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A group of people representing the motion picture industry recently
returned f rom '13 days in China. The tr ip, sponsored by Special Toursfor
Special People, was led by Schuyler Chapin, Dean of the Columbia
School of the Arts. Among the participants were Steve Allen and Jayne
Meadows; screenwriter ("Roots") Ernest Kinoy; Edward Schuman, a f ilm
importer and distributor; producer-director lrvin S. Yeaworth; stunt-
woman Lila Finn; actor James Cranna; James Devaney, a f i lm and
television packager; DP Tom Ackerman; key grip Ted Rhodes;and Mark
Petersson; a freelance cameraman and independent f i lmmaker.

Although many of the travelers feared at the outset that they would be
allowed to see only what the Chinese wished them to see-showpiece
studios and sets courteously displayed and explained by robots
spouting party dogma and vital production statist ics-the reali ty
couldn't have been different! They moved freely through the Chinese
sets, stages, and studios; talked with ordinary grips as well as
administrative off icials; and returned with not only insights into China's
f i lm industry, but definite impressions asto what ourtwo industries could
exchange for one another's benefit.

In the following articles Ted Rhodes and Mark Petersson describe
what they saw in China and why they feel this land of 900 mil l ion people,
rich in artistic tradition but shut off f rom progress forso many years, may
become an important factor to the American media as well as a vibrant
cinema in i ts own right.
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By TED RHODES

We took off from LAX February 3rd into
a rare, clear wint€r sky, not knowlng
what we would find when we landed in
the People's Republic of China. We had
been told the Chinese wanted another
film-culture exchange, so we had taken
up the call-partly out of curiosity
about the 900 million people sealed otf
from us for nearly 30 years; and partly
out of plain self interest: the fi lm-
maker's never-ending search lor a new
project. Few of us had any knowledge
of Chinese history-let alone the state
of their film industry-aside from a
vague idea that some political films
might have been produced during the
Cultural Revolution of their turbulent
60's. How archaic their equipment and
methods would turn out to be was
anybody's guess.

Two nights later we were standing on
a main Beij ing (Peking) street sur-
rounded by hundreds of bicycles and a
few cars, the cyclists busily ringing their
bells and the drivers honking their
horns to warn pedestrians and one
another-because everyone was driv-
ing around in the darkness without
l ights!  We had indeed come to a
different world, unlike anything I had
known before.

Fortunately or not, depending on
your outlook, this "differentness" may
not last much longer. "Modernization"

is the watchword of today's China. And
we cer ta in ly  found some s igns of
modern civil ization there already. The
brown haze hanging in the air over Beij-
ing was no mystery to those of us from
New York and particularly LA. And
when we walked on lo a stage at Beijing
Film Studio, one of several large fi lm
studios there, it was almost like being
back at Producers in Hollywood.

Granted the Chinese catwalks are a
little more rickety, the lights a little
older, with arcs and incandescents
mixed in the permanents above. But it
is a set all the same. And this is con-
firmed by the presence of an Arri 35BL
and Angenieux 20-120. The Chinese
have other  cameras,  inc luding the
Eclair Cameflex. and several Chinese-
made brands: Shanghai equivalents to
the Mitchell NC and BNC. a Chinese
"Hoping" camera, and their own high-
speed camera, which they described as
"not so good." But they rely mainly
upon the BL.

As for their favorite film stock? East-
m a n ,  o f  c o u r s e .  A l t h o u g h  t h e y
manufacture their own color stock, for
major projects they prefer to shoot im-
ported 5254, and have started using
more and more 5247. lf there are in-
house labs, they were not shown to us.

One  o f  t he  mos t  cha rac te r i s t i c
leatures of Chinese fi lms is the l ighting.
SERFS, BIG RIVER FLOWING, THE
WIND AND THE WAVE, etc., all have
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the dramatic, theatrical look of our
f i lms (and probably thei rs)  o l  40 years
ago: meticulously crafted, but often
e i t h e r  e x a g g e r a t e d  o r  a r t i f  i c i a l l y
mot ivated.  Thei r  c inematographers are
not unaware of this, refer to themselves
as "backward,"  and inqui red at  length
about  the "natura l ism" of  our  f i lms.
T h e y  h a v e  s e e n  G O N V O Y  a n d
FUTUREWORLD,  wh ich  a long  w i th
MODERN TIMES are p lay ing to packed
houses in  Bei j ing,  Shanghai ,  and other
c i t ies ( the sold-out  screenings star t
each day at  5:30 am!) .  Yet  a l though
they want  to  push in  th is  d i rect ion of
natura l ism, they are caut ious.

