, the courtyard scene switches from making intertextual references to
extra-diegetic references by seemingly turning the cinema into a karaoke venue,
where the participants can sing along with the film. As soon as an old tune from
the ’60s that is familiar to the Hong Kong audience is played, the lyrics of the
song are also superimposed on the screen word by word in the format of a
karaoke video for the participants to sing along. Therefore, the same audience

inside the cinema is solicited to either recall past experiences of listening to the
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old canto-pop song or of singing karaoke in real-life. ~Under such a
circumstance, the participating viewer is no longer encouraged to assume any
role but to sing or hum the old tune. The film thus takes the spectator away
from the diegetic space. This is also a moment when the ideologically complicit
text loses its control over the spectator as spectatorial identification is
interrupted or disrupted. A process of re-interpretation of the conceptions of
self, identity and history may commence in the midst of the spectator-subject’s

fast-paced journey into the film world and then back to reality.

It can be seen that the film acknowledges and values previous achievements of
Hong Kong cinema by the way in which it incorporates the sufficiently familiar
yet distinctive elements of the popular film genres of the past. After the
discursive device has led the spectator to assume various centred positions of
self that are integral to the *60s films and the *90s film, they are also given an
additional choice to re-think that of their own—contemporary—sense of self.
Conjoining the conceptions of space in mind by making intertextual and extra-
diegetic references, pastiche conjures up an ‘ideological mirage’ in which the
spectator-subject is enabled to negotiate the idea of self and identity self-
consciously. In the process of re-defining the idea of self and its relation to
personal and social history, etc., the spectator-subject is allowed to remain
independent from any ‘made identities’ that are previously imposed on them.
The discursive practice that critiques the concept of identity without forcing the
subject out of his or her situation in which he or she acquires a sense of self is
essential to the operation of the postmodern strategy. I consider identity as a
locus of multiple and variable positions that are made available in everyday life
by a process in which one may come to assume subjectivity in a form of
political consciousness. Therefore, in this discussion of the ideologically
complicit nature of the concept of identity, I reveal the way in which the
postmodern device ruptures the base of the collective view of the idea of self.
The reason for the critique of the ideologically complicit representation of self
is to identify the function of the disruptive discursive strategy that allows
contemporary Hong Kong audience to reread self-consciously the ‘made
identities’. The major characteristic of this strategy, as I shall propose to

examine in the forthcoming chapters, is that it never stops challenging the
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established norms and beliefs, and opens new avenues to explore alternative

ways of interpretation.

When the sense of self is refreshed, the spectator is able to reread history more
consciously and actively. The ‘made identities’ made available in 92 Legendary
La Rose Noire—for example, the honourable and faithful man, the woman who
still believes in marriage, and the person (the spectator) who sings along with
the film and recalls an old sense of identity or self—not only engage the film in
the practice of pastiche, but also beg the question of interpretation. With the
aberrant film strategy, the spectator may disagree as to the deliberation or
intentionality of the director’s incorporation of the filmic elements. In the
process of renewing past understandings of the self and the world, the spectator

may also critique the representation and the convention.

Pastiche and the Noir Phenomenon

Many critics, like Natalia Chan and Cheuk-to Li (61), employ Jameson’s term,
pastiche, in their writings on contemporary films. In many of these cases, the
term pastiche is used loosely as a term of generic element, technique, or style of
films. Along the line of discussion on postmodernism, their definitions of
pastiche are similar but not quite equivalent to the Jamesean idea which
specifies that pastiche is a blank parody. William Bennett JR. Covey suggests a
term ‘postmodern pastiche’ (62); for him pastiche is a parody which is
characterized by humour and homage. In describing pastiche as central to neo-
noir filmmaking, he says that ‘(r)eferencing the past for humor’s sake continues
throughout the history of parodic neo-noir filmmaking....Postmodern theorists
describe this practice as pastiche,” (63) In his thesis, he speaks of three
elements of neo-noir which include ‘pastiche’, ‘homage’ and ‘nostalgia’. It is
yet unclear whether both pastiche and parody are features of neo-noir, or

whether parody is an element of pastiche. He writes,

“Despite the fact that some parodies revel in a kind of anarchic postmodern

pastiche and some homages do reflect noir social concerns, most of the above-
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mentioned films are content to reference old film noirs for nostalgia’s sake and

thus are best described as wonder bread neo-noirs.” (64)

In Covey’s terminology, ‘parodic film noir’ is more or less equivalent to ‘film
noir parody,’ therefore, it remains undefined whether parodic neo-noir is one
kind of neo-noir or whether parody is an element of neo-noir. On the one hand,
he says that a parody is characteristic of ‘pastiche;’ on the other hand, he
stresses that parody and pastiche are two separate elements that create ‘anarchic
humor’ of ‘neo-noir.” (65) Central to his discussion of pastiche is a point of

anarchic humour that results from a fusion of contradictory codes. He explains,

“Few neo-noir critics recognize the anarchic humor of many of the pastiches
and parodies that covertly illustrate cultural spaces where neo-noirs can make
fun of the white male hardboiled detective’s machismo and persona.” (66)

He therefore speaks of ‘parodic character’ as an example of pastiche. His
purpose of analysis is to critique the conventional representation of white
investigators whose sense of masculinity is traditionally defined by their skills
with machinery and their physical prowess. The parodic function is achieved,
according to him, by mixing the elements of the conventional persona of male
investigator with that of an effeminate character who is engaged in cross-

dressing, dancing to pop music, wearing women’s shoes, etc. (67)

In my discussion of 92 Legendary La Rose Noire ecatlier on, I have also
proposed that the portrayal of the effeminate detective leads to a critique of
representation that results from the use of pastiche in the film text. I do not,
however, intend to delimit pastiche as merely a rhetorical device. In my
examination of the contemporary film noir, pastiche is taken as a process of
installation of undecidable alterations of meaning between the structure and
what is repressed in the text. The interplay of signs derived in the course of the
practice of pastiche is not only a matter of imitation of a ‘dead style’ or ‘dead
language’ but also an active agent of the discursive strategy that engages or
draws on the spectator in a process of retrospection and self-introspection. I

shall further develop this analysis in later chapters.
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James Naremore, too, agrees that pastiche is different from parody. He explains
that pastiche is a ‘more blank-toned cousin’ of parody; and that parody ‘has less
to do with the ridicule of a dead style,” (68) but rather is just an attempt to
capitalize on a popular trend. It is obvious that Naremore’s idea of pastiche is
very close to that of Jameson’s (69). In Naremore’s discussion, he stresses
pastiche’s ‘non-comic approach to old-fashioned noir,” which does not make the
spectator laugh at the things that it imitates; this is in contrast to even the most
conservative comic parody. (70) The narrative, cinematography and
iconography of classical film noir are examples of the dead languages or the
dead styles that are reinvested in contemporary cinema. For instance, they
include the dead detective languages Michael Douglas and his colleagues
master in Basic Instinct, the old noir heroes’ black suits of Men in Black, the
chiaroscuro effect of Terminator II, and the urban corruption described in The

Matrix. These characteristics are all appropriated from historical film noir.

