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The Hong Kong New Wave 
 

1: Introduction and Overview 

The Hong Kong New Wave was a film movement which began in the late 1970s. The term 
was applied to a group of young directors who moved into filmmaking together and 
reinvigorated an industry which had become stagnant and formulaic. These included Tsui 
Hark, Ann Hui, and Patrick Tam, who are considered the breakthrough artists, as well as 
Wong Kar-Wai and John Woo amongst others who furthered the movement in the Second 
Wave. The idea of the New Wave was not specific to Hong Kong however, it was a pre-
existing term originally applied to the French New Wave, whose success and stylistic 
tendencies led a number of national cinemas to undergo similar revivals and thus each of 
these was labelled its own ‘New Wave’.  

The French New Wave (also known as the nouvelle vague) sparked somewhat of a filmic 
revolution in this regard, wherein a number of major cinemas were revived by emergent 
young talent. For France, this meant Jean-Luc Godard and Francois Truffaut. These two 
directors were originally critics for the renowned journal Cahiers du Cinema, and their films 
served as an intellectual response to the mainstream cinema of the time. In their opposition of 
the ‘Old’, these young directors therefore became the ‘New’, and thus the idea of the New 
Wave was born. 

As an oppositional cinema the French New Wave showed a marked difference in style and 
content to the mainstream. In defiance of the period pieces which saturated the market, New 
Wave films dealt instead with contemporaneous issues. They featured young people in an 
acknowledgement of their absurd or existentialist existence. Much of the stylistic decisions 
stemmed from issues of budget—cast, location, production techniques, equipment—all leant 
themselves to practical decisions—jump cuts, long takes, narrative ambiguity and less 
importance placed on narrative structure (what Godard called “aesthetic predeterminism”) 
(Bordwell and Thompson 407-408). 

The unique perspective Godard and Truffaut held at this time, of both creator and 
commentator, meant that Cahiers suffered from an inability to objectively critique the French 
New Wave. Though its importance was widely regarded by international critics, Cahiers 
could not therefore function as it normally would to delineate and contextualize the New 
Wave’s significance. In an issue dedicated to the nouvelle vague, a Cahier editorial 
elaborated on this unfortunate predicament: 

We are reproached for not talking about young French cinema. That cinema is not 
only dear to us, but close to us too, and there is always something indecent in talking 
about oneself. We find ourselves unable either to judge this nouvelle vague for which 
we did rather more than facilitate the birth with the requisite objectivity or even to 
consider it with sufficient distance ... This perspective is rather special, but it is 
productive. Lacking the truth, let’s give our truth: people will take it for what it is 
worth, but we believe it is a truth which people should not be indifferent to knowing. 
(Hillier 27) 
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In that same nouvelle vague special edition there is an evident discrepancy in how the New 
Wave is perceived by the various critics, and it is important therefore to note that the 
aforementioned “truth” does not necessarily demarcate an actual history. Godard and Rivette, 
for instance, believed that the New Wave would never succeed as a popular cinema as, at 
least in their own construction of it, for its very foundations were built upon iconoclasm, 
opposition, and the avant-garde—yet many New Wave directors found commercial success 
nonetheless. This can be attributed to their representing a social movement; the term nouvelle 
vague existed prior to the cinematic movement, and was originally applied to a wider societal 
shift: “a generation with an unusual sense of unity [which] also identified with international 
culture and even consumerism” (Neupert 42). In this regard the filmic movement seems more 
like a response to social developments of the time, especially since Andre Bazin’s writing 
had ignited a “Parisian cinephilia” at the time, which encouraged this young generation to 
create, innovate, and think critically about film (Baecque 36).  

The same can be said of many New Waves in national cinema, including the Italian 
(neorealismo) and the American (New Hollywood)—it is a social shift which predicates the 
filmic. More often than not this stems from a difference in generations, which can be viewed 
in Hong Kong’s Father and Son, where not only is a generational clash depicted, but also one 
between China and Hong Kong: 

As founding works of the French and Hong Kong New Waves, The 400 Blows and 
Father and Son spotlight the growth of a young man in an environment hostile to 
individual creativity and the pursuit of the arts. However, while The 400 Blows 
proffers no sentimental attachment of Antoine Doinel to his stepfather, Father and 
Son offers an emotional account more in keeping with the Neo-Realist classic Bicycle 
Thieves. (Marchetti 112) 

Just as Bicycle Thieves depicts the strain of a transitional social period (Facist to post-war 
modernist), Father and Son functions similarly with China’s patriarchal role over Hong Kong 
(who at this time were breaking into their own globalized modernity and seeking their own 
identity). As flagship films of each nation’s and generation’s New Wave, the focus on a 
struggling youth in each pertains to the same idea, that the New is ready to break through, 
and equally each of these films harkens its arrival. 

