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Hollywood and China in the Post-postclassical Era

This book examines the contemporary relationship between Hollywood and China as case studies that help to define a new era in Hollywood film industry, style, and economics, which is termed the ‘post-postclassical’ period.

Centred around a case study of Legendary Entertainment, the analysis shows how the studio adopted and adapted its global strategies in order to gain access to and favour within the Chinese film market, and how issues of censorship and financial performance affected the choices they made. Demonstrating Legendary’s identity as a ‘post-postclassical’ studio and examining how this plays into its China-strategy, this book explores how this particular case and the necessary analysis of wider political economic relations offer a periodisation of the contemporary Hollywood-China relationship.

This book will interest students and scholars of media and film studies, as well as academics whose research interests include global cinema, Hollywood, Chinese cinema, transnational cinema, and film industry studies.

Lara Herring is a lecturer in the School of Arts and Media at the University of Salford in the UK. Coming from a film production background, Lara’s research is largely centred around film industry analysis, framed by cinematic geopolitics and the role of cinema in communicating national identity.
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The early 21st century has seen China re-emerge as a global superpower. Consequently, Sino relations have been brought to the fore across all business, finance, and culture sectors. The film industry is no different. In particular, the developing relationship between Hollywood – the dominant global film industry – and China – the world’s fastest growing film market – has become one of the most fertile grounds for research in film industry studies. The key motivation for research in this area is to analyse the transformation of content and distribution models within the U.S. film industry and situate them within the power relations of global cultural and economic exchange and transnationalism. I approach this macro-level industrial analysis through the lens of a micro-level analysis of Hollywood studio, Legendary Entertainment. I situate Legendary within wider industrial trends in order to encapsulate a significant period in the Hollywood-China relationship. In doing so, this research asks the central question: how did Legendary Entertainment adopt and adapt its global strategies in order to gain access to and favour within the Chinese film market? This broad underpinning query is established and addressed by three key sub-questions. First, to what extent was the Legendary strategy impacted by the Chinese market? Second, which of Legendary’s films received a release in mainland China and how did they perform? How did Legendary’s identity as a ‘post-postclassical’ studio play into its China-strategy? Using critical media industry studies analysis, this book finally asks the question: how does Legendary’s case study and the necessary analysis of wider political economic relations offer a periodisation of the contemporary Hollywood-China relationship?

This book delineates changes in the Hollywood-China relationship through Legendary’s example at an important point in time when China was opening up to the global film industry and emerging as a primary export destination for Hollywood products and as a key revenue stream for the American film industry. As yet no micro-history of Legendary exists. Recording Legendary’s industrial history in this way enables an essential means of capturing the ever-fluctuating business landscape and in this case also produces valuable and original insights into the complexities of emerging Hollywood-China co-productions and studio partnerships at a significant juncture in Hollywood history when the influence of Chinese investment and the Chinese film market led to industrial changes.

This book contributes towards and builds upon existing knowledge in four key ways. First, I provide an account of Legendary to make claims about what has happened to the notion of studio and producer and brand in Hollywood. Establishing Legendary’s emergence as a company and their early strategies enables an interrogation of the distinctions between studio, financier, and producer and the way that these concepts are conflated in the trade discourse can be examined. I label Legendary as a ‘post-postclassical’ Hollywood ‘studio’. I define the term ‘post-postclassical Hollywood’ to refer to the most recent era in Hollywood’s industrial organisation which follows on from the classical and postclassical eras. Post-postclassical Hollywood, specifically, marks a new period, wherein studios and film products are constructed as brands and branding is the central and most significant characteristic of the era; where film production, funding, marketing, and distribution are shaped by the logic of branding. The growth of merchandising and product placement and the rise in film franchises are key examples of post-postclassical Hollywood, as is the notion of the post-postclassical studio and post-postclassical producer. A post-postclassical studio is a U.S. production company that is branded as a studio while devoid of the traditional assets that characterise a Hollywood studio. As I show, Legendary is a typical example of a post-postclassical studio. The notion of post-postclassical producer is defined in the second key contribution to knowledge whereby I analyse the way in which Legendary’s founder – Thomas Tull – is branded alongside the nascent company, promoting the attributes of the studio brand. Both Tull and Legendary are, I argue, financiers masquerading as producers. Tull’s role as producer, then, is a process of branding rather than a legitimate position. Tull’s personal branding strategy is also, crucially, closely associated with his self-identification as a ‘fanboy’. I show that Tull – a financier – is branded as a ‘fanboy-producer/auteur’ and that this enables the branding of Legendary as a fanboy-auteur brand. I investigate the fanboy demographic, its characteristics and its value – both in the U.S. and China – and how the Legendary brand was designed with this market in mind. This leads me to develop a new way of conceptualising the role of the financier as producer-auteur and of the notion of fanboy-producer/auteur. This role is an extension of what Naja Later (2018: 536) terms a ‘promoted fanboy’, or what Suzanne Scott (2013) refers to as a ‘fanboy-auteur’. Naja Later (2018: 536) explains that the term ‘promoted fanboy’ refers to ‘auteurs who are hired to create cinematic or televisual adaptations of beloved texts to which they themselves have professed fannish adoration; thus, they are fans who have been “promoted” to official creator status’. I argue that the market for products made by these ‘promoted fanboys’ or ‘fanboy-auteurs’ has become so lucrative that a brand – Legendary – has been built on it. Third, in charting through the Legendary timeline and the company’s connections with China, I identify and analyse a periodisation and terms to describe the different types of Hollywood-China partnership and interrogate the concept of Chinawood, as has been done with the relationship between Hollywood and American independent cinema (Tzioumakis, 2012). Furthermore, I chart within this periodisation the increased interest in Hollywood-China co-productions and the obstacles they faced as demonstrated by an in-depth analysis of The Great Wall (2016). I show that the film, which was Thomas Tull’s idea, acted as a flagship for the ambitions of Sino-U.S. film collaborations but, ultimately, revealed the incompatibilities between the two filmmaking cultures and markets. Finally, this book augments existing scholarly work on transnational cinema by assessing and analysing the issues inherent both to the process of making a ‘fully integrated’ Hollywood-China co-production and to making films for a combined Chinese and U.S. audience. I suggest that transnational cinema is problematised by competing soft power ambitions and differing market attitudes.