The trajectory of the redeployment of dead languages and dead styles lies on a
horizon of expectation of the spectator that is formed by recognizable
conventions of genre, style, or form, which is then destablized and dismantled.
The spectator’s interpretation of the spoof without the ulterior motive of parody
is central to the operation of pastiche, which both inscribes and subverts the
notions of self and identity. Redefining the relation between ideology and
subjectivity, the postmodern device critiques both the process of subject
formation and the temptation of easy accommodation to the power of
interpellation. Thus, the use of pastiche not only exposes the workings of
ideological representation, but also ruptures the ideological structure of the text
so as to allow repressed meanings to surface. While modernism investigates the
grounding of experience in the self and searches for integration and wholeness
of personality, postmodernism works outside the humanist framework and
brings challenges to the humanist concept of a coherent, continuous and

autonomous individual.

Postmodernism is mostly delimited as a historical period or an aesthetic quality.
These views result from an oversight of the postmodern as a critique of the
modern episteme and as criticism against the project of Enlightenment. When

the term postmodernism induced debates on the end of ideology in the field of
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sociology in the 1970s, there was a demand for a demystifying force that reveals
and unmasks ideology. Postmodernism became a school of thought that took up,
and still does, an anti-Enlightenment position initiating debates that question

totalizing systems of reasoning and concepts of knowledge.

Commissioned by the Council of Universities of Quebec in the late *70s, Jean-
Francois Lyotard examines the state of knowledge of the western world. He
discovers that Enlightenment reason, which has been organizing our lives,
operates like a master-narrative. Meta-narratives are grand and large-scale
theories such as history and science that justify the knowability of everything in
a system of truth-claims. Lyotard disagrees that these kinds of beliefs should be
considered as the only explanation or representation of human existence or
experience. He is much more alert to difference, diversity and the
incompatibility of our aspirations and beliefs. To deal with the totalizing
concept of the master-narrative, there is a shift from the paradigm of
consciousness to that of language in contemporary philosophy. This shift of
paradigm has the effect of enlarging the size of each one of the interrogated
epistemic units by decentring the focus from the episteme subject to the
signifying activities of a collection of subjects. For example, an epistemic unit
can now refer to a sign which has three-fold characters comprising signifier,
signified and interpretant; to language and parole; and to language games.
Since the identity of the epistemic subject is considered as changeable, the
bearer of the sign is no longer an isolated self. The bearers of the signs are a
community of selves whose identities may extend as far as their horizon of

interpretation expands.

This change of theoretical paradigm is of significance to my analysis of the way
in which production of meaning may be differed and deferred, which renders
the negotiation of subjectivity and identity possible. Such discussion is
facilitated when critical attention on the process of signification is expanded
from a single episteme to the oppositions and differences that formulate a
critique of the constitution of subjectivity. While the critique proclaims the
demise of grand narrative, it also begs to question what forms the basis of
legitimation in society if an overarching meta-narrative is to be rejected. For

Lyotard, Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘language games’ (71) provides an answer.
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‘Language games’ refers to the little narratives explicating the limited context of
the life of people and their localized roles, that do not comply with prescribed
behaviour according to a kind of total philosophical context, like Marxism. Key
to the operation of the ‘language game’ is an observation of how well the little
narrative enables a person to perform in a just system of legitimation that
emphasizes diversity and encourages new insights into life without recourse to a

meta-narrative.

Although the major goal of Lyotard’s Postmodern Condition is to examine how
knowledge becomes legitimated in cybemnetic society and to critique the way in
which cybernetics has come to dominate society and economics, the influence
of his work may extend to discussion on other forms of analytical discourses,
for example the theory of genre. The dilemma of genre criticism is that as soon
as a legitimation strategy is formulated to examine the role of the work of the
cultural artefact, the strategy begs to question what legitimates the work of the
cultural analysis. This is due to the fact that a system of analysis is established
to sustain a truth-claim and delimit a particular genre in a universal order of the
same. The function of such an analytical framework is not distinct from that of

the grand narrative.

Under the challenge posed by Lyotard on the legitimacy of knowledge, the
practice of deconstruction that is short of creative and productive insights is also
under criticism. In order to address this challenge, my thesis poses a question
on the politics of identity and difference, and tackles a phenomenon of a
complex conception of subjectivity multiply organized across positions on
several axes of difference and across discourses. This discursive practice will
be explained in the next chapter in light of the Derridian concept of différance.
The purpose of the discussion is to locate the playing field on which recent
Hong Kong cinema searches for a new form of expression of identity and an
interrogative stance to reread subjectivity formation. The focus of analysis does
not lie in the form and content of the films which are categorized in an order of
the same according to the conventional theory of genre. Rather, special
attention will be paid to a kind of creative and productive resistance to a

totalizing structure of analysis that ceaselessly contests ideological
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representation and gives rise to new perspectives on the nature of the culture

and its changing relation with the cinema audience.
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Chapter Four
The Act of Spectating and Différance

This chapter shall examine a practice of genre fusion in recent Hong Kong
cinema, which reveals an aspect of subversiveness of the cinema in terms of a
particular type of spectator-screen relation. What is important to recognize in
the genre amalgamation is an issue of generic incongruity that is intrinsic to the
reinvestment of classical film noir. My focus of analysis in this chapter is the
way in which the film, The Private Eye Blue, produces an act of
supplementarity that transforms the spectator-screen relation by consistently
deferring and differing the formulation of meaning and interpretation. My
discussion seeks to explore the film strategy in terms of Derrida’s concept,
différance, which demonstrates an unconceptualizable and unperceivable
dimension in language in which the film may defer the thinking of difference
without bringing the concept into an order of the same. This film strategy,
firstly, specifies a gap of interpretation in the course of cinematic identification.
Secondly, it challenges hierarchical gender construction and instigates a re-
definition of the boundaries between the feminine and the masculine, identities
and communities. The cinematic practice not only undercuts conventional
representations of gender roles in films noirs, but also instigates an event of
ideological and psychological introspection amongst the spectators by
conflating different concepts of identity. What emerges from the practice, I

shall demonstrate, is a deferral of meaning.

Central to the agenda of deferral/differing is a discursive practice that creates a
psychological lapse as a site of critical and self-conscious reading of the film. I
am concermned with the ways in which the film seeks to, firstly, interrupt the
normal course of cinematic identification; and secondly, promote a type of self-
conscious rereading and re-interpretation of the relation between space and self.
This chapter proposes to examine the formulation of a psychological space
created as a site for self-conscious critiques of cinematic identification. I shall
look at the way in which The Private Eye Blue revises a classical shot/reverse-

shot sequence for the constitution of the interplay of gazes which include the
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gaze of the spectator subject, the gaze of the film characters, and the projection

of the spectator subject as a virtual subject within the film.

Genre Amalgamation as Movement of Supplemantarity

Although The Private Eye Blue projects a noirish spectacle of urban degeneracy
in all strata of society, the film strategy does not demonstrate a straightforward
adoption of film noir. Rather, it reinvests the classical genre. From a murky
street to a home, from a political arena to a children’s playground, and from
government to a family, The Private Eye Blue re-uses noir themes and stylistics
in order to evoke the tragic sensibility of films noirs. The genre amalgamation
not only enables local cinema to re-stage the dramatic sense of social instability
that is intrinsic to the historical genre, but also supplements the tragic vision
with different views that are traditionally formulated in other genres. Below, I
shall explore the impact of genre amalgamation on the act of spectating in

recent Hong Kong cinema.

