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Abstract: Current market-led Chinese film production has made huge achieve-
ments. Market indicators certainly have their validity. However, the power of the
market has been exaggerated so that it controls everything. Because of the disre-
gard of film as an aesthetic object, the content, form and aesthetic sensibility of
films have been neglected, preventing creation at a higher level. The loss of
multiple cultural identities due to market factors and artistic indifference is hardly
sustainable in the long run. In recent years, Chinese films have gradually improved
their artistic aesthetics. How to reasonably coordinate the market and the reali-
zation of the value of art and culture itself is anurgent problem to be solved. Firstly,
Chinese films should have creative imagination; secondly, Chinese films should
have the artistic expression of the national core value of heroism; thirdly, Chinese
films should have meticulous depictions of people. Under the perspective of
aesthetic appreciation, it is a top priority for Chinese films to be more in line with
reality and traditional aesthetic culture, and be more characterized in their
creation.
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1 The Problem Raised in the Current Chinese
Cinema

Nominated for the Academy Award for Best International Feature Film in 2021,
Better Days (Shaonian de ni, 2019) has become an excellent example of Chinese
cinema that balances artistic expression and market demand, although it did not
win the award in the end. Thus, taking the ups and downs of Chinese cinema in the
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past five years as an object of observation, its reflection of the current state of the
film industry is quite in line with Chinese characteristics. For example, after
experiencing a worrying market decline in 2017, Chinese cinema climbed up again
at the end of July and resumed a sound market situation. In September 2017,
award-winning films of the 74th Venice Film Festival were released, with all
Chinese nominated films out of the game. One of the award-winning films, eye-
catching Israeli film Foxtrot ( טוֹרטְסקְוֹפ , 2017), won the Grand Jury Prize, was
considered a philosophical film not aiming to please the market. It is reported that
“After eight years, Samuel Maoz, the Israeli director who won the Golden Lion at
the 66th Venice Film Festival for Lebanon ( ןונבל , 2009), is nominated again in the
main competition of the Venice Film Festival with his new film Foxtrot. The foxtrot
is a four-step dance that originated from black Americans and also hints at the fate
of the characters in the story: no matter how much they dance, they end up back
where they started. The foxtrot is also an army code word. The film is a strong
critique of the Israeli authorities’ reckless recruitment of young soldiers. Foreign
media were skeptical that audiences would be able to decipher the political met-
aphors in the film,which TheHollywoodReporter called a “surreal dance of destiny
with nowhere to hide” (Xiao 2017). The reason for citing art–philosophical film
reviews is that it is customary to judge a film by its entertainment value, and films
with deep thoughts are usually denigrated by both the market and reviews. We
have heard and seen a number of creations that have been favored by film festivals
for their representation and reflection on reality, because while entertainment is
often fleeting, thoughts live forever. In this way, it is not difficult to discover that in
the process of Chinese cinema, the light of thoughts is relatively dim in the
development process in which entertainment prevails. Whether it is Back to 1942
(Yi jiu si er, 2012) and I Am Not Madame Bovary (Wobushi Pan jinlian, 2016)
directed by Feng Xiaogang, taking an unusual path to compete with ordinary
Chinese NewYear’s films, or Coming Home (Guilai, 2014) directed by Zhang Yimou,
etc., they all encounter unsatisfactory market responses and divergent critiques.
However, with films such as Operation Mekong (Meigonghe xingdong, 2016),Wolf
Warriors 2 (Zhanlang, 2017),Dying to Survive (Wo bushi yaoshen, 2018),My People,
My Country (Wo he wode zuguo, 2019), So Long, My Son (Dijiu tianchang, 2019),
Better Days, A Little Red Flower (Songni yiduo xiaohonghua, 2020), and Cliff
Walkers (Xuanya zhishang, 2021) as the core, Chinese cinema has reached a bal-
ance between aesthetic appreciation and market demand. We need to further
explore the gains and losses in development, and the reasons for the trans-
formation of aesthetic expression in Chinese cinema.