	  

2: The New Wave/The First Wave 

2.1: Emergence of the Hong Kong New Wave 

By the late 1970s this explosion of new, young cinemas had made its way to Hong Kong. 
This marked the arrival of the First Wave, a group of young directors who developed their 
skills overseas at film schools and then returned home where they were put to practice in 
Hong Kong television. These filmmakers only came to be known as The First Wave upon the 
arrival of the Second Wave, and at the time were quickly labelled as The Hong Kong New 
Wave, as if following in an inevitable filmic tradition. The first publication to do so was 
DeTexie (Close Up), a film and television periodical who noted the burgeoning talent’s 
presence in the television industry and predicted their eventual progression into the Hong 
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Kong film industry: “Three television stations are enthusiastically nurturing new directors. A 
new wave is rising...” (Tian 32). Several periodicals followed in this manner, Ming Pao 
Monthly further predicted, in 1976, that “in two years a ‘New Wave’ in Hong Kong will 
arrive”, which would later prove true with Yim Ho’s The Extra. 

Though it began and functioned similarly to previous movements, the Hong Kong New Wave 
is unique in many regards, predominantly owed to Hong Kong’s unique position in history. 
Its history “has effectively been a history of colonialism”, and it has since developed “from a 
colonial city to a global city”, and as Abbas notes further: “One of the effects of a very 
efficient colonial administration is that it provides almost no outlet for political idealism 
(until perhaps quite recently); as a result, most of the energy is directed towards the economic 
sphere” (Abbas 3-5). For this reason economic self-interest has become the governing factor 
in Hong Kong, and capitalism has replaced their culture.  

This is further compounded by the issue of post-colonial identity, in that so much of Hong 
Kong’s supposed culture is borrowed either from the West or traditional Chinese history. 
This borrowed self-image leaves no room for subjectivity. There is no way for directors to 
construct themselves on screen. The precedent therefore becomes showing what is not there, 
as opposed to trying to represent something new, because for Hong Kong this new identity 
does not exist: “It is not the appearance of ‘Hong Kong themes’, then, that is significant”, but 
rather, “a sense of the elusiveness, the slipperiness, the ambivalences of Hong Kong’s 
cultural space” (Abbas 24). For this reason, many of the New Wave films focus on a lost 
identity, hidden peoples, or heroes searching for a purpose, as can be seen in Wong Kar-
Wai’s Chungking Express: 

She [Blondie] personifies the contradictions that characterize the city – an Asian 
woman masquerading as a blonde with a raincoat and sunglasses because she needs to 
be prepared for anything. Wig, coat, and dark glasses remind us that Brigitte Lin, like 
Marilyn Monroe, is a star – conspicuously playing an “anonymous” character, acting 
the part of a woman who crosses borders and takes on various roles in order to 
survive. (Marchetti 106-7). 

The Hong Kong New Wave functioned differently than its predecessors. Unlike the French 
and American New Waves, which directly opposed the mainstream cinema of the time, Hong 
Kong’s functioned within the boundaries of that deeply embedded commercial cinema. As 
aforementioned, economic self-interest is the culture of Hong Kong, and their film industry 
reflects this through the innovation-repressing reuse of genre films which guarantee profit. 
The New Wave therefore had to operate within these boundaries, as Wong Kar-Wai notes: 
“in Hong Kong, we always pre-sell to get our film financed, and for most Southeast Asian 
markets, they just want to have action. So they always ask, “Is it a cop story or a gangster 
story?” (Brunette 118). The New Wave complied with these standards, creating films 
belonging to ‘safe’ genres, but were innovative and inventive within these boundaries 
regardless—for instance, with Wong and Chungking Express: “I said, ‘It is and cop and a 
gangster story.’ We have gangsters, and we have cops. But it’s not a gangster/cop story. It is 
just about their lives, and that’s it” (Brunette 118-119). 

And thus, since “the ‘new wave’ attempts to wash away the past, break with tradition, and 
create a new agenda for filmmakers in open conflict with the cinematic quo”, all this had to 
be done within the financial restrictions of the deeply entrenched mode of production 
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(Marchetti 96). The Hong Kong New Wave therefore found their own way to be oppositional, 
“signalling a transition from a culturally dependent (China-centred) and stylistically 
outmoded enterprise into a dynamic creative force embracing both the complexities and 
sophistication of the cosmopolitan city that Hong Kong had become” (Lee 131). The creative 
impetus and stylistic innovation took precedent in defining film makers, as well as the 
political, social, and economic environment which necessitated the change. Yet at first glance 
many of the New Wave films are not at all political, at least not until we unpack their 
innovations. “Hong Kong’s New Wave pastiches older genres without parody; quotations 
from other films are commonplace”, and so, whilst these directors operated within the 
aforementioned financial boundaries, their films depicted certain mutations, mutations in 
genre, in style, and in content. Gilles Deleuze writes: “Godard says that to describe is to 
observe mutations. Mutation of Europe after the war, mutation of an Americanized Japan, 
mutation of France in ’68: it is not the cinema that turns away from politics, it becomes 
completely political, but in another way” (Deleuze 19). 