The dynamism of film-making sometimes lies in its ability to refresh the
standard generic structure by constantly mixing generic elements with the major
paradigm. The making of a film, therefore, is not confined to and does not work
within a single generic tradition. In his study of genrification process Altman
claims that film genres are perpetually caught up in a process of becoming. (1)
That is to say, a genre is always in the process of creation. [ shall further
explain that the audience’s participation is part of the genrification process
because genre expectation is intrinsic to the process of becoming. Such
discussion posits the theoretical viewpoint of the stability of film noir as
problematic due to the fact that genre is a concept that is always changing over
time. Altman also traces back to Hollywood’s golden age, in which there was a
period of intense genre amalgamation for promoting the marketability of films.
He shows that throughout its history Hollywood has developed techniques that
make genre mixing not only easy, but also virtually obligatory. (2)

At the level of production, genre mixing is facilitated by a deployment of easily
recognizable semantic genre cues. For instance, the sexy and dangerous image
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of a femme fatale as one of the most prominent types of film noir iconography,
and the dark and murky urban street as a symbolic reflection of a corrupt society
are some easily identifiable semantic elements of the classical genre of film.
The semantic approach to genre study, however, does not tackle issues
regarding the dialectic relationships of the cinematic lexical elements. A
syntactic approach, therefore, comes into place, which looks at the relationships
between these semantic elements that are subject to the ideological
determination of generic meanings. It alone, however, can hardly substantiate a
full analysis of the practice of genre amalgamation. Rick Altman believes that
the combined effort of both the semantic and syntactic methods (3) can answer
many traditional questions in genre study. He posits the structural approach as
fundamental for a form of analytical framework that explains the way in which
one kind of meaning ‘contributes to and eventually establishes meanings of
another.’ (4)

A certain degree of genre transgression was made possible in the golden age of
Hollywood largely as a result of the careful calculation of cinematic appeal to
the majority of the audience. That is to say, films were always classified
mechanically according to their resemblance to the classical genres in form and
content. In this situation, any element that appears to be unfamiliar is not
considered to be substantial or clear enough to substantiate a category. As a
result, acknowledgement of a genre category largely depends upon whether
critics have noticed the existence of the most dominantly recognizable generic
elements. In other words, this system of genre mechanism derives a film
category by denying the role of less dominant generic elements as contributing
factors to the formulation of the main structure of the film. Yet these generic
factors may not be less essential in the account of the films. The methodology
of negation embraced by the conventional genre approach delimits some of the
existing criteria of generic concerns as irrelevant. Hence, it overlooks an
important generic function that is concerned with recycling pre-existing generic

elements that are outside the core structure.

Altman’s contribution in the area of genre spectatorship shifts critical attention
from the studio to the site of film consumption. In his study of the process of

generification, he discusses an idea of a generic ‘crossroad,” which gives insight
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into the spectatorial response to genre amalgamation. (5) A crossroad or fork
road is an analogy he uses to specify the site where the audience negotiates
genre pleasure. His analysis of the activity of genre amalgamation is drawn
upon in order to develop an understanding of an aspect of negotiation of
meaning. This refers to a process in which the subject consciously and
continuously rereads cinematic practice and the spectator-screen relation by
both embracing and contesting the additional cinematic elements that are
incorporated in the film proper. Moving beyond an analysis of the film text at
the semantic and syntactic levels, I shall look at the way in which the discursive
practice plays on the meaning of the text or the production of meaning, which
does not sustain the idea of the origin by casting out the non-core elements as
the other. In this respect, the use of core and non-core generic elements in the
cinema can be seen as an effect of supplementarity, which shall be discussed

below.

The appropriation of classical elements as supplements is seen as a strategy that
disrupts the course of cinematic identification within a system of suturing.
Based on this, I shall further examine the significance of the play of
supplementarity that renews the spectator-screen relation. Easily identifiable
generic elements are cited in the following for an explanation of the symbiotic
relationship between two of the most prominent stock characters of classical
film noir, namely, the tough noir hero and the femme fatale. The focus of my
analysis is not only the fatal attraction that usually leads to a tragedy, but also
the dynamism of the symbiotic relationship between the male and the female
protagonist who react under the influence of the disruptive film strategy. The
consequence of such disruption is that representation is proven as never absolute

and cinematic identification as changeable.

The relationship between the victimized hero and the wicked femme fatale has
never been constructed in polar opposition. Rather, they are in a relationship of
symbiosis. Critics tend to analyze the portrayal of the conflicting or passionate
emotionally-charged interaction between them as an issue of problematized
masculinity. (6) The masculinity crisis noted as the consequence of self-pity
and low self-esteem is more vividly shown not when he is on his own but when

he is interacting with the femme fatale—the sexy and dangerous woman to
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whom he is attracted. Since he encountered the independent and aggressive
woman, his life has seemed to be suddenly very uncontrollable. He is driven
into fulfilling her evil wish according to her malicious agenda which eventually

causes the hero’s degeneration.

According to Krutnik, the crisis of masculinity in films noirs undercuts
normative values that maintain the cultural hierarchy of the male and the female.
The dominance-submission pattern is usually played down in most of the films
noirs. Therefore, the hegemonic cultural disposition of the hierarchical
positions of the two genders becomes less effective. My focus of attention is
less on the gender construction. Rather, I put emphasis on a discursive strategy
employed by recent Hong Kong cinema that subverts the two-tier gender
hierarchy for a more objective and progressive exploration of subjectivity
formation. The strategy refers to a process of a critique of subjectivity
formation in relation to resistance, contestation and re-interpretation of the self-
other relation portrayed in the cinema. The self-other dichotomy that has been
sustaining the conventional conception of the notions of subject and identity is
seen as essential to the fabrication of the crises—social, political and/or cultural,
in the cinema. What I want to further explore in the following is the way in
which The Private Eye Blue opens new avenues to redefine and reinterpret the

concepts of identity and subjectivity in a critique of the representation of crises.

The theme of masculinity crisis has been recurrent in a number of recent Hong
Kong films. One common quality of male leading characters shared by classical
Hollywood cinema and Hong Kong cinema refers to the portrayal of the
masochistic male. The difference is that the stability of masculine identity is
recuperated in classical film noir while the issue of identity crisis remains
unresolved in Hong Kong cinema. The point to ponder over is not how widely
or intensively the film further develops an old theme or feature. Rather, and
more importantly, the borrowing of the semantic and syntactic components from
classical film noir instigates the development of a new type of spectator-screen
relation through which the spectator-subject may reflect on the ideological
representations of the masochistic male and femme fatale more self-consciously.
The crisis of masculinity portrayed in The Private Eye Blue is paralleled by that
of cultural identity, which is instigated by a form of reflection on the historical
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event of the changeover. Since the history of Hong Kong is what Blanche Chu
would describe as ambivalent, reflection on subjectivity formation is complex.
In her “The Ambivalence of History: Nostalgia Films as Meta-Narratives in the

Post-Colonial Context,” Chu says,

“...the past is evoked only to give a vague historical ambiance or background
for the dramatic actions in contemporary contexts and sensibilities, rather than

any objective exploration of the social reality of the past.” (7)