The tremendous achievements of Chinese cinema in recent years cannot be
ignored,with the scale of the domesticmarket approaching the scale of the number
one market, North America. Despite slow growth in 2016 and 2017, the market was
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on the rise at the end of July 2017 because of the popularity ofWolf Warriors 2 and
others, and “On September 4th, the total box office of the Chinese mainlandmovie
market reached 40 billion this year, 74 days faster than last year’s breakthrough of
this figure” (Dong 2017). People were speculating when will be the soonest point
that the box office of 2017 exceeds 50 billion, as 2017 “Saw a total of 347 movies
released in the first eight months. Among them, 290 domestic films reached a box
office of 21 billion. Overseas imported films only 57, but reached a box office of 19
billion. From this set of figures, it is obvious that the overall strength of domestic
films is still weak, and the average box office is far less than that of overseas films”
(Dong 2017). But this year, the total box office of Chinese films and domestic films
unexpectedly relied on the one film Wolf Warriors 2, which reached a superb box
office of 5.5 billion yuan; otherwise the situation would be very different. Obvi-
ously, Wolf Warriors 2 has a unique pursuit different from that of yielding to the
market, proving that simply taking the market as the only metric is not necessarily
a good recipe for achieving good results. From another perspective, we are also
worried that apart from Wolf Warriors 2, can there be other creative works to
support Chinese cinema continuously?

In 2018 and 2019, the Chinese film market overcame various setbacks and
progressed, after the so-called “black swan” incidents, capital power became
skeptical of market investments and people saw the “cold winter” of Chinese
cinema coming. However, unexpectedly, the resilient Chinese cinema market
overcame the difficulties, with the total box office of national films in 2018 slightly
exceeding the 60 billion yuan, reaching 60.976 billion yuan, which achieved a rise
of 9.06% from 55.911 billion yuan in 2017. In 2019, the “warm spring”, instead of
the “cold winter” that people had kept worrying about, appeared in the industry,
with a market revenue of 64.266 billion yuan, ranking the second in the global box
office. The reason for this turnaround is the emergence of increasingly excellent
works that are popular with audiences and excel in aesthetic expression. Obvi-
ously, however, the power of the market has been exaggerated so that it controls
everything. Market indicators are certainly justified and indispensable for the
achievement of national strategic goals of film development. Because of the
disregard of film as an aesthetic object, the content, form and the aesthetic sen-
sibility of films are lost, which prevents creation at a higher level. We have already
found that in the case of succumbing to market factors, there is a certain loss of
plural cultural identities, and films that used to be able to gain recognition from the
world are unable to get enough support because of the indifference to art and
culture, while market films lack longevity due to their utilitarian nature. It is the
norm, but certainly not a healthy condition, for artistic films to be less likely to gain
favor in the market. However, in recent years, strong demand for content products
from audiences, as well as the demand for aesthetic heroism, can be seen in films
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likeOperationMekong andWolfWarriors 2, driving the progress of Chinese cinema.
How to dialectically examine the aesthetic value of film, and how to reasonably
balancemarket pressures with the realization of artistic value have become urgent
problems to be solved in development.