The relationship between Hollywood and China is significant for several reasons. While international financing and co-productions are by no means new to Hollywood, it is the sheer size of the Chinese market that sets it apart from previous foreign partners. This book focuses its attention on the years 2005 to 2017 for two reasons. First, because the four stages of the contemporary Hollywood-China relationship are encompassed in this period, and second, because the Legendary timeline is likewise captured from its formation to its ultimate acquisition by the Chinese company Dalian Wanda. Between the years 2005 and 2017, the annual Chinese box office increased from just over $300 million to more than $8.5 billion (Yang, 2016; Brzeski, 2017a) and the number of cinema screens increased tenfold during the same time period, overtaking the U.S. as the territory with the largest number of screens in 2016 (Schwankert, 2016). China’s emergence as the fastest growing film market has established its status as a primary export location. This means that, creatively, Hollywood studios and producers have had to think of ways to appeal to an audience that is extremely different from its domestic market, which has therefore required a fundamental shift in style (Robinson, 2016). The promise of the returns on the vested interests of both parties has led to unprecedented business deals, which are often unstable and commonly fail before they have begun. As with any investment, Chinese finance comes with certain stipulations. These include conditions for content that require co-productions to adhere to a ‘subjective content-approval process’, avoid certain taboo subjects such as sex, violence, and religious or political issues, and to represent China in a favourable light and contain substantial Chinese content (Kokas, 2017: 71). The ‘promise of Chinese money’ in this regard has led to a ‘remaking’ of the Hollywood industry (Wolff, 2015). As international film markets continue to increase in audience size and financial yields, Hollywood is becoming ever more reliant on international box office revenues (Golding and Murdock, 2000; Schatz, 2009a; Balio, 1998; Balio, 2013; Mirrlees, 2013).

During the period 2005 to 2017, in tandem with the growth in the Chinese film market’s size and financial value and punctuated by policy changes following China’s entry to the World Trade Organisation (WTO), Hollywood studios and producers experimented with attempts at establishing or developing inroads to the Chinese market. For my purposes, the Hollywood-China relationship takes two distinct forms: the development of a transnational model for partnerships and co-productions and a process of globalisation in Hollywood’s attempts to enter the Chinese market. In this sense, this book uses the term transnational to imply the extension of, or operations across, national boundaries, whereas globalisation is taken to mean a directional flow. In my characterisation of Hollywood-China relations, I refer to the adoption of a ‘China-focus’ and a ‘China-strategy’. I use the term China-focus to refer to paying attention to or catering to the Chinese market. This includes the incorporation of Chinese elements or cast members into Hollywood films, seeking Chinese investments and co-production partnerships and an increased pressure on the Chinese government to ease film import restrictions. This China-focus picked up momentum around 2008 and reached a peak between 2012 and 2016, before dropping off significantly. This time period encapsulates a rise and decline in Hollywood’s China-focus and in Hollywood’s attempt at crafting a successful China-strategy. I use the term China-strategy to refer to the formulation and implementation of goals and initiatives taken by U.S. film companies to build and facilitate relations with Chinese partners, investors, and collaborators. It is important to note that my research is focused on the U.S. perspective due to language barriers and access to information, and that any mention of China refers specifically to mainland China and not to the regions of Hong Kong, Taiwan, or Macau. Hong Kong is considered in parts of this research but is identified separately and is not included in the term ‘China’.

Examining Legendary Entertainment provides insight into the relationship that developed between Hollywood and China during the years 2005–2017. Legendary was one of the first Hollywood studios to form significant ties with China and formed relationships with both private and public Chinese and Hong Kong companies. First, Legendary formed a strategic partnership with Orange Sky Golden Harvest (OSGH), a film production, distribution, and exhibition company based in Hong Kong. Legendary then formed a joint venture film production company based in Hong Kong called Legendary East, the purpose of which was to co-produce films with Chinese companies in order to bypass the quotas on foreign film releases in China. Legendary East announced a co-production agreement with China Film Group (CFG). The CFG Corporation is the largest and most influential state-owned film enterprise in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and is responsible for letting any and all films into China, as well as handling censorship matters. Most recently, Legendary became the first U.S. film company to be bought out by a Chinese company when it was taken over by Dalian Wanda International (Wanda) – the largest media enterprise in China. As a result of their multitude of connections with China, Legendary offers a significant insight into the relationship between China and Hollywood during this time period.

The Great Wall (Cháng Chéng) (2016) was a project designed to pioneer a new approach to Hollywood-China film collaborations and was pre-emptively heralded as a new blueprint for co-productions and crossover success in both the Chinese and U.S. markets. The film was widely regarded as a failure due to underwhelming box office returns and a negative critical consensus in the trade press and mainstream media. This book analyses the film, considering its pre-production, production, marketing, and reception, assessing its apparent success and its failures. Cultural negotiation plays a role in all of these areas. As Weiying Peng (2016) notes, generally speaking Sino-U.S. collaborations fall into two categories: first, those that are mainly, or partially, invested in by U.S. companies but produced by Chinese companies, which are usually focused on the Chinese market and have little international influence. Second, those that are dominated by American companies, while Chinese companies only invest and assist in the productions via sharing the copyright in China, which tend to be successful overseas. In these examples, either the Chinese or the Hollywood side takes the lead. The Great Wall was designed to attempt to create a more collaborative co-production process by being jointly produced by both a Chinese and Hollywood studio in equal partnership, combining Chinese and Hollywood cast and crew and, crucially, creating a product pitched at both a Chinese and U.S. audience equally. This meant combining production systems, cultures, and languages. Thus, The Great Wall encapsulates not only the differences between the two production cultures, but also the problematic consequences of combining them.