For Chu, history should be understood within the parametres of the status-quo
imaginary which is revealed in the way in which Hong Kong people abide by
the colonial regimes of power. She explains that Hong Kong people—who are
also described as ‘rootless’—did not have a concrete idea of a ‘pre-colonized’
identity for the establishment of a political disavowal against the colonial
government so that the people resorted to a self-sufficient equilibrium of status-
quo imaginary. Since such an imaginary blurred °‘the binarism of
colonizer/colonized, colonial/native, oppressor/oppressed, etc,” (8) Hong Kong
people were prone to a cultural identity crisis when the changeover of the
sovereign right of the colony suggested a possible change of the status quo and
when the socio-political change reminded the citizens of their pre-colonial
status. (9) Esther Cheung elaborates that the imaginary is related to a
presentation of Hong Kong’s ‘prosperity and stability.” She says,

“This collective imaginary triggered off by Hong Kong’s inevitable retrocession
to Chinese sovereignty, manifests the desire for a presentation of Hong Kong’s
‘prosperity and stability’ and more precisely the paranoia for ‘the end of
capitalist Hong Kong.” Undoubtedly, this imaginary has been a very powerful
force in shaping the collective experience of the Hong Kong people not only in
the years between 1984 and 1997 but also after.” (10)

Thus, probing the crisis of masculinity with regard to The Private Eye Blue is
key not only to the exploration of the maleness or femaleness but to the nature
of the history and cultural identity of Hong Kong people diegetically and extra-
diegetically.
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The Private Eye Blue is a mixed genre film in which some of the essential film
noir paradigms are maintained. The film tells a story of a young and immature
Chinese girl who has healing and extra-sensory psychic power to foretell the
future. Being used by her country, she has been kept under the government’s
protective custody since she was a child. Her talent has been used, for political
reasons, to keep an old patriarch in good health. Getting bored of her
monotonous and controlled life, the girl sneaks out of her country and comes to
Hong Kong in high and adventurous spirits. On her arrival, she quickly contacts
her cousin from whom she expects assistance in the colony. To her
disappointment, her cousin just wants to exploit her. News about her
disappearance is spread immediately across the country. Because of her healing
power that has been helping keep the ailing political leader of China alive, the
governments of China, Britain and Hong Kong respectively are determined to
hunt her down. The row between these powerful countries over the custody of
the missing girl draws the interest of triad societies in Hong Kong. They,
therefore, also join in the hunt for the girl. In the meantime, a private detective
is contracted by an unknown source to capture this girl whose life becomes
problematically entangled with his from then on. In a gun battle, the private
detective takes pity on the girl and saves her from the hands of those who are
trying to capture her. Escaping to an unknown beach at sunset, she confesses to
the private detective her true identity as the therapist of her country’s ailing
patriarch. She also reveals her inadequacy in performing her duty as her
supernatural power has sometimes failed her in recent years. Crying out loud to
express her feelings of distress, she speaks about her fear of returning to her
home country where she is supervised and treated like a guinea pig in numerous
experiments conducted by the government. She admits that she is perplexed
about her strange feeling of lacking a national identity as a fugitive. Inspired by
the girl’s effort to overcome her troubles, the private detective begins to
consider resolving his own family problem. The private detective (or the noir
hero) holds her in his arms and comforts her like a brother when he convinces
her to leave him as soon as possible. Having betrayed his client who has paid
him to hand over the girl, he anticipates that it will be dangerous for her to stay
with him. When they are about to depart, they are shocked to discover that an
anonymous Chinese politician has kidnapped the beloved daughter of the noir
hero. Abandoning the plan to leave Hong Kong, the girl applies herself, in turn,
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to the freeing of her friend’s daughter. The event finally ends in chaos, and the
girl is caught in a car explosion while she is fleeing for her life. After a period
of time, when everyone believes that the girl has died, she sends her greetings

over the phone to the happily reunited family from an unknown place.

Throughout the film, the names of the male and female leading characters are
never used. Instead, the different ways in which they address each other adds
comic relief to their intense relationship. In a strong northemer accent, she
addresses the private detective as ‘lo bang’ in a colloquial way, which means,
literally, ‘a piece of old cake.” She uses this to address him as a means to
degrade him, as a fossil that does not fit in with the fast-changing modern world.
Whereas, the private detective addresses the girl as ‘lang mui,” which means

young girl in Cantonese, calling into question her ability to take proper care of
herself.

The role of the ‘lo bang’ has a lot of resemblance to the hero of classical film
noir, whereas the character of ‘lang mui’ is to a certain extent similar to that of
the femme fatale. Like most of the films noirs, the male leading character of
The Private Eye Blue, though for different reasons, also has problems in relating
to the female leading character. Conventionally, the sexual over-valuation of
the femme fatale is one of the major causes of anxiety for the noir hero. When
the hero is very much attracted to the sexy femme fatale, and succumbs to her
agenda, the danger of losing control of his own life looms large. In The Private
Eye Blue, an issue of identity replaces that of sexuality. The hero is not
attracted to the girl. He is interested in resolving the enigma that is related to
her mysterious identity. The quintessential similarity between these characters
of classical and recent cinema demonstrates a generic transgression of
paradigmatic elements from one cinema to another across time. I shall argue
later that the film installs these pre-existing generic elements for a critique of

representation.

The story of the film begins, like many classical films noirs, at the moment
when the private detective is given a mission by a client. It is typical that this
kind of mission is a deceptive one. Not surprisingly, he is not only deceived by

his client about the true identity of the girl, but is also misled by his own cousin
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who is his business partner. What the private detective encounters is not what
he first envisaged. His original task of keeping an eye on the young girl who is
visiting the colony is very complicated. After his car has been burnt and his
apartment ransacked, and having been attacked and blackmailed by different
people, he comes to understand that he is caught up in a maze of troubles. The
violent activities to hunt down the girl, as he gradually observes, are organized
respectively by powerful political leaders and different groups of people from
the underworld. Like other noir heroes, he discovers that wealthy and
respectable people are co-operating with gangsters and politicians in a corrupt
society where the official machinery of law enforcement is not able to bring

about justice.

While the film noir paradigm is sustained in the film, the generic re-workings of
the film also reveal that the classical generic elements are not brought into an
order of the same in Hong Kong cinema. Thus the classical character types,
namely, the noir hero and the femme fatale in The Private Eye Blue are neither
structured as the same in the categories nor as different. When the sense of
difference is deferred, the system that pre-determines the difference is thus
problematized. 1 borrow the Derridian concept of ‘différance’ for this
description of the status of the supplementary elements that are added to the
original structure of classical film noir in the practice of genre amalgamation in
recent Hong Kong cinema. Genre mixing in this chapter refers to a tactic that
defers meanings in an act of supplementarity and challenges the origin of

meaning. (11)