E q u i p m e n t  i s  n o t  o n e  o f  t h e i r
problems.  The Chinese-made l ights,
s i m i l a r  t o  o u r  o l d  i n c a n d e s c e n t
f resnels,  are adequate.  And though we
saw no ev idence of  C-stands and l ight
contro l  media in  Bei j ing,  a l l  k inds of
f lags and s i lks were f ly ing on the
Shanghai  sets (not  to  ment ion a l l  the
laund ry  f l y i ng  above  the  Shangha i
streets). We also saw sheets of star-
foam used for  bounce l ight  f i l l .

In terest ingly ,  the main compla int  of
d i rectors as wel l  as camerapeople was
the  l ack  o f  soph i s t i ca t i on  o f  t he i r
audiences.  Chinese audiences have
had far  less exposure to f i lm than thei r
Amer ican counterpar ts .  In  Guangzhou
(Canton)  f i lm of f ic ia ls  asked us about
thei r  favor i te  actors:  Ramon Novarro,
John Gi lber t ,  Ingr id Bergman,  Wal lace
Beery,  Tracy,  Hepburn,  and Garbo.
And these were f i lm of f ic ia ls  ask ing!

Out  in  the counlrys ide there is  even
less  fam i l i a r i t y  w i t h  con tempora ry
c inema: what  l i t t le  they see there is
u s u a l l y  b i c y c l e d  i n  b y  a  m o b i l e
projectionist-a person pedall ing 65
pounds of projector, generator, screen,
and 8.75mm f i lm (35mm spl i t  4  ways) .

Outs ide of  the c i t ies,  s low-paced
episodic s toryte l l ing is  s t i l l  the chief
form of entertainment.

Slow-pacing is not, however, the
n o r m  f o r  o r o d u c t i o n  s c h e d u l e s .
Al though BIG RIVER FLOWING took
over a year to shoot, it is an exception.
We were told most feature fi lms are
shot MOS in 2-3 months, 6 days a
week,  18-20 "angles"  a day.  The f i lms
tend to be long; but a feature is often
cut  and dubbed wi th sound in a mat ter
o f  w e e k s .  I n  a  y e a r ,  a  C h i n e s e
cameraman  (o r  camerawoman-o f
which there are 4 in  a l l  o f  China)  might
do two to three features. Some 60
features are scheduled to be shot  th is
year .

Feature i i lm budgets,  we were to ld,
s tar t  around $150,000.  At  the Bei j ing
Studio,  THE SWEET CAREER was be-
ing brought  in  at  around $270,000-"a
smal l  budget , "  accord ing to camera-
man /d i rec to r  Zhu  J in  M ing .  B IG  R IVER
FLOWING, one of  thei r  b iggest  f i lms,
was made 10 years ago for  $670,000.
The budget  for  FROM A SLAVE TO A
GENERAL, a 31/z-hour ,2-par t  epic  and
cer ta in ly  the most  ambi t ious pro ject  we
saw being f i lmed,  is  repor tedly  running
a round  $1 .3  m i l l i on .  A l l  f i lms ,  bo th
educat ional  and feature,  are shot  in  35
and re leased in e i ther  35.  16.  or  8.75.

The major  s tudios in  China are in
Bei j ing,  Shanghai ,  Quangzhou,  and
Changchun,  but  there is  real ly  only  one
producer,  the government  ( the Min is ter
of  Cul ture) .  S imi lar ly ,  a l l  domest ic  and
fore ign d is t r ibut ion is  handled by one
dist r ibutor ,  the government  (AKA the
Bei j ing Fi lm Corporat ion) .  F i lm f inan-
c ing is  expla ined as a mat ter  of  "pul l ing
money f rom one pocket  and p lac ing i t
in  another . "

Al though budgets have no re la l ion to

Chinese eourpment tn use at various studios
included camera. camera crane and edilinq lable
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box-office draw, the talk ot the direc-
tors and "producers" had a familiar I
ring: budget/time problems, the direc-
tor vs. the writer, the need for better
fi lms, and the search for a good story.
Sc r i p t s  i n  Ch ina  come f rom two
sources: professional staff writers, who
a r e  r e o u i r e d  t o  t u r n  o u t  t w o
screenplays every three years; and a
huge  poo l  o f  unso l i c i t ed ,  ama teu r
scripts from thousands of people in all
walks of l i fe all around the country.