The true opposition of the New Wave, for all their nuanced deliberations on the mainstream 
cinema, was against that idea of Hong Kong’s non-culture; the idea that economy reigned 
supreme over emotion, industry over humanity. “The films that are made cannot be reduced 
to ‘a single metanarrative’ but represent so many disparate attempts to evoke a problematic 
cultural space” (Abbas 14). There is no single way to delineate the Hong Kong New Wave 
because each of their creations was an opposition and innovation all of its own, an attempt to 
carve out that complex cultural signifier that would represent Hong Kong. It is to this that the 
New Wave most prominently owes its international success: “Filmmakers adapt to the 
cultural marketplace, and their eclectic, self-reflexive style foregrounds their awareness of 
their audience’s consciousness of images as commodities, political events as spectacles, and 
the mass media as a frame for the hyperkinetic hyperreality of contemporary existence” 
(Marchetti 114). Just as the nouvelle vague catered to a growing generation of cinephiles, the 
Hong Kong New Wave catered to a generation raised in a postmodern, consumerist society. 
By aptly capturing the complexities this created in Hong Kong (which, as a city, is symbolic 
enough as a figure of this generational experience) this New Wave found an audience and an 
identity where previously there was none. 

2.2: The Filmmakers and their Films 

As aforementioned, it was Yim Ho’s The Extra that marked the beginning of the First Wave. 
It positioned film as a medium at the forefront of change by examining a freelance actor from 
the lower class who takes on small parts as a means of survival—“Here, the sphere of cinema 
was taken as a metaphor for society” (Cheuk 10). Warmly received by critics, other 
filmmakers consolidated the movement a year later in 1979, with films such as Anne Hui’s 
The Secret, Tsui Hark’s Butterfly Murders, and Alex Cheung’s Cops and Robbers. These 
three directors, along with Patrick Tam, who released The Sword in 1980, are often referred 
to as the ‘big four’ of the First Wave. Their first feature films stood out amongst Hong 
Kong’s standardized style of film making in a number of ways. 

[The New Wave Directors] completely abandoned “traditional” techniques. From 
subject matter, narrative method, and rhythm to method of acting, all deviated from 
customary styles. Most importantly, the films of the four key directors [Tam, Tsui, 
Cheung, and Hui] do not “just tell a story”. Instead, they have a strong personal style 
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and provide the audience with a totally new experience, an assault that takes a long 
time to subside. (Chai 2) 

Just as Cahiers aided in promoting and defining the French New Wave, several film 
periodicals were excited by the influx of new directors. For instance, Diyidai Shuangzhoukan 
(First Generation Biweekly) ran a series of interviews with the new directors, already 
referring to them as ‘The New Wave’, where their status and the concept of the New (as 
directors and in content and style) was very much solidified (Cheuk 16). 

When considering the unique styles of these new directors we can see in Anne Hui’s films a 
fascination over the theme of migration. This reflects on Hong Kong’s status as a port city, 
and how this has shaped that indefinite identity the New Wave so concerned itself with. 
“Hong Kong has up to quite recently been a city of transients. Much of the population was 
made up of refugees or expatriates who thought of Hong Kong as a temporary stop”; Hong 
Kong has always been a port city in various forms, now functioning more so as a globalized 
hub of world commerce. But in the context of Hui’s films, Hong Kong’s status as a port 
operated in two ways: there was “a massive ‘brain drain’ to the West”, where some of Hong 
Kong’s best migrated out of the city, “and an unprecedented influx of legal and illegal 
immigrants from the mainland” (Lee 132). For this reason, Hui’s ‘Vietnam Trilogy’ explores 
the importance of these migrants for Hong Kong. This included The Boy from Vietnam 
(1978), a television drama preceding its filmic expansions, The Story of Woo Viet (1981), and 
her most famous, Boat People (1982). Without a definite identity, Hui focused on others to 
better understand Hong Kong, as sometimes “it takes the ‘other’ to understand the self”, 
especially “in the (post)colonial city’s cinematic imagination of history” (Lee 132).  