Methodological Approach

This book is underpinned by critical conceptual frameworks of globalisation, transnationalism, geopolitics, and political economy and utilises approaches drawn from economic industrial analysis and critical media industry studies. In her work on international media studies, Divya C. McMillin situates the discipline within the international context of the networked, globalised 21st century and critiques the field. McMillin (2007) highlights critical theories such as world system theory and dependency theory, as well as cultural and media imperialism, but raises the issue that these theories continue to focus on the structure of power within the media and not media reception and analysis. McMillin suggests that a lack of attention to media studies in tri-continent countries, particularly rituals of consumption, that might otherwise change our understanding of ‘global, national, and local media production, flow and consumption’ (2007: 15). In doing so, McMillin (2007) highlights the U.S.-centricity inherent to global media studies.

In order to avoid an overt U.S. bias, I draw upon the cultural globalisation theory to analyse the cultural transmission of ideas and the industrial process of interaction and integration. Tanner Mirrlees (2013), in his work on global entertainment media, analyses the ownership, production, distribution, marketing, exhibition, and consumption of global films and television shows using political economy and cultural studies. In doing so, Mirrlees (2013) dissects the theories of cultural imperialism and cultural globalisation and paves the way for future research, such as my own. The cultural imperialism paradigm claims that ‘the U.S. dominates culture as it does economy, military, and technical growth’ (Mirrlees, 2013: 25), and that this ‘audio-visual trade’ is outward flowing and non-reciprocal, relies on capitalism, universalisation, the free-flow of information and ultimately has a negative effect on international audiences (Mirrlees, 2013). The claims of the cultural globalisation paradigm state that the ‘age of empires and imperialism is over and that the world system is fundamentally different than before’ (Mirrlees, 2013: 45) and that this new terrain is one of international interdependence, of multiple, multiplying media centres in a state of flux, culturally autonomous, non-U.S.-centric, formed of active participants in all parts of the world and challenges strict notions of nationalism as territorially based (Mirrlees, 2013). Kenneth Thompson argues that ‘contrary to the claims of the cultural imperialism thesis, globalisation is unlikely to produce an entirely regulated, homogenised global culture’, though he points out this does not ‘deny the drive of global capitalism’ (1997: 148). Mirrlees points out that capitalist logic shapes the existence of entertainment media, highlighting as a result the unique characteristics of entertainment media commodities backing up his claim that ‘Hollywood films are genuinely “global” films’ by pointing out that Hollywood films often eclipse domestic films in their native markets (2013: 92).

Critical political economy is concerned with explaining the economic dynamics of production and how this promotes certain cultural forms over others (Golding and Murdock, 2000). Golding and Murdock highlight the complexities of this notion in relation to international television co-productions, explaining:


Take for example the increasing reliance on international co-production agreements in television drama production. These arrangements impose a variety of constraints on form as the partners search for subject matter and narrative styles that they can sell in their home markets. The resulting bargain may produce an Americanised product which is fast moving, based on simple characterisations, works with a tried and tested action format and offers an unambiguous ending. Or it may result in a variant of the ‘televisual tourism’, which trades on the familiar forms and sites of the national cultural heritage.

(Golding and Murdock, 2000: 75)



My analysis of the quest for the Sino-Hollywood co-production seeks precisely to examine this increased reliance on co-productions in the film industry.

I employ a geopolitical framework to analyse the relationship between production, funding, and distribution, and the law, customs, and government policies that shape the film industry infrastructure. Kimberley Coulter suggests that studies of film in critical geopolitics tend to focus on studying the finished film products:


Many focus on cinematic constructions of the geopolitical, and may illustrate the inherent spatiality of edited moving images and the effect of mobility on signification and perspectives. Other studies are concerned with how these representations affect viewers, affirming narratives of group belonging, or, in the case of critically oriented films – expanding generosity and capacity for judgment.

(Coulter, 2011: 950)



Furthermore, Coulter (2011: 949) argues that ‘Political and economic conditions have always affected what stories it is feasible – or profitable – for filmmakers to tell, but as films cross more borders, these conditions become more territorially interdependent’. Coulter suggests that studying the ‘territorial appeals’ of films benefits a critical geopolitical study. Moreover, Coulter (2011: 950) suggests that, ‘Most importantly, work in critical geopolitics and geography on film, through attention to the social construction of space, remind us of the “soft” power of supposedly “banal” media at work in everyday lives’. This analysis of the ‘territorial’ and the role that cinema plays in asserting soft power is of central concern to this book.

Media industry studies approaches enable the application of integrated analyses of media texts, audiences, histories, and cultures. I draw, in particular, on Douglas Gomery’s (2005: 3) work on the history of the Hollywood studios, in which he applies what he terms ‘Industrial Analysis’:


I start by first asking who owned, controlled and operated the corporations. With that established, I then analyse the corporations’ economic conduct. How did they choose how many films to produce? How did they distribute them around the world? What means did they use to present films to the public, at what price and in what order?