The very idea of supplementarity, according to Derrida, has suffered
tremendously in the hands of philosophers of the Enlightenment, like Rousseau.
They conceived an idea of the origin, which casts out the margin as the other.
The nature of the supplement was defined as ‘dangerous’, something that was
added from the outside to contaminate the whole, and as something that creates
imbalance and brings the proper to an excess. Derrida critiques this concept of
supplement. He says, ‘(m)an calls himself man only by drawing limits
excluding his other from the play of supplementarity.’ (12) He explains that the
‘approach to these limits is at once feared as a threat of death...’ (13) He rejects

this assumption for the idea of supplementarity, and asserts that there should not
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be an idea of origin in the first place. He claims that the supplement should take
the place of the centre, and that ‘supplement is always the supplement of a
supplement.” (14) That is to say, everything is a supplement of another

supplement. He says,

“Thus supplementarity makes possible all that constitutes the property of man:
speech, society, passion, etc. But what is this property [propre] of man? On the
one hand, it is that of which the possibility must be thought before man, and
outside of him. Man allows himself to be announced to himself after the fact of
supplementarity, which is thus not an attribute—accidental and essential-—of
man. For on the other hand, supplementarity, which is nothing, neither a
presence nor an absence, is neither a substance nor an essence of man. It is
precisely the play of presence and absence, the opening of this play that no
metaphysical or ontological concept can comprehend. Therefore this property
[propre] of man is not a property of man: it is the very dislocation of the proper
in general: it is the dislocation of the characteristic, the proper in general, the
impossibility—and therefore the desire—of self-proximity; the impossibility

and therefore the desire of pure presence.” (15)

He refutes the idea of origin, which deduces the subject’s ‘presence’ by
suggesting the absence of the supplement, for instance, the absence of animality,
primitivism, childhood and madness. That is to say, for Derrida the act of
supplementarity, according to the philosophy of the Enlightenment,
oversimplified the nature of human beings. Derrida refrains from crystallizing
the idea of a centre in a privileging structure. Therefore, he speaks of the
‘absence of centre’ in his concept of supplementarity. He launches a re-
definition of the status of supplements, which delegitimates the binary
opposition of the centre and the margin. This new perception of meaning, or the
production of meaning, challenges the totality of the fundamental paradigm of
thought and knowledge as it allows the supplement to take the place of the

centre, and alternatively undercuts the pre-determined larger order of meaning.

Derrida’s concept of supplementarity enables me to articulate the role of genre
amalgamation in the parodic re-investment of noirish elements. I will explore
the coalescence of the classical noirish character types in The Private Eye Blue
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as an act of supplementarity, which refers to the old generic forms that are
themselves pre-existing supplements. Film noir itself is a supplement of the
detective or crime films of the *40s. In terms of the classical character types,
the noir hero as a marginal individual, who is not a moral character, serves as a
supplement to the role of the conventional hard-boiled detective. The
dangerous and independent image of the femme fatale also functions as a
supplement to most of the genre films in which women are usually submissive
to dominant male characters. In The Private Eye Blue, these character types—
the supplements—are parodied and transformed into supplements of the
supplements. The melodramatic and comic elements that are mixed into the
film noir structure shall be described as the major factors that trigger this act of
supplementarity.

I shall explain that the constitution of meaning in The Private Eye Blue is
intrinsically a playful movement of supplementarity. The play is achieved by,
first, delegitimating the centre of the structure of meaning; and, secondly, by
using supplements to suggest an unending roll of references and connections to
other supplements. Hence, a deferral of the production of meaning may result
from the play of the presence and the absence of pre-dominant representations.
This playful movement of supplementarity seeks to free the spectator-subject
from the conventional way of seeing the film. My purpose here in studying the
process of genrification as an act of supplementarity is to avoid over-
concentration on the core generic elements. I suggest this alternative approach
to genre criticism by resisting negligence in attending to details of the important
representative difference made to the film text at the margins of different genres

in the course of amalgamation.

Limits of Paradigmatic Range and Classical Roles

The focus of my investigation here is the role of making pure and direct
references in the body of the film while the film also inverts and resists the
references. In the following, I outline the film’s cross-generic references, which
are essential to the critique of generic conventions that I set out to study. The

dynamics of supplementarity are not only about construction of meaning, but
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more importantly they are part of a play of representations. The Derridian term
of différance will be applied here to enhance understanding of the film’s
discursive strategy that produces the deferral of meaning and cinematic

identification for the purpose of re-formulating the spectator-screen relation.

In classical film noir, family activities are seldom portrayed. Eventhough a film
suggests a domestic setting, classical film noir usually unfolds a story of a
couple who are falling apart, like the couples appeared in The Stranger on the
Train, Double Indemnity, etc. Under such a circumstance, children seldom
appear in film noir. The existence of the sexually independent film noir woman,
usually the femme fatale, not only challenges the value of family, but it is also

the cause of social instability and of the male protagonist’s crisis of masculinity.

In the beginning of The Private Eye Blue, the girl appears as enigmatic,
mysterious, sexy and dangerous like most of the femmes fatales. As the story
slowly unfolds, however, the female leading role turns out to be an innocent
young girl whose character is, to a large extent, contrary to that of the classical
femme fatale. When the film starts, the girl is known to be the grand-daughter
of the most powerful patriarch of China. However, her identity becomes an
enigma. While the noir hero thinks that his job is a straightforward one, to keep
track of the girl’s daily activity for her relatives who care about her, he is
surprised to find that she is hardly an innocent girl. While the private detective
is waiting inside his car, the girl suddenly gets into the vehicle and introduces
herself. More intriguingly, she reveals that she can tell the future, stating that

the two of them are meant for each other for life.

The private detective as the noir hero alternates between defensive suspicion
and somber defeatism as he staggers under the barrage of attacks by all those
who attempt to abduct the girl. At first, he turns the girl in to a senior Chinese
communist who has not only threatened to destroy his properties and his career
in the hope of regaining a quiet life at that moment. Later when he realizes that
his action has fueled the ulterior motives of the criminals who are in
competition for the girl, he is determined to save her, and his conscience. In a
dark alleyway one night, both of the protagonists are nearly killed in the gun-
totting row between these different groups of abductors. Like other noir heroes,

155



the private detective in The Private Eye Blue is portrayed as a tragic hero who is
caught in a vice between impulse and guilt, and is unable to control the evil

forces around him.

Adopting a sexy and dangerous image, the girl harbours a kind of threat to the
noir hero in the first half of the film that is not entirely discernable, predictable
or manageable. The threat of the film noir woman like this is always
transformed into a secret which is something that must be aggressively revealed.
Trying to unmask the young lady’s true identity, the noir hero hopes to
understand the danger she poses to him by locking her away and tying her up
for interrogation. Like many femmes fatales, her sexuality is a site of question
because of her ambiguous character. What is so controversial about the role is
that it embodies two types of conflicting essences. On the one hand, the body of
the character is over-represented as a mysterious source of ‘sinful’ power that
poses a threat to the noir hero. On the other hand, the femme fatale also

exhibits fear and anxiety.