Screenwriters, actors, and directors
e a r n  f  r o m  $ 1 0 - $ 2 4 0  p e r  m o n t h ;
w o r k e r s  ( t e c h n i c i a n s ) ,  $ 3 2 - $ 8 6 ;
"producers"  (adminis t rators) ,  $28-
$333.
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As was to be expected, we found
some st r ik ing d i f ferences between
Chinese and Amer ican f i lmmaking.
One of the biggest was best expressed
by a Shanghai  cameraman:  "A Chinese
filmmaker gains no financial reward for
a good f  i lm,  but  a lso reaps l i t t le
crit icism for a bad one!" Another was
that there is no competit ion between
motion pictures and television: a new
film wil l often be broadcast on televi-
sion and premiere at a movie house
simultaneously.

And whi le  thei r  act ing,  l ike thei r  l ight -
ing, is at present highly stylized and ar-
t i f ic ia l ,  and thei r  s toryte l l ing s low-
p a c e d ,  t h i s  m a y  s o o n  c h a n g e .
Cameraman Sun Shi- l in  and Director
Wang Yin seem to be moving in new
directions already. We saw the dail ies
f rom the i r  FROM A  SLAVE TO A'GENERAL,  and  the re  was  de f i n i t e
evidence of greater subtlety in the act-
ing and lighting as well as a faster tem-
po in the narrative.

We also saw evidence of distinct
s t rengths,  notably  in  set  bui ld ing and
animation. Detailed, elaborate sets, l ike
the Chungking street scene, can be
bui l t  in  a week.  And th is  involvement
wi th in t r icate deta i l  achieves a par t ic-
u lar ly  h igh level  in  thei r  work wi th inks,
puppets, and paper cut-outs, although
the Fine Ar ts  Studio in  Shanghai  is  thei r
only  animat ion fac i l i ty .

Nonetheless we found them anxious
lo learn all they can and as soon as
possible from the rest of the world.
They  a re  aware  o f  many  o f  t he
Amer ican f i lm magazines,  par t icu lar ly
Filmmakers Monthly and the SMPTE
Journal. They are also dedicated. Many
f i lmmakers (and bal le t  dancers and
music ians and in terpreters and .  .  . )
were senl to the fields to do physical
labor  and " to i l "  for  a number of  years
dur ing the Cul tura l  Revolut ion.  Now
back at their studios, they have taken
up their work where they left off.
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,  In  thei r  eagerness to learn.  our  hosts
jbombarded us with questions on every
raspect of our industry: "What is the size
of your crews?" . . . "Are many of your
f i l m  w o r k e r s  g r a d u a t e s  o f  f i l m
schools?" . . . "ls videotape used to
shoot feature fi lms?" . . . "What is Ingrid
Bergman doing these days?" Special
eflects people wanted to know about
a i r  b a g s ,  b r e a k - a w a y  w a l l s ,  c a r
crashes, and our stunt actors. ("We find
your s tuntpeople more real ,  more
natural than our members of the fire
br igade,"  exc la imed cameraman Ku
Yun Lin, revealing to us one of. their
sources for stuntmen.)

And there were more ouestions.
They asked us how we made our l ight-
ing "so t rue to l i fe . "  There were h ighly
technical  quest ions about  computer i -
zat ion,  f ront  and rear  pro ject ion,
bounce l ight ,  b lue screen,  and the
S t e a d i c a m  s y s t e m  t h e y  r e c e n t l y
ordered.  They asked about  women in
f  i lm ;  and  they  wan ted  to  know i f
"Hollywood" was a person.

After our return to lhe States, as I
gathered my thoughts about the trip,
checking my notes and looking over
the st i l ls ,  I  found mysel f  compar ing the
experience to a location shoot: so
much ground to cover ,  so l i t t le  t ime to
set  up.  Yet  for  a l l  we brought  back f rom
those 13 days in  that  fasc inat ing,  l i t t le-
known country, I have a feeling we left
something more there-informalion
which wi l l  bear  f ru i t  in  real i ty .  And
perhaps when we return,  we wi l l  f ind
the Ghinese f i lm industry  has changed
for  our  having been there.

"Chinese films all have the
dramatic theatrical look of
our lilms ( and probably
theirs) of 40 years ago:

meticulously crafted, but
often either exaggerated or

artif icially motivated."
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