I also draw on Thomas Schatz’s ‘film industry studies’ (2009b: 45), which sits within critical media industry studies, in which he suggests that the key concerns of a film industry studies approach are questions of film style, authorship, and mode of production. Schatz (2009b: 46) explains:


Film style encompasses the narrative, technical, and formal-aesthetic norms that prevail at any given moment (or period) in industry history, the ways in which those norms are evident in specific films, and what constitutes stylistic innovation. Authorship and mode of production are related aspects of the overall filmmaking process, with authorship best understood in terms of the creation of individual films while mode of production considers the “machinery” of the film industry from top to bottom.



These approaches combined set out a framework for my analysis of the Hollywood and Chinese industries and the relationship between the two.

Combining these approaches allows me to explore how the power of media industries shape cultural agendas in local, trans/national, and global contexts, as well as the aesthetic, cultural, economic and social values associated with the U.S. and Chinese film industries. My research material uses a mixed methods approach by combining qualitative and quantitative research. I use trade press articles and journals (such as The Hollywood Reporter and Variety) for industrial commentary on co-production partnerships, financial reporting, and changes to policy and business models. I use online access to the trade press, as well as mainstream media and other industry websites for contemporaneous insights into the co-production partnerships, trade relations, and business models. The internet offers instantaneous access to the latest industry stories, breaking news, and industrial insights. Unlike peer-reviewed scholarship, there is almost no delay between event and publication. However, there is an industrial discursive mode inherent in the trade press that must be considered with criticality; it is not and cannot be ‘neutral news’.


Studio Micro-histories and Industrial Analysis

Research on individual film studios is an important area of film studies because they capture and illustrate industrial trends. In Douglas Gomery’s work on The Hollywood Studio System (2005), he provides a book-length analysis of the origins of the Hollywood film studios began and how they operated throughout the 20th century. Gomery’s work presented a valuable example which my own research followed. Yannis Tzioumakis (2012) compiles a collection of independent studio histories in his work Hollywood’s Indies. He adopts a similar methodological approach to Alisa Perren in her work on Miramax (Perren, 2012); drawing on trade and industry publications, mainstream press, economics magazines, studio publicity material, including press releases, and interviews with industry personnel. This provided an influence for my own methodological choices. Claire Molloy (2010) outlines a history of Newmarket Capital Group through a detailed insight into the founders and a thorough investigation of the financial investments that formed the studios capital. Molloy (2010) traces the flow of finance: how individual films were financed by the studio, the box office yields of those films, how increased capita opened up opportunities, particularly in terms of slate deals, agreements with other companies, and ultimately Newmarket’s diversification and expansion as a company. Importantly, Molloy (2010) situates Newmarket within the wider economic and political context. In Tino Balio’s work on United Artists (UA) (2009a, b), he seeks to uncover the entrepreneurial aspect of the company. In the first of two volumes, Balio asserts UA as a unique Hollywood company not only because it never ‘operated a studio’ but also because it was founded by the film stars of the era themselves (Balio, 2009a). Balio writes, ‘In writing this history of the company, I wanted to know how the founders functioned in the boardroom. Much had been written about them as filmmakers, but little was known about them as entrepreneurs’ (2009a: xvii). Balio (2009a) begins by critiquing UA’s original organisation plan and uses that to explain how it was different from standard industry practice. He then describes UA’s style of independent production and outlines the method by which it joined the industry establishment (Balio, 2009a). This approach provided a clear template for me to ascertain how Legendary came into being. The second volume of Balio’s (2009b) work on UA focuses on the evolution of the company after a change of ownership and follows a different approach to the first. This time, Balio intends to analyse the structure and operations of the company using industrial organisation and business administration techniques to ‘mak[e] sense out of a period of film industry history that underwent radical transformation as a result of changing audience tastes, federal antitrust action, competition from television, and conglomerate takeovers’ (2009b: xv). Like Legendary, UA at this time ‘survived three forms of corporate ownership—private company, publicly held corporation, and conglomerate subsidiary. Thus, UA makes an ideal example of a modern, that is, post-1950, motion picture company’ (Balio, 2009: xvi). Balio describes the barriers to entering the industry, the effect of the economic climate, the impact of positive and negative press and perceived reputation, and access to finance and production profits (2009b). These areas of focus were useful signposts for my own investigation of Legendary. Much of the second volume of Balio’s (2009b) work focuses on UA’s business tactics and management style; their contractual agreements with producers, directors, and stars; and their management of production costs. He also spends time outlining and analysing their output, their marketing and distribution techniques, and their position within a global context (Balio, 2009b). Balio describes his research as being ‘based on corporate records of UA and on interviews with Arthur Krim and other company executives. Consisting of correspondence, letters of agreement, contracts, annual reports, legal files, and other materials’ (2009b: 8) and as such is very much in line with Tzioumakis (2012) and Perren (2012) and my own research methodology.



Data Collection

Taking inspiration from the work of Tzioumakis (2012), Perren (2012), and Balio (2009), I conducted an extensive review of the trade press that allowed me to examine information being released by co-production companies and industry officials. While documents such as these are easily accessible and informative, I was mindful that they also pose a question of reliability since they are based on PR from the companies they are covering.

In November 2017, I visited Los Angeles and spent a week undertaking archival research in the Margaret Herrick Library. According to Marc Ventresca and John Mohr (2017: 805), archival research methods, broadly speaking, involve ‘the study of historical documents’. My own archival research followed a historiographic approach. Ventresca and Mohr (2017: 807) explain that ‘the distinctive character of the historiographic tradition was its attention to the rich details of organisational life, rendering what were essentially ethnographic studies of organisations that were conducted through the medium of archival material’. At the Margaret Herrick archives, I conducted searches on Legendary Entertainment and some of the key films that I focus on in all five chapters. The archive gave me access to an extensive collection of trade press articles, production documents, and press releases on Legendary’s financial backers, personnel structure, and film output. This detailed information enabled me to construct a timeline for the studio that follows an industrial analysis methodology as outlined in Douglas Gomery’s work on the Hollywood studio system.