Femme fatale used to be an indication of the extent of fear and anxiety
prompted by the understanding of sexual difference in the late 19™ Century. In
art, literature and philosophy, the feminine body is insistently allegorized as
excess. In cinema, her appearance marks the confluence of modernity and
urbanization. Lucy Fischer tells us that the femme fatale character finds its
roots in 19™ century art. It did not, however, come to the limelight until
the *20s and *30s of the 20™ century when actresses like Garbo personified the
concept of the sexually liberated woman. (16) The femme fatale in film noir is
constantly portrayed as evil and is usually punished or killed at the end of the
film. For instance, Janey Place describes the character as the ‘dark lady, the
spider woman, the evil seductress.” (17)

The major reason why female sexuality is always at stake in film noir is that the
representation of film noir women reveals the problematized masculinity of noir
heroes. The descriptions of the noir heroes’ favour towards and hostility against
the fatal women can be seen as resulting from a displacement of a negative
sentiment that refers to a diminishing sense of self-worth in men. In Karen

Hollinger’s psychoanalytic analysis of film noir, femaleness is seen as ‘simply
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insufficiency or excess in comparison to maleness.” (18) Deborah Thomas
writes in her essay, “How Hollywood deals with the Deviant Male,” that many
sociological analyses posit the cause for film noir’s antagonism to woman as the
temporary but widespread introduction of woman into the American force
during the World War II. (19) The resentment is also explained as the
displacement of hostility from foreigners on to women and the underworld. (20)
With regard to film noir’s depiction of the male psyche, Thomas suggests a
psychoanalytical approach to look at the representation of women as the other in
terms of psychological projection. This account of the dominance-submission
pattern does not describe the relationship between noir heroes and film noir
women because the subservient side of the femme fatale characters are never
dominant in the classical genre. Furthermore, the most controversial aspect of
the relationship between the male and female protagonists of film noir is the
disruption of the conventional hierarchy between man and woman rather than an

exacerbation of a kind of polemical relationship.

The mysterious power endowed by the femme fatale is described as independent
from the control of the male protagonist, who is irreversibly drawn to her.
According to Krutnik’s observation of the most popular type of noir hero who is
described as ‘tough’, the male character’s extreme affection for the film noir
woman is a projection of male masochism. (21) Krutnik purports that noir
‘tough’ thrillers reveal an obsession with male figures who are both internally
divided and alienated from the culturally permissible parameters of masculine
identities, desire and achievement. My explication of the relationship between
the male and female figures draws on Krutnik’s analysis of the ‘tough’ noir
hero’s psychology. The way in which the sexy and dangerous woman poses a
threat to the male protagonist psychologically is related to a resultant erosion of

confidence in the course of structuring the masculine role.

The problematized masculinity, in its most elaborate form, is found in, firstly,
the male character’s over-valuation of the female as a loved object; and
secondly, his de-valuation of her subjectivity as the other or alien. The
instability of masculine identity and/or masculine role is always described as the
origin of the question of feminine sexuality in film noir. This is how female

sexuality becomes the site where the male protagonist struggles to stabilize his
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identity. The femme fatale figure as a sign of fear and anxiety and of the force
of the world of duplicity and dissemination has long had a place in spelling out

the crisis of masculinity.

In The Private Eye Blue, the film noir woman figure is also a sign of fear and
anxiety. Nevertheless, her feminine sexuality is hardly over-valued. In most of
the films noirs, the body of the femme fatale is emphasized as sexy, powerful
and dangerous to facilitate the masochistic hero’s extreme romantic idealization.
Although the young girl has a strong desire for the noir hero, it is apparent that
she is ignorant of sex. In one of her tricks to bring the noir hero under her
seductive influence, she takes him to a cinema to see a pornographic film. Not
being sexually excited herself, she also fails to seduce the noir hero who has just
had sex with his wife. Unlike classical film noir, this film obviously does not
over-value the young girl’s sexuality in the context of the description of the
legitimate sexual relationship between husband and wife. Neither is her
subjectivity devalued like other femmes fatales nor her female sexuality

explicated as transgressive.

Female Sexuality and Melodrama

The relation between the two protagonists is the object of study for the rest of
this chapter. In the following, the discussion of the representation of the film
noir woman is essential to the examination of the symbiotic relation between the
enigmatic girl and the seemingly masochistic noir hero. Unlike the convention,
the two protagonists are drawn together in the film not because of a desire to
establish a physical relationship but due to the likeness of their personalities.
When they both lose direction in their lives under crises of identity, they find
comfort and solace from each other. Against the background of the
conventional limits of the paradigmatic range of films noirs, I shall explore the
significance of the deferral of difference displayed through the practice of
generic amalgamation, which blatantly portrays the film noir woman of The
Private Eye Blue in an unconventional way. Firstly, my discussion will focus
on the incorporation of the fantastic elements in the film. This not only revamps

the formal structure of the classical genre, but also undermines the classical
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narrative system’s potential to create a narrative stasis. Secondly, my
investigation of the appropriation of the melodramatic elements in the film will
explore the possibility of the creation of a psychological space in which the film

may enable the spectator to re-evaluate and reread the spectator-screen relation.

a) Femininity and Fantastic Expression

The Private Eye Blue is largely shaped by a structure of film noir in which the
bleak evocation of characters is driven by suspicion and by obsessive
preoccupation with the past and with that which is mysterious or unknown.
Normally, the hero of film noir starts out investigating crimes but ends up
investigating the woman who poses a threat to him. (22) The fear and anxiety
that the hero experiences are pre-determined by a structure which highlights an
issue of crisis of masculinity. Although the hero does not enjoy peace in his
life of turmoil, film noir usually produces a state of stasis in the end by
eliminating the deadly film noir woman. (23) Although she does not require
masculine control, the aim of the narrative is to kill or punish her for the
restoration of the male order. The impact that such narrative structure creates is
what I would call the stasis. Thomas Sobchack synthesizes Aristotle’s theory of

stasis in his description of genre spectatorship. He says,

“If spectators identify strongly with the figures of the drama, feeling pity and
fear as drawn out by the activities going on before their eyes and ears, then,
when properly concluded, given the appropriate ending, these emotions are
dissipated, leaving viewers in a state of calm, a state of stasis in which they can
think rationally and clearly.” (24)

I take on Sobchack’s idea of stasis for an analysis of the film’s sadistic closure
shown at the end, prior to the epilogue. This form of narrative closure that
punishes the deadly women can be seen as a pseudo resolution for the
masculinity crisis in classical film noir. (25) It leaves the spectators in a state of
stasis in which they may mistakenly assume that the crisis has been resolved.
This kind of narrative strategy only aims to passively contain the threat posed
by the fetishized female object of desire. The private detective in The Private

Eye Blue, however, does not tackle his desire in the same way as his
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predecessors. Unlike many films noirs, The Private Eye Blue demonstrates that

the hero resolves his family and identity crises by an alternative method.

Classical film noir basically devalues film noir woman as an object of desire—a
female who is endowed with a body of depravity and dissipation—rather than as
a subject of individuality and integrity. The Private Eye Blue, however, breaks
the boundaries that demarcate the two film noir icons as the subject and object.
Hence, the film perpetuates the quality of the fatal woman without suppressing
it. When the film opens, the noir hero attempts to understand the enigma that is
related to the film noir woman but he ends up understanding more of his own
problem. Since he becomes less involved in his problematic life style later in
the film, he regains strength to relate to his family and friends, including the
film noir woman. However, the question of any fixed sense of self and identity
are resisted in the course of the appropriation of the noirish style which is
playful. The epilogue is not seen as non-noirish. Rather, the noirishness—the
dangerous sexuality that is intrinsic to the fabrication of the symbolic relation
between the femme fatale and the masochistic male—is invoked to contest the
constitution of a fixed identity. When the noir hero resumes a normal
relationship with people around him in a form of narrative closure in the
epilogue, his stable relationship with his family is challenged when the film noir
woman claims that she will come back. Finally, the threat posed by the fatal

woman character lingers in the ending.