The First Wave peaked during the boom period between 1980 and 1982, where more than 
thirty New Wave films were made. These included, aside from the big four’s contributions: 
Clifford Choi’s The Encore, Lau Shing-Hon’s House of the Lute, and Allen Fong’s Father 
and Son, which was the first recipient of the Best Film Award at the 1st Hong Kong Film 
Awards, amongst others. After this period the New Wave began to taper out, and though 
“they were undoubtedly still highly creative”, the films lacked the vigour and originality of 
earlier works—“This is not to say that the New Wave [First Wave] had already disappeared. 
Rather, it was gradually entering the mainstream and being absorbed by it” (Cheuk 23). 
Whilst this did mark the end of the First Wave, the New Wave was not yet complete, rather it 
lay dormant, awaiting the resurgence of the Second Wave. 

 

3.1: A Second Wind 

Once the hype surrounding the fresh influx of new directorial talent began to subside it was 
almost immediately consolidated by a Second Wave, which included the likes of Stanley 
Kwan, Clara Law, Peter Chan, and Evans Chan. And though the Second Wave is as much a 
part of the New Wave as the First Wave is, it was only made possible by what the First 
achieved, and by how it fostered the talent of the Second. Fruit Chan, for example, is one of 
the most prominent names in the Hong Kong Second Wave. He worked for TVB (Television 
Broadcast Ltd), like a number of First Wave directors, but then went on to work as an 
assistant for directors such as Stanley Kwan and Chan Mong-wah (Cheuk 244). His films, 
such as the ‘1997 Trilogy’, would then go on to develop a strand of Social Realist cinema, 
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where “important questions about Hong Kong’s (and China’s) cultural psyche in the post-
handover period” are raised (Lee 136).  

Wong Kar-Wai, who, amongst the Second Wave directors is one of the most prolific and 
globally acclaimed, began his work in the film industry as an assistant director and 
scriptwriter for Patrick Tam. Though the preceding wave of directors was able to break new 
ground in many ways, it is Wong’s films—an important note to be made of Wong’s 
consistent output, rather than a single contribution—which best embody the spirit of the 
Hong Kong New Wave. By adapting so well to postmodern cinema while simultaneously 
finding those aspects of the postmodern in Hong Kong, Wong is able to appeal to both a local 
and global audience, which “may in fact mirror the state of Hong Kong’s own condition as 
straddling East and West” (Teo 1). Many of his films explore the nature of a Hong Kong 
identity, and though their themes are universal, like love or memory, he is able to develop 
these themes such that they are inextricably bound with Hong Kong, be it situated in place or 
time; for in “the cinema of Wong Kar-wai, Hong Kong and the cinema are conjoined as one” 
(Teo 1). 

Like Hui in the First Wave, Wong too addressed issues of Hong Kong identity—indeed the 
entire New Wave sought this as a theme and developed it in many ways. Chungking Express 
(1994) and Fallen Angels (1995), two films which were originally planned as one and thus 
reflect on similar ideas, both present the people of Hong Kong as lost souls. Abbas’ 
aforementioned theory of loss of culture resulting in a focus on economic self-interest is 
echoed in both. Chungking Express features two cops, both given the numerical monikers of 
‘223’ and ‘663’, denoting that individuality is dead in Hong Kong, and that people merely 
serve an economic purpose through their work. Fallen Angels presents the figure of He 
Zhiwu, who may have a name but does not have a voice, and who makes his living by 
breaking into other people’s business as night, accosting helpless passersby, and forcing his 
goods upon them. Each example expresses the same sentiment: that there is no need for 
people in Hong Kong, only commerce.  

   

3.2: The End of the New Wave and its Afterlife 

The Second Wave faded similarly to the First, as simply put, the ethic of the New was over. 
This is not to say that the New Wave eventually failed, but rather its successes overtook it, 
and in assimilating with mainstream cinema and gaining international acclaim it could no 
longer claim to be that same small group of young emergent filmmakers from which it began: 
“The New Wave brought Hong Kong cinema into the international arena. In this alone, their 
achievement has been great” (Cheuk 246). Many filmmakers were able to work in Hollywood 
based on the foundational success of the New Wave—like Wong Kar-Wai, Tsui Hark, John 
Woo—all of whom prospered first in the thriving era of New Wave filmmaking, and some 
still working today. 

We see then that the Hong Kong New Wave followed a similar path to the French, Italian, 
and American New Waves. The filmmakers entered a stagnant industry with new faces and 
new ideas, and as their influence began to overtake it their claim to being the New eventually 
waned. Each New Wave therefore represents a new generation, desperate and struggling for 
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change, and in the Hong Kong New Wave we see one of its greatest successes: “[The New 
Wave] transformed the entire make-up of Hong Kong cinema. In the 1980’s to the 1990’s, 
Hong Kong cinema flourished for a total period of fifteen years, the longest stretch of 
prosperity in the history of the industry” (Cheuk 245).  
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