I identified potential interviewees through purposive sampling and conducted first-person semi-structured interviews with industry personnel to ascertain their experiences of working with and for Legendary Entertainment and/or with Chinese partners. First-person interviews are a developing area of research methodology, and this provided my own research with an essential qualitative component. Using interviews provided a first-hand and contemporaneous insight into the state of affairs within the industry. Bonnie Brennen (2017: 28) notes, ‘Simply stated, an interview is a focused, purposeful conversation between two or more people’. Structured interviews use a specific, standardised formula that ‘includes pre-established questions that encourage a limited range of response and are open to a minimum of interpretation’ (Brennen, 2017: 29). Semi-structured interviews are also based on a set of pre-existing questions, but they offer greater flexibility; ‘interviewers may vary the order of questions and may also ask follow up questions to delve more deeply into some of the topics or issues addressed, or to clarify answers given by the respondent’ (Brennen, 2017: 29) I used a semi-structured interview format.

While in Los Angeles I attended the 2017 U.S.-China Film Summit where I was able to network with industry personnel, many of whom expressed a positive interest in being involved in my research. As well as taking advantage of this unique networking opportunity, I was able to listen to panellists talking about their experiences of working with Chinese and U.S. partners, which gave me a valuable insight into the working relationships as they exist in the current climate. The data I gathered from the Margaret Herrick archives and the U.S.-China Film Summit allowed me to construct a detailed understanding of the Legendary timeline and the contemporaneous relationship between China and Hollywood, which, in turn, enabled me to construct questions for my interviewees. I identified research participants from a deliberately targeted sample of key industry personnel including company CEOs, industry analysts, filmmakers, and production personnel. These are the individuals who have first-hand experience of the developing relationship between China and Hollywood with respect to film funding, distribution, and production. Since all the interview subjects were based in the U.S. or China, I conducted the interviews over the phone or using Skype, a method endorsed by methodology experts such as Bonnie Brennen (2017). With respect to the use of the interviews, I follow the approach taken by Sherry Ortner (2013). In Ortner’s (2013: 26) work on the relationship between Hollywood, independent film, and American society, she interviews ‘people in various positions within the media industry in general and independent film in particular’. Ortner uses these interviews in two key ways. First, ‘people tell stories about their own experiences’; a collection of accounts that, when pieced together, ‘provide a kind of insiders’ oral history’ (Ortner, 2013: 26). Second, Ortner (2013: 27) treats the interviews – as well as public and published interviews – ‘as texts to be taken apart in order to understand the language, the discourse, and the modes of self-expression of the world of independent film’. This, Ortner suggests (2013: 27), ‘represents another way to get “inside” a cultural world, through the interpretation of social and cultural texts broadly conceived, in this case texts of ordinary talk and conversation’. Ortner (2013: 27) explains that she treats ‘the interviews and field notes as texts in this sense and mine them for the distinctive expressions and tropes that seem to open up independent film people’s distinctive ways of thinking about their work and their world’. This is precisely what I have aimed to do in my own research, for my purposes to establish how Hollywood personnel think about co-productions with China.

As part of my primary research, I interviewed ten individuals who work with or in the Hollywood industry, who have worked with Chinese partners or collaborators: Peter Loehr, a film producer with extensive experience in the Chinese film industry, producer of The Great Wall (2016) and former CEO of Legendary East; Jillian Share, former senior vice president of creative at Legendary and executive producer of The Great Wall; E. Bennett Walsh, executive producer of The Great Wall; Eric Hedayat, co-producer of The Great Wall; Adam Wheatley the art director on The Great Wall; Chris Bremble, founder and CEO of Base FX who was one of the visual effects vendors on The Great Wall; Graham Stumpf, post-production supervisor on The Great Wall; Joseph Liao, former vice president of marketing at Legendary Entertainment; Lindsay Conner, partner at Manatt Entertainment and head of the film, television, and digital content practice, having facilitated co-finance and distribution deals between China and Hollywood companies; Jonathan Landreth, former Asia Editor for Variety, founding editor of China Film Insider; and a High Ranking Industry Person who requested anonymisation. For this type of industrial research, it was essential that I be able to position the interviewees in the context of the industry, which is why in all but one case the interviewees are not anonymised.

In addition to the interview, the trade press analysis, and archival research, I also undertook textual and paratextual analysis of The Great Wall (2016) in order to establish and interrogate the film’s meaning and its historical, industrial, and cultural significance. Textual analysis enables a multi-layered understanding of a film, offering insight into the likely intended reading of the film and into the likely interpretations by audiences. There are many textual analysis methodologies, and for the purposes of this research, I used the post-structuralist approach defined by Allan McKee (2003) as a form of cultural relativism that acknowledges how our individual cultures impact our experience of reality. I also draw on paratextual analysis in my examination of The Great Wall. According to Gérard Genette (1997: 1), paratexts are ‘accompanying productions’ to a text, which surround a text, helping to present it and to make sense of it. Paratexts exist on the threshold of a text rather than as a boundary, as a space ‘between text and off text’ (Genette, 1997: 2). The accompanying products that exist within this threshold are, according to Genette, ‘always the conveyor of a commentary that is authorial or more or less legitimised by the author’ and offer a site of transition and transaction; a ‘privileged place of pragmatics and strategy, of an influence on the public, an influence that...is at the service of a better reception for the text and a more pertinent reading for it’ (1997: 2). I analyse The Great Wall’s trailer, teaser, film posters, and Blu-ray extra features in order to further interrogate the film’s meanings according to their author and their audience.