The playfulness of the film strategy is also demonstrated in its incorporation of
fantastic elements through which the young girl is also exempted from the
narrative obligation predetermined for the conventional role of the femme fatale.
The supernatural power that she professes is described in the film as extra-
sensory power, the power of healing and the supernatural strength that protects
her from danger. With such super-human qualities, the film noir woman is
represented as the counterpart of the noir hero, who is as good as she is. Firstly,
they are portrayed as equally strong in terms of their psychological strength and
physical prowess. It can be seen that the conventional film noir hero is
interestingly free of bullet wounds in times of danger. The film noir woman’s
supernatural ability is just a fantastical version of the prowess that the noir hero

usually embodies in the classical genre. Secondly, their characters are depicted
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as equally flawed. At times, the young girl’s power fails her, which makes her
as vulnerable as the noir hero who is not able to cope with his family crisis.
When they assist one another on the run, they acquire a sense of likeness. When
the film noir hero discovers the film noir woman’s problematic identity, he is
impressed by her action to undermine the unlawful detention orchestrated
against her by the state. As soon as the noir hero identifies himself with this
film noir woman who tries to resolve her identity crisis, he realizes that he is
also engaged in one since he is required by China (the mother country of Hong
Kong people), Britain (the ruling country), and the Hong Kong government to
turn in the girl. Like the young girl, he is disillusioned by the fact that he has
been used as a political tool. When the film noir woman is seen as equivalent to
the noir hero in the sense that they both seek to reread their problematic
identities and take control of their lives, the social boundaries between them are
broken. This arrangement also confirms that the two characters are

unconventionally communicating on an equal footing in The Private Eye Blue.

Heartwarming scenes of confession and farewell between the noir hero and the
film noir woman of The Private Eye Blue are unconventional in two ways.
Unaccountable attraction is basically intrinsic to the relation between the noir
hero and femme fatale in classical film noir. The glamour of the independence
and courage of the beautiful and dangerous film noir woman always draws the
noir hero to her side. The hero, being very much attracted to the female figure,
cannot refrain from following and executing the wicked woman’s evil agenda.
The Private Eye Blue, however, conjures up an entirely different picture. It is
the young girl who is attracted to the hero but not vice versa. Their encounters
lack a sense of romantic intimacy because what arises from the girl’s affection

towards the private detective is merely infatuation.

The most intriguing point about their relationship is that the noir hero
sympathizes and identifies with the young girl. Evidence for this observation
can be found later in the film when the noir hero meditates, in the finale, on the
young girl’s courageous action to resolve the trouble, which is related to her
problematic identity, at the risk of losing her own life. Inspired by the girl, he
finally acquires a new outlook on life. His fruitful transformation into a more

responsible man in the family demonstrates his new attitude towards life.
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The reconciliation between the noir hero and the film noir woman disrupts the
narrative stasis that sustains the conventional male order of the classical genre.
At this point, the film also brings in a sense of disillusionment because the noir
hero can no longer evade the question of problematic masculinity. It is very
interesting to note that, right at this moment of disillusionment, the feeling of
fear and anxiety arising from the identity crisis is intensified significantly and
deliberately in the film. I shall develop this point of argument later in this
chapter.

b) Manifestation of the Melodramatic Elements

While the female leading role deviates from her femme fatale trajectory, the
film unfolds an unconceptualizable and unperceivable dimension of film
language that the conventional scope of genre criticism does not cover. I shall
explain this observation in terms of Derrida’s concept of différance.  The
neologism of the term is untranslated. Alan Bass, the translator of Writing and
Difference, explains that Derrida not only combines, with the term différance,
the meaning of the word difference that is registered as spatial form or content
and the sense of deferral in time (26), but also plays on both of the meanings.
The playful nature of the film strategy is noted in its practice that disrupts
cinematic identification and reformulates spectator-screen relation through and
against generic conventions. Below [ trace back to the part of the story that
reveals the young girl’s first visit to the hero’s family for further discussion on

the disruptive function of the film’s discursive strategy.

Before their reconciliation, when the noir hero first surrenders the girl who is
leading him astray, the two become friends after being caught in furious gunfire
where various groups of people are all fighting against one another to capture
the girl. Saving the girl in the midst of the violence, the private detective takes
her to his wife’s quiet country house that is believed to be a temporary safe
haven for the girl. The noir hero’s beloved little daughter receives them
cautiously for fear of upsetting her mother who is divorcing her father and
would not welcome him. No matter how much the wife still loves her husband,
she does not want to see him. Neither does she want to comply with the noir
hero’s request to keep the girl under her roof. While the couple is arguing, the

young girl searches the wife’s wardrobe, puts on her sexy lingerie without
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permission, and then childishly demonstrates her new look in front of her friend.
The angry wife does not calm down until she is told of the rumour about the
girl’s secret identity as the Patriarch’s runaway ‘grand-daughter’. She and her
husband then tie the girl up and interrogate her. The teenage girl neither admits
nor denies their false impression of her. Though the couple intimidates her, she
fearlessly pokes fun at them. Judging from her insider knowledge about the old
political leader’s private life, they release the girl assuming that she is a relative
of the old patriarch. Inviting her to join the family for a sumptuous breakfast at
a table set against a peaceful country view, the family petitions the girl on
behalf of Hong Kong people to influence her ‘grand-father’ to safeguard the
city’s prosperity and stability after the changeover. In response, the girl
strangely suggests that she should date the private detective. After the meal, the
noir hero leaves his friend and family to plan for the girl’s return journey to
mainland China. Later the wife secretly arranges an interview with the girl,

which is telecast locally. Thus, the girl’s hiding place is exposed.

I shall look at two points of generic discrepancy that explain the way in which
the representation of the film noir woman is related to that of the family. The
young girl of The Private Eye Blue appears at first to be the femme fatale who
initially leads the noir hero astray in the film. However, as her story unfolds a
different trajectory from that of the conventional femme fatale emerges. Firstly,
as a hapless orphan who had an unhappy childhood, she is portrayed as a
parallel of the child—the noir hero’s lonely daughter who is living with her
single working mother. Gradually throughout the film, her childish behaviour
phases out any sign of dangerous sexuality that the spectator previously had
expected. Secondly, though the young girl appears to bear a visual resemblance
to her femme fatale predecessors, she is not defined in The Private Eye Blue as
a person who is as sexual as other femmes fatales. As an innocent youngster
who is described as unattractive to the noir hero, her female sexuality is not
comparable to that of other femmes fatales. Furthermore, the wife, rather than
the fatal woman character, is the person with whom the noir hero is in love.
One of the major tasks of the noir hero of The Private Eye Blue is mending the
broken relationship between himself and his wife.
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John Blaser describes film noir as part of post-war American cinema that
introduced a different visual and narrative style, which confronts a range of
social values that affirmed marriage and the family. Although he emphasizes
that classical film noir does not focus exclusively on the family, and in many
films noirs the issue of criminal justice is emphasized instead, films noirs do not
reject the family altogether. (27) His viewpoint on an attitude of scepticism
toward the family and the values that classical Hollywood cinema supports
converges with Sylvia Harvey’s comment on film noir’s treatment of the family

and family relations. She says,

“The repressed presence of intolerable contradictions, and the sense of
uncertainty and confusion about the smooth functioning of the social
environment, present at the level of style in film noir, can be seen also in the
treatment of social institutions at the thematic level, and most notably in the

treatment of the family.” (28)

Along Harvey’s line of argument, on the thematic level, Blaser proposes to
examine two types of noir endings that contradict the style and content of films
noirs. They are the ending about restoring family value by punishing the
woman who transgresses the boundaries of normal family relations and the
unrealistic happy ending about the hero marrying the nurturing woman or even
a converted femme fatale. A film noir of the historical genre usually formulates
the closure in one way or another. It can be seen, however, that the film tactic
of The Private Eye Blue disrupts the structures of the narrative closures of
classical film noir by mixing the two types of narrative closure. The film thus
gives rise to a critique of the cinema, firstly, through a new way of reading film
noir in a domestic setting. It critiques, secondly, by reviving the thematic
structure of film melodrama; and thirdly, by turning around the conventional
ending of films noirs without completely negating the conventional narrative
structure of film noir.