Of course, it is impossible to avoid the conflict between art and the market.
Observing the current Chinese cinema from the perspective of aesthetic expres-
sion, one must admit that current Chinese cinema is already quite rich in terms of
genres. It is true that Chinese cinema, which takes the market as its guideline,
competes with other countries for a larger market share, with industrialization as
its metric. There’s nothing wrong with that. We are slowly adopting the market
success of Chinese cinema and the popularity of audiences as the only criteria. In
the past decade, the Chinese film market is becoming more and more focused on
market demand and increasingly neglecting the aesthetic value of film, thereby
reducing the vibrance of Chinese aesthetics and narrowing the cultural pluralism
of cinema. The existence of the market, which is supposed to enable the existence
of diverse aesthetic cultures, has actually caused aesthetic culture to give way to
the utility and entertainment demands of the market. The aesthetic culture of film
is certainly inclusive, but it is gradually disappearing. Why is it increasingly
obvious that movies that are well received by audiences do not sell well at the box
office, while movies that sell well at the box office are often criticized by audi-
ences?Why is it that, the higher the box office, the harder it is to get critical acclaim
for a film? And what they consider to be good films are not valued by the general
public. The crux of the problem is that aesthetic standards are increasingly being
neglected. In the era when the administrative system managed film production,
filmswere originally regarded as cultural objects, and film content was givenmore
importance. This iswhy, in the absence of amaturemarket environment and under
the guidance of a planned economy, a seemingly irrational system has given birth
to many outstanding works in Chinese cinema, recognized by the world. Culture
measures out the content, fixed aesthetics take themain position. From the view of
producers, the audience and relevant institutions, they are still standard bearers,
achieving the balance between art and market. We have no intention to get rid of
the preeminence of themarket and to regress to the administrative film system. It is
impossible to turn back the clock. But we have to see that when the market
dominates to a certain extent, aesthetic culturemust be strongly stimulated so that
art and the market can reach a balance to avoid a situation where the market is
the only priority. There are various kinds of good films gaining positive reviews in
the market, but films with artistic merit should never be absent in the market. The
value of aesthetic creation in history includes films produced by directors of the
fourth and fifth generations as well as those of the third generation, since works
that have passed the test of time naturally endure throughout history. This also
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includes the films that have won awards at world film festivals and are still
recognized under various political or cultural views. Individual expression and
aesthetic experimentation are sure to produce outstanding works with lasting
historical value. There is no reason to devalue or suppress aesthetic culture for the
sake of market development, as it is the essential element of film. It is time to
seriously consider why the market has been booming in the past decade or so,
while aesthetic culture lags behind, and how film art can be developed in a more
harmonious way. As a result, it has become common practice for Chinese films
nominated for the Academy Awards not to be selected, even less so than in the
golden age of the fifth generation. At that time, almost all the world film festivals
regretted that there were no Chinese films in competition. The reason seems to be
that neither the producers, nor the audience, or the commentators can discard the
market as an important metric, and thus neglects art and culture. While com-
mercial entertainmentfilms such asTiny Times (Xiao shidai, 2013) achievedmarket
success, such films were criticized by the audiences, while leading to the emer-
gence of a large number of films that disregard art and culture, human thinking
and real-life considerations, and a tendency for the creators’ conceptual orienta-
tion and the public’s aesthetics to become increasingly indifferent. The danger is
that we are slowly acquiescing to the fact that films created by art and culture
cannot gain recognition in the market. If not for some good films in recent years,
such as Operation Mekong and Wolf Warriors 2, which have provoked positive
responses, wewould evenwonder if this unreasonable backlash has really become
a reasonable existence for Chinese cinema. The good thing is that with the
development of the times and the emphasis on artistic and cultural performance,
the state of art has undergonemany changes. In 2018, directorWenMuye’sDying to
Survive has brought an outstanding presentation of realism; in 2019, director Frant
Gwo’s The Wandering Earth (Liulang diqiu, 2019) has embarked on a new journey
for Chinese science fiction films, director Yang Yu’sNezha: Birth of the Demon Child
(Nezha zhi motong jiangshi, 2019) has broken through the old customs of artistic
performance in animation; at the beginning of the same year,WangXiaoshuai’s So
Long,My Sonhas been especially impressive for its artistic charmofmoral tradition
restoration; and at the end of the year, director Derek Tsang’s Better Days has
exposed school bullying and shown the human struggle for good. This reveals to us
that art and culture from a cultural point of view is an essential factor in the value
of cinema. It is absolutely indispensable for the grasp of human emotions.
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2 The Importance of the Aesthetic Spirit