Limitations

As with any research project, there are certain limitations that I have had to work around. Access to Hollywood personnel is notoriously difficult to obtain (Ortner, 2013). I was able to secure the requisite number of interviewees, but I had to be extremely flexible in terms of how much time they could give me and the manner in which we spoke. That is to say, the ideal situation was to speak with them via a video link. In reality, I was only able to speak with one of the eleven interviewees that way, and all of the others spoke to me by phone. Perhaps the most significant limitation of this research is the issue of access to information on the Chinese film industry, which imposed an issue of inevitable bias in my own methods. One of the tactics I used was to cross-compare other sources such as newspapers and bloggers. I met problems where the language barrier was concerned due to issues around translation and interpretation. I used a translator at various points and made use of online translation tools such as Google translator, an established tool for academics doing work in this area.

Due to the language barrier, I could not get first-hand access on market tastes, which meant I had to rely on second-hand data. This means that my assertions about Chinese audiences and marketing tactics are based on second-hand information. It also meant that I could not access industry data that is in Chinese. Also, being a private company, Legendary doesn’t disclose its financial information. This means that I had to rely on information from the trade press on Legendary’s financials.

Another limitation in terms of access to information lay in my reliance on websites such as the Internet Movie Database (IMDb) and Box Office Mojo for data on release dates, box office revenue, and MPAA ratings. IMDb presents a problem because it is user-generated, although data goes through consistency checks. IMDbPro and Box Office Mojo are recognised industry resources used by industry personnel as a personnel directory and to follow box office results (McNary, 2019). Scholars also use these sources (see Kokas, 2017), along with the trade press (De Vany, 2004). These were also my only access to box office data, particularly for the Chinese market. This lack of available information meant that I was forced to use the data available at these sites. Box office data is itself not as important in industry analysis since revenue now comes from so many ancillary markets (Epstein, 2012), but I have used it because it is the most useful indicator of cinema attendance in the Chinese market. Box office data in the trade press is interesting, but is not the full picture, which is why I use box office figures to supplement my findings rather than form its basis. Box office data is also often inconsistent across multiple sources. This is particularly an issue in Chinese box office reporting where, as Stanley Rosen notes, ‘the use of computerised box office data is a recent phenomenon in China and most data comes from the film companies rather than the theatres, generally leading to inflated results’ (2012: 203).




Book Structure

The chapters in this book follow a chronological pattern in sync with the macro-level developments in the contemporary China-Hollywood relationship and in the micro-level timeline of Legendary’s China-strategy. In order to establish how a China-focus shaped or impacted Legendary’s business model, it is necessary to establish what Legendary’s business model was to begin with. To this end, Chapter 1 explores the sociopolitical backdrop of the contemporary Hollywood-China relationship and the periodisation of Hollywood history in order to situate the research at hand. Chapter 2 charts the founding of Legendary and early evidence of their strategy. Phase one of the periodisation of the contemporary Hollywood-China relationship is covered in this chapter which begins in 1994 and ends in 2010. This chapter identifies and examines the way in which an image is constructed for Legendary’s founder – Thomas Tull – to help establish a brand for Legendary as a fanboy-focused producer of large-scale Hollywood tentpoles. In doing so, it offers insight into the role of the producer by exploring the characterisation of Tull – a financier – as ‘fanboy-producer/auteur’. This chapter covers Legendary’s early years during which the company was co-financing and producing films with Warner Bros. and analyses in the release details and box office performance of the films made by Legendary that were released in China between 2005 and 2010. This chapter also examines the first major step in Legendary’s China-strategy, which took shape in the form of an investment deal with OSGH. Crucially, this chapter establishes exactly what Legendary was; a ‘financier with benefits’ and an example of a post-postclassical Hollywood studio. Here, I interrogate the distinctions between studio/financier/producer and how these are conflated in the trade discourse. In Chapter 3, I study the years from 2011 to 2015 and the second phase of the contemporary Hollywood-China relationship, which includes an increased number of Legendary releases in China and, most significantly, the formation of an eastern arm of the studio, Legendary East. This chapter performs a translocal study of the company. In my analysis of the Legendary China-strategy during this time period, I consider the factors affecting Legendary’s access to China and the ways in which Legendary – and other Hollywood studios – ‘pandered’ to the Chinese market, the Chinese government, and potential Chinese investors by including Chinese elements, shortening release windows, and localising their marketing strategies. My analysis of Legendary East paves the way for the start of my critique of Hollywood’s heightened interest in Sino-U.S. co-productions and the problematic nature of those productions. This leads onto Chapter 4, which examines the production of The Great Wall (2016) using interviews from production personnel. Using this data, I draw conclusions regarding the incompatibility between the Chinese and Hollywood production cultures and identify key contingencies of successful transnational filmmaking. This chapter encapsulates the third period of the contemporary Hollywood-China relationship between 2016 and 2017. Chapter 5 covers the response to and lessons from The Great Wall as well as the marketing of the film and delineates the fourth and final phase in the contemporary Hollywood-China relationship periodisation, which takes place between 2016 and 2017. I suggest that the film failed because it was unable to transcend the ‘Hollywood-China intersection’, a concept that I explore in detail. This chapter also analyses the details of the acquisition of Legendary by Wanda Group in 2016. Finally, in Chapter 6, I outline how the overarching findings of this book contribute to the field of film industry studies through the identification of the post-postclassical Hollywood era, the new conceptualisation of the fanboy-producer/auteur, and the periodisation and terms to describe the different types of contemporary Hollywood-China relationship.
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In order to appreciate Hollywood-China relations between the years 2005 and 2017, it is necessary to ascertain the history of Hollywood’s global character. The importance of the international market and Hollywood’s global dominance has led many scholars to focus on globalisation (i.e. Miller et al., 2005; Trumpbour, 2002; Moran, 1996; Balio, 1996; Manning and Shackford-Bradley, 2010). As a term, globalisation has multiple meanings. Anna Tsing (2000: 332) describes globalism at the turn of the century as ‘multi-referential’ and encompassing a ‘variety of public debates and discussions’:


Not only labour-and-capital-oriented fights about immigration, unionisation, downsizing, subcontracting, and impoverishment but also debates about the worldwide spread of U.S. media productions, the role of national governments, the dangers and promises of multiculturalism, and the growing influence and proper management of new computer-based communications technologies.

