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� You can�t make a good kung fu movie without knowing kung fu. You got to know 
how a punch is thrown. A lot of directors and action choreographers don�t know 
anything about the martial arts and the different schools.� � Liu Jialiang1 

 
 
Although Liu Jialiang (Cantonese: Lau Kar-leung, Wade-
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Qing/early Republican period and contemporary renderings of Hung Gar in Hong Kong and 

within the Chinese diaspora, the story of Hung Gar, under Liu�s direction, becomes an 

allegory of Chinese history seen through the lens of Hong Kong cinema.5 Hung Gar speaks to 

dynastic changes, cataclysmic political forces, resistance to authority, radical reorganisations 

of hierarchies based on class, region, and gender, as well as other factors that had as much to 

do with Hong Kong, the People�s Republic of China, Taiwan, and the Chinese diaspora, as 

with the specifics of a kung fu system or the occult history of the martial arts. Liu�s films 

address a time of change, uncertainty, and possibility for the global Chinese, and Hung Gar 

becomes the instrument to discuss tensions between China and the diaspora, the North and 

South, the profane and the religious, the established authority of the state and the justified 

rebellion of the citizenry, the world of the outlaw/folk traditions and the domain of the 

government/official culture, the domestic/female and the public/male, etc. Blending Shaw 

Brothers� pan-Chinese style, use of Mandarin, and studio personnel with Liu�s immersion in 

a specifically southern, Pearl River Delta-developed traditional art form, these films address 
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continues Huang�s development as a young martial artist. The Lady is the Boss (Hong Kong, 

1983) brings Hung Gar into the 1980s with a cross-cultural story of the Chinese diaspora.  

In the wake of Bruce Lee and the rise of Golden Harvest as a major rival to Shaw 

Brothers� hegemony within Greater China, Liu�s oeuvre speaks to a new world through the 

idiom of international action still framed by an earlier era, dominated by the �swordplay�/ wu 

xia pian. Although Liu helped to initiate a new period in Chinese transnational co-

productions after China began to open its borders with films like The Martial Arts of Shaolin 

(China/Hong Kong, 1986), his career declined when Shaw Brothers moved away from 

feature production. In fact, The Martial Arts of Shaolin (a.k.a. Northern and Southern 

Shaolin), with Jet Li, was the studio�s swan song. Liu returned to Shaw Brothers to do 

Drunken Monkey (Hong Kong, 2002), starring Jackie Wu Jing, which did little to revive the 
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already part of the popular consciousness when Kwan Tak-Hing (pinyin: Guan Dexing) 

began to play Huang Feihong in films beginning in 1949.7 Hung Gar, then, has two aspects�

one as a traditional martial arts system and the other as an element of popular culture. 

Throughout the system�s history, the two have been intertwined in ways that made the system 

particularly amenable to public performance and popular entertainment. 

 Since the times of its founder, Hong Xiguan (Wade-Giles: Hung Hsi-kuan), the titular 

hero of Hong Xiguan (a.k.a. Executioners from Shaolin), until the end of Manchu rule, the 

system has depended for its survival on a balancing act between active recruitment of new 

members and hiding from Qing authorities. Dedicated to overthrowing the non-Han Qing 

Dynasty and restoring the Ming Dynasty, Hung Gar traces its history back to the same point 

in time as do the triads and a number of other secret societies dedicated to anti-Manchu (and, 

often, other illegal) activities.8 As Executioners from Shaolin indicates, the Hung Gar 

practitioners intermingled with opera troupes travelling around southern China on what were 

known as �red boats,� Chinese junks plying the Pearl River Delta area used by itinerant 

acting companies. Since the Chinese opera repertoire includes stories based on military 

exploits, covering martial arts skill with theatrical bravura allowed for the system to spread�

theoretically, training an army to combat Manchu rule, while allowing the rebels to eke out a 

marginal livelihood on stage. Although the oral history of the system indicates a lineage 

based on Shaolin martial arts with a literal �marriage� of Hong Xiguan�s tiger expertise with 

his wife Yong Chun/Wing Chun�s9 crane training to create Hung Gar (�gar�/jia means 

�family�), the actual development of Hung Gar is probably more eclectic�incorporating 

anything that �worked� (i.e., either for combat or theatrical display) into the system. 

Even after the system became more settled in Guangdong (far from the imperial 

court), Hung Gar retained many of its theatrical elements�including a reputation for 

dramatic lion dancing, a staple of folk ritual used to celebrate the Lunar New Year, bless new 
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enterprises, and keep martial arts students in top shape without engaging in actual combat. In 

addition to one-person shadow boxing forms, Hung Gar is also known for elaborate two-

person sets. These sets, similar to their less bellicose opera cousins, allow for the basic 

elements of the system to be displayed publicly to entice new recruits while still veiling the 

martial (and implicitly rebellious) nature of the art from the authorities.  

The late Qing/early Republican period that Huang Feihong represents was a time of 

momentous political change, colonial incursion, social upheaval, and cultural transformation. 

As it had since its break from its religious roots in Buddhism, Hung Gar survived at the social 

margins, providing essential services. Hung Gar was associated with revolutionaries as well 

as triads (who were very often one and the same), operating as a putative militia, policing the 

province unofficially, attempting to maintain traditional Chinese culture at the height of 

colonial empire, dispensing medical care, and providing military schooling. Huang�s Po Chi 

Lam (pinyin: Bao Zhi Lin), was a combination of medical dispensary, clinic, and kung fu wu 

guan (martial institute or �club�), founded by his father Huang Qiying (Wade-Giles: Wong 

Kei-ying), also a Hung Gar master and one of the famous Ten Tigers of Canton. As its 

success in Hong Kong indicates, Hung Gar also spread with the Chinese diaspora. With a 

tendency to be a little �looser� in its criteria for recruits than other systems, Hung Gar not 