The use of femme fatale iconography in The Private Eye Blue is by definition
opposed to domesticity. However, The Private Eye Blue in a dominantly
noirish narrative structure demonstrates a revival of the old melodramatic
paradigm. When the young girl who has lived her whole life as an orphan
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envies the child who has two parents, the film quickly recalls a popular old soap
opera theme, which depicts lonely children who yearn for motherly love. The
way in which the young girl communicates her understanding of the value of
family to the little child upsets the dramatic mode of film noir that does not

conventionally celebrate domesticity and the love for family.

I purport that the melodramatic paradigm comes back in a playful manner as the
supplement of supplement, which seizes the centre-stage that is previously
occupied by another source of supplement. This is what Derrida would explain
as the supplement that ‘is neither simply the signifier nor simply the representer,
does not take the place of the signified or a represented, as is prescribed by the
concepts of signification or representation....” (29) In the present case of the
reinvestment of the iconography of femme fatale in The Private Eye Blue, the
play is a loop of the intermittent presence of two classical types of woman icons.
Or, in Derrida’s words, it is a play of absence and presence. When the presence
of the film noir woman does not imply any limit that is drawn to exclude the
dramatic quality of the female soap opera character, the icon of sexy and
dangerous woman creates a sharp contrast to the melodramatic representation of
woman. Under such circumstances, neither the film noir woman nor the loving
motbher is signified in a straightforward manner in the course of the film. That is
to say, the broken movement of signification that constitutes the elliptical
connotation of the classical Hollywood female role becomes a play of absence

and presence.

The play of representation is a movement of supplementarity that enables the
film to position the film noir woman continuously within the profusion of the
classical generic conventions. While the dress, actions and speech of the female
protagonist and the events of the film declare noirishness for the character, the
film defers and differs the generic quality. On the one hand, the film defers the
generic function in the sense that both the impressions of devil and goddess are
never easily imposed on the protagonist in the course of signification. On the
other hand, the film differs in the sense that the explication of the woman
representation is opened up for the spectator’s interpretation within and outside

the signification process. The first sign of deferral arises from the film’s
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manipulation of generic expectation. This can be seen in the finale of The

Private Eye Blue.

Through the image of a seemingly strong, active and sexually expressive young
girl, the film displays a sense of ideological contradiction that poses a threat to
the male protagonist and probably the male audience as well. In relation to the
challenge, what classical film noir usually offers the genre spectator is a sadistic
closure that contains the controversy created by the dangerous female sexuality.
The Private Eye Blue appears to make a difference to the convention of classical

film noir by disorienting or deferring the genre expectation.

As the genre system always provides information with which the audience is
familiar, it draws on and feeds into their knowledge of stereotypes. The
viewing pleasure that is attached to particular film categories is in the minds of
the cinema-goers. Expectation is, therefore, in play before the audience enters
the dark auditorium to watch the film. Deferral of the production of meaning
that enhances the expectation may be achieved, however, through creating a
lapse in the interpretations of time and space. The finale of The Private Eye
Blue is a clear example of the temporal and spatial lapse. In the finale and the
epilogue, there are two temporal spectrums displayed in events that take shape
in three places respectively. At the end of the film, when the noir hero fails to
save the young girl from her abductors, she drives a car desperately towards the
end of an unfinished broken bridge and plunges with the speeding vehicle into
the water. The last slow motion close shot of the finale showing the young
girl’s seemingly suicidal action is presented as if it is a conventional narrative
closure of film noir. This type of sadistic ending is used as a device to contain
the threat posed by the female character. The passing down of the convention to
contemporary cinema offers the spectator a glimpse of an old ideologically
complicit message explaining that female sexuality is dangerous. What is
subsequently presented in the epilogue of The Private Eye Blue, however,
conveys a contrasting concept of woman (see appendix ii). Key to the
conventional epilogue is the characterization of the fatal woman whose position

in the film fundamentally opposes the domestic woman.
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After the finale there is a cut out to a black frame, an off-screen sound effect of
a mobile phone being dialed appears to suggest that the film does not end there.
The transitional black frame creates temporal and spatial lapses and implies an
occurrence of an ongoing event which takes place sometime later somewhere.
Before the mysterious dialing tone dies, the black frame cuts into a medium shot
of the mother and the child holding tightly the father who has just answered the
unexpected phone call. This is the first time ever in the film that the three
members of the family are portrayed as having a close relationship within a
frame. Against a background of an area with a holiday resort, they are supposed
to have been surprised by the phone call while they are happily enjoying an
outing together. A later shot of a scene of the family reunion at a sunny beach
gives the spectator the impression that the father and the mother are a loving
couple, who are committed to their family. In “Melodrama as Formula,” E. F.
Bargainier describes that the most popular of the melodramatic types is
domestic drama. These dramas consistently offer stories of reunited families
and new life beginnings. (30) Crucial to the coalescence of contrasting
elements at the end of The Private Eye Blue is a feeling of confusion constituted
by the women representation. In addition to the depiction of the femme fatale,
the portrayal of the domestic woman in the epilogue seems to celebrate a
female’s all-embracing love for her child and husband. The paradox created by
the epilogue, which depicts female sexuality as both dangerous and lovable or
safe, not only disrupts the narrative closure but also renders any decision on
either type of closure impossible and creates a lapse of understanding. The way
in which the epilogue comes in the place of a lapse that defers and differs the

constitution of meaning is what I call an act of supplementarity.

What I want to demonstrate here is that the film’s creation of the lapses in time
and space is a play, or an act of continual deferral and difference. The passage
of time from a gloomy evening of gun violence to an unknown happy sunny day
at the site of a holiday resort indicates that the family has already recovered
from the turmoil related to the tragedy of their girl friend. The scene of family
reunion seemingly suggests a happy new beginning for the family free from the
influence of the film noir woman. That is to say, the film allows the spectator to
adopt the narrative resolution and to think that the problem has been resolved.

Such an arrangement seems to suggest that the noir hero has finally resolved his
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crises of masculinity and identity after a passage of time that is not specified in
the film—or what I call the temporal lapse.  Again in the epilogue, the
presentation of the joyful family outing at an unknown place—the spatial
lapse—implies the cessation of the film noir woman’s threat against the

domestic woman and the noir hero.

The imposition of the epilogue marks a difference in the signification process.
According to what the film offers in the transition from the finale to the
epilogue, the film seems to deliver a scenario that cannot be fully explained.
The film does not go into detail in describing the noir hero’s transformation into
a family man. From what the epilogue presents, the noir hero seems to have
recovered from his problematized masculinity for some reason that the film has
not specified diegetically. In terms of signification, as