(Tsing, 2000: 332)



Tsing (2000) suggests that globalisation is better considered as sets of projects similar to the way that modernisation has been studied as a series of projects. Studies of modernisation projects consider three (or more) directions: first, their cultural specificity; second, the ‘social practices, material infrastructure, cultural negotiations, institutions, and power relations’ through which they work; and third, ‘the promise of questions and dilemmas brought up in modernisation programs without becoming caught in their prescriptions for social change’ (Tsing, 2000: 329). Tsing (2000: 329) suggests that this analytical direction is ‘equally useful’ for studying products of globalisation. For the purposes of this book, Tsing’s distinction of globalisation as a series of projects is utilised. Globalisation is taken to mean the transmission or movement of products, people, and practices from one country to another and the interconnectedness between countries, leading to a state of integration as global cultural, economic, and even political systems or networks (Friedman, 2012; Held et al., 1999). Michael Curtin argues that ‘globalisation of media…should not be understood reductively as cultural homogenisation or Western hegemony. Instead, it is part of a larger set of processes that operate translocally, interactively, and dynamically in a variety of spheres: economic, institutional, technological, and ideological’ (Curtin, 2007: 9). In their work on Global Hollywood, Toby Miller et al. (2005: 109) deconstruct the concept, establishing that global Hollywood’s ‘commanding position’ is entangled with ‘U.S.-led capitalist expansion’, and that its domination is ‘uneven – fraught with resistance, failure and competition’. John Trumpbour (2002: 1) describes how Hollywood’s ‘conquering’ of cinema fundamentally shifted the power balance in the cultural industries where previously the U.S. had been marginalised. According to Trumpbour, Hollywood’s domination of the global film market was secured during the interwar period when the U.S. film industry was able to exploit its five key advantages. First, its size; the U.S. domestic market was the largest in the world. Second, as a nation of immigrants, ‘a sort of world audience’, film producers were ‘forced’ to learn how to make films that would appeal to an audience from diverse backgrounds (Trumpbour, 2002: 19). Third, the U.S. film industry was well organised and had the advantage of ‘studios rich in land, labour, and equipment, the star system, professional advertising, and later extensive investment networks’ (Trumpbour, 2002: 19). Fourth, Trumpbour (2002: 19) lists Hollywood’s ‘ideology of optimism and happy endings’, which contrasted the ‘tragic realism’ of European cinema. Finally, Trumpbour highlights the ‘corporatist leadership’ of the U.S. industry and its ‘substantial vertical integration in production, exhibition and distribution’ (Trumpbour, 2002: 20).

Aside from selling Hollywood films to the global audience, globalisation had a direct impact on the industrial infrastructure of the American film industry. Miller et al. (2005) introduce the New International Division of Cultural Labour (NICL), which highlights the global network of labourers and production. Even though Hollywood has welcomed international filmmakers and financiers to work in the industry since as early as the 1930s (Moran, 1996), the wake of the new global economy that emerged in the 1980s brought with it a new industrial landscape. Tino Balio (1996: 23) writes:


Changes in the global political and economic environment, particularly the commercialisation of broadcasting systems worldwide, created additional sources of profit. And on the horizon, still newer technologies offered even more intriguing opportunities for growth. Conditions such as these led to the ‘globalisation’ of the film industry.



This was a new type of horizontal integration, one that spanned across the globe, and in doing so tapped into international markets (Balio, 1996). Balio (1996) describes the innovative way that Warner Bros. dealt with globalisation by downsizing – focusing on film and television production and distribution, music recording, and publishing and losing ancillary operations such as cable networking, sports, and cosmetics, amongst other things.

Tanner Mirrlees (2013) explores the production context of global entertainment through an examination of the cross-border production of entertainment media by state and corporate actors in country-specific media capitals, moving beyond the view that global entertainment media is produced by an essentially U.S. industry, located in the U.S., owned by U.S. business people, and staffed by a predominantly U.S. workforce. Instead, Mirrlees (2013) suggests that we have entered a new transnational space of entertainment production. In Allen J. Scott’s (2005: 2) work on Hollywood as a geographical place and a cultural economy, he assesses how and why Hollywood’s:


Localised articulations of economic activity are so frequently endowed with large measures of productive efficiency, innovative capacity, competitive advantage, and historical durability, and why it is that globalisation, so far from dissolving away these features, actually tends to amplify them.



