
 
 
 

 
 

4th Floor Ningyuan Bldg University of International Business and Economics ● No. 10 Huixin East Street 
Chaoyang District ● Beijing, China 100029 

tel +86 10 8415  8816 ● fax +86 10 8415 6717 ● www.thebeijingcenter.org 

COMM 301 Discovering China Through Films 
Spring 2018 

Venue: TBD 
 
Instructor:       
Kelvin Leung       
academics@thebeijingcenter.org     
Tel: + 86 10 8415 0182     
 
Office hours by email request. 

Course Description 
This survey course will provide an overview and examination of major Chinese films since 
1960s, using these films as a means to help students better engage and understand the history, 
politics, society and economy of China in different decades of the twentieth century and beyond. 
 
China has traveled along a convoluted course of modernization, which has often been marked by 
revolution and reforms. During this period, cultural producers in China have been buffeted by 
artistic and political imperatives; affected by the competing forces of tradition and modernism; 
and sought to resist and incorporate foreign (predominantly Western) influences. Thus, this 
course is also a case study of how the Chinese people have encountered modernity and continue 
to cope with its consequences.  
 
The focus of the course will be on films made in mainland China by different generations of 
filmmakers from the 1980s (what is sometimes called the post-socialist period) to the present 
day, normally grouped under the rubric of the fifth-and-the-sixth generations of filmmakers, and 
those of the most recent generation. The course is arranged chronologically, but critical writing 
on films is thematically assigned. These may include historical and societal contexts of film 
productions; cinematic topics and themes (modernity, globalization, revolution, gender 
relationships, urbanization); the specific visual 2 and narrative style of each film; the strategies of 
filmmakers in coping with state censorship, and cinematic critiques of Maoism and post-Maoist 
Chinese. No previous knowledge of Chinese or any background on China is required. All films 
selected for the course have either English subtitles or printed scripts to follow.  

Course Outcomes 
Through screening, reading, discussion, lectures and quizzes, and a final videography project 
students will:  
 

1. Identify dominant themes in recent films and examine what they say about China and 
being Chinese during a period of some of the most rapid social and economic changes in 
history;  

mailto:academics@thebeijingcenter.org


 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

2 

2. Make connections between Chinese movies of the 20th and 21st centuries and examine 
their historical and social context  

3. Develop critical skills and an appreciation for modern and contemporary Chinese films 
and culture  

4. Gain familiarity with the Chinese movie industry and its major players and processes 
through the present day  

Required Textbooks and Equipment 
There is no required textbook for the course. Each student is required to have a smartphone 
with good video quality and a laptop with video editing software for their projects. A list of 
reference materials, including those reserved at the Anton Library, will be distributed in class. 

Course Assessments 
You will be assessed by the following criteria: 
 

Weekly blog (20%) 
Weekly blog posting about students’ lives in China and reflection on their observations 
that leads to the creation and production of their final project. 
 

Assignments (30%) 
Photo/vine and articles writing for preparing students for the final project will be 
assigned throughout the course. 

 

Final Project (50%) 
Students are required to submit a 20- to 30-minute video on any aspect of culture by the 
end of the semester. 
 

Budget your time wisely, and start working on the assignments and presentation as soon as it is released! 

Course Policy 
All due dates are final and non-negotiable. You are only excused from attending class with 
documented medical or family emergencies. Students who missed two of more classes shall be 
excluded from the class, and that will lead to a failing grade for the course. 
 
Please refer to the TBC Academic Packet for any general, academic-related policies. 
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Class Schedule 
(Tentative, subjected to revision.) 
 

Date Content Remarks 

Class 1  

 

Introduction 

What is film? What is culture? What is history? 

How can we study culture and history through film?  

 

Class 2 

 

Screening and discussion 

Genre – Propaganda  

Tracks in the snowy forest 
(1960)  

林海雪原 – 刘沛然 

Class 3  

 

Screening and discussion 

Genre – Propaganda 

The Taking of the Tiger 
Mountain (2015)  

智取威虎山 – 徐克 

Class 4  

 

Basics of Film language:  

Cinematography  

Misc-en-scene 

 

Class 5  

 

Practice 

Demonstration on cinematic skills and student practice 

Classwork: a storytelling 
photo/vine 

 

Assignment 1: A set of photo 
and a vine about the student 
themselves in Beijing.   

Class 6  

 

Screening and discussion 

Family Culture of China  

Film Adaptation  

Raise the Red Lantern (1991)  

大红灯笼高高挂 – 张艺谋 

Class 7  

 

Midterm Week 

 

Discussion and Critique on first Assignment 

Film Synopsis Studies  

Assignment 2: A short article 
to show students’ lives and 
experience in Beijing with 
photo and vine aid. 

Class 8  

 

Screening and discussion 

Film Adaptation  

Reason for using non-professional cast  

Not one less (1999)  

一个都不能少 – 张艺谋 

Class 9  

 

Screening and discussion 

Films and advertising in China 

Big Shot’s Funeral (2001) 

大腕 – 冯小刚 
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Class 10  

 

Discussion and Inspiration on making their own video  

 

Discussion and Critique on second Assignment 

Assignment 3: A production 
plan, a synopsis and a cover 
design on their final 
videography project 

Class 11 

 

Field trip on shops and street culture in Beijing and get 
footages (I) 

Bring your smartphone and 
power bank 

Class 12 

 

Field trip on shops and street culture in Beijing and get 
footages (II) 

Bring your smartphone and 
power bank 

Class 13 

 

Watching a recent Chinese film screening in Beijing Film TBD 

Class 14 

 

Studying culture through Web TV channel, online film, 
live streaming. Students are required to present a clip 
they choose online to discuss during the lesson 

 

Final project discussion  

Final project due date TBD 

 
 

Further Film References 
The following list of films may be discussed and show in parts if time allows: 
 

- The Last Tempest (1976) 瀛台泣血 李翰祥 

- The Burning of Yuan Ming Yuan (1983) 火烧圆明园 李翰祥 

- Yellow Earth (1984) 黄土地 陈凯歌 

- The Flowers of War (2011) 金陵十三钗 张艺谋 

- Wolf Warriors 2(2017) 战狼 2 吴京 
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