According to the NICL, as outlined by Toby Miller et al. (2005), film and TV commodities are assembled on a transnational scale within local, regional, and national production zones. Two of the most fundamental and lucrative forms of cross-border entertainment production in the NICL are ‘runaway productions’ (a term used to describe when production tasks are outsourced to take advantage of cheaper foreign locales) and international co-productions (Miller et al., 2005). International co-productions are defined by Mirrlees as ‘a media policy and business arrangement between two or more states and media corporations committed to the production of a TV show or film that intends to circulate in two or more national markets’ (2013: 159). Co-productions come in two forms: equity (a strategic and temporary partnership that seeks maximum profit) and treaty (governed by a legal agreement) where the former is guided by an amicable agreement and the latter is a more formal agreement that falls into the realm of international relations (Mirrlees, 2013). The Instantaneous Worldwide Release is another indicator of globalisation (Davis, 2006; Miller et al., 2005); it helps to eliminate the windows of exploitation and increases demand for products. The increased significance of the Chinese film market has had an important impact on the closing gap between Chinese and U.S. release dates. Caitlin Manning and Julie Shackford-Bradley tackle the problem of how films attempt to ‘engage globalisation’, that is, how they play to a global audience through a consideration of cinematography and storytelling mode in order to identify ways in which ‘signs of globalisation figure within film texts and what formal strategies films may deploy to represent globalising forces’ (2010: 36). The first level of this mediation, they assert, is in their distribution and marketing and list ‘Global Hollywood’ as the commercial nexus ‘concerned primarily with the mega-profits of big budget films that are believed to appeal to the widest possible audience’ (Manning and Shackford-Bradley, 2010: 49).

According to Miller et al., the significance of globalisation for the screen ‘varies between concerns over U.S.-dominated cultural flow, as per cultural imperialism, the international spread of capitalistic production and conglomerates via the NICL, and attempts to govern the chaotic, splintered circulation of signs across cultures’ (2005: 334). Toby Miller et al. (2005) highlight the link between Hollywood’s success and globalisation, using political economy, cultural studies, and cultural policy analysis. In a chapter dedicated to the growing significance of co-productions (‘co-producing Hollywood’), they assert that ‘co-production marks an important axis of socio-spatial transformation in the audio-visual industries, a space where border-erasing free-trade economics meets border-defining cultural initiatives...to facilitate a transatlantic investment highway’ (Miller et al., 2005: 209) but make the point that the power still lies weighted at the Hollywood end.


Hollywood-China Relations 2005–2017

To understand Hollywood-China relations between 2005 and 2017, it is necessary also to have an understanding of Sino-U.S. relations more broadly. The relationship between politics, finance, and cultural exchange is inextricable and to consider them separately is to consider only part of the story. Historically, the relationship between China and the U.S. has been characterised by misunderstanding and mistrust resulting from political opacity. In his work on the history of American policy towards China, James Mann (1998: 52) describes a relationship based on ‘notions of secrecy and personalised diplomacy’ during the Richard Nixon presidency, which continued into the Gerald Ford presidency. During the administration of President Jimmy Carter, Mann describes how, although Carter was able to complete the job started by Nixon of establishing diplomatic relations with China, he did so in a fashion that ‘perpetuated both the secrecy and the mystique about China’ (1998: 81) that had been fostered by the previous administrations. When Ronald Reagan assumed the presidency, his promotion ‘reopened the contentious issue of Taiwan’ (Mann, 1998: 116). Regan was, according to Mann (1998: 116), ‘one of the two most fervent supporters of Taiwan in American politics’ along with Barry Goldwater. Around the mid-1980s, at a time when there was a rising unrest in China and political protests ensued, Mann notes that the Reagan and Bush administrations ‘consistently underestimated the tensions and cleavages that were emerging in China’ and ‘failed to recognise how intense was the appeal of Western-style political values’ during this time period when China was opening up (1998: 155). The first term of Bill Clinton’s presidency saw a U.S.-China relationship characterised by Clinton’s human rights policy which underwrote his trade deal with China and a renewed crisis in Taiwan. In the second term, however, the administration’s China policy changed, and the two countries agreed to ‘build toward a constructive strategic partnership’ (Zhao, 2016: 200). This change of policy was undermined when George Bush Jr. was elected as president. Shuisheng Zhao (2016: 200) suggests that Bush Jr.’s ‘hawkish’ China policy led to ‘a rapid cooling of the bilateral relationship’ and a shift (back) towards unilateralism and the strengthening of its ‘unipolar global strategy’.

Thomas Christensen (2015) describes Barack Obama as inheriting a China that was both cocky and insecure when he took office in 2009, emboldened by the 2008 financial crisis which had dealt a hard blow to the American economy. Around the same time, the U.S. had also suffered defeat in failed war efforts in Afghanistan and Iraq, which undermined the country’s position of power in international affairs (Christensen, 2015) and put the new president in a weaker position. At this time, U.S.-China relations were increasingly complex and had gone far beyond the more conventional issues that characterised the relationship in the past, such as bilateral trade, the RMB exchange rate, Tibet, and Taiwan (Li, 2016). Now, the relationship began to broaden to include tensions and disputes in the East and South China Seas as well as challenges in the Asia-Pacific and Trans-Pacific Partnerships, and also included key issues around climate change, denuclearisation, cyber security, antiterrorism, and poverty reduction (Li, 2016). In its first year in office, the Obama administration was determined to avoid bilateral tensions, but attempts to reassure ended up ‘overcooked’ and ‘counterproductive’ by late 2009 (Christensen, 2015: 252), and Obama’s first year ended in tension with China, with a significant defeat at the 2009 Copenhagen Climate Change Conference when the committee failed to reach an agreement (Li, 2016).

Despite the diplomatic obstacles, U.S. policy took a firm shift towards Asia. In 2009, the then-Secretary of State Hilary Clinton released a document detailing American plans to ‘pivot’ attention to Asia. This pivot document and the policies and ideas contained therein served to further exaggerate the political and cultural disconnection between the U.S. and China. The document and its impact on the China-Hollywood relationship will be covered in more detail in Chapter 1, but it is important to note that since China’s re-entry to the WTO in 2001 and the country’s rapid economic rise, it was imperative for the U.S. to respond and – crucially – to develop profitable bilateral connections.

China became a member of the WTO in December 2001 (WTO, 2001), thus signalling China’s integration into the global economy and the promise of relaxed barriers to trade.
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