There is no doubt that Chinese cinema needs to pay attention to the market.
Chinese cinema has just embarked on the road of market transformation, and the
navigation of the market may not be perfect, even though the market is closely
related to the development of Chinese cinema. Therefore, it is reasonable to make
market construction, especially the resistance to Hollywood and the maintenance
of our ownmarket share in the long run, into necessary initiatives. But it seems that
we have reached a new stage. It is the time to produce films with excellent artistic
content on the basis of a certain market development, especially when the market
suffered a declining development from 1976 to the first half of 2017. It is time to shift
from the market-dominated mindset to a two-pronged approach to developing
Chinese films. On the one hand, we should continue to build the market by pro-
ducing high-quality films with large investments and high-end technology, in
order to secure ourmajor market share and provide a good environment for artistic
production. On the other hand, we need to support diverse works of high artistic
quality that are not supported by the market, or that need market support to reach
more people, in order to foster a healthy market atmosphere in the long run. A
balance needs to be struck between the two concerns.

Most importantly, our indifference to artistic aesthetics is obviously detri-
mental to the development of cinema, because after all, cinema is first and fore-
most an artistic product, which needs to guide people’s spirituality and artistic
aesthetics. Without support for art in the market, films would become pure
entertainment, and it would be impossible for them to develop in the long run
because of their homogeneity and weakness. Many examples prove that neither
the complete neglect of the market nor the total worship of it can establish a well-
rounded film production system. Focusing on artistic and aesthetic production of
film meets the demand of the people and the art market, which can be the
breakthrough point for the bottleneck encountered in the further development of
Chinese cinema. The situation in recent years has been awake-up call for us. Apart
from the lack of awards won by Chinese films in world film festivals, artistic films
are gradually gaining popularity among people who are tired of entertainment
parodies, revealing the creative value of artistic production for satisfying people’s
emotional needs. For example, Documentary Twenty Two (Ershier, 2017), reached
170million yuan at the box office, exceeding everyone’s expectations. The director
originally expected 10 million but got more than 10 times in the end. The media
said, “This is a documentary featuring ‘comfort women’ survivors, with a serious
theme and an introvertedmood; and the figure of 170million yuan is twice the total
box office of Chinese documentary films last year (82.92 million yuan). Thus, it has
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become another phenomenal film worth discussing in this summer season, in
addition to Wolf Warriors 2” (Liu 2017). Previously the documentary Paths of the
Soul (Kang rinpoche, 2015) was also praised for surpassing the 100 million box
office. In a certain sense, Wu Jing’s film Wolf Warriors 2 has created a box office
miracle and surpassed people’s expectations. It is not just an action film or a
gunfight movie, but a film reflecting the reality, echoing people’s expectation that
Chinese people should establish their own position in the world, and that Chinese
people expect heroism in visual culture. All of the above-mentioned films of
different types have succeeded because of their distinctive artistic expression.
Twenty Two or Paths of the Soul focus on the drama of the human heart from a
documentary perspective. They are not the favorites of the market, yet they have
received extremely high market returns. This means that more works with artistic
ambitions should provide a good basis for a new leap forward in Chinese cinema.
On the other hand, art films perhaps reflect reality and people’s hearts, combining
commercial elements with artistic elements to produce greater cultural elements.
Our emphasis on the success of the combination of art and market tells us that art
film is the comfort of the heart and needs the echoes of the market.

The reconciliation of art to the market is surprisingly successful in Wolf
Warriors 2, which proves that a good market lacking artistic emotion will not be
able to reach this high box office of more than 5.6 billion yuan. On the contrary, a
serious problem lies in the artistic expression, or the transmutation of aesthetics.
Chinese cinema needs to recreate art films with Chinese characteristics. Films that
merely gain the esteem of Hollywood may not resonate with audiences. At the
same time, even ifWolf Warriors 2 has gone from lukewarm to hot at the box office
in the Hong Kongmarket, it is not revered in theWesternmarket and is considered
to propagate a long-outdated heroism. “Some netizens have posted the release of
Wolf Warriors 2 in some overseas cinemas. It is reported that the film will land in
the cinemas ofmajor cities in theUK, and is currently being screened in three cities,
Manchester, Sheffield and Philips first. And there are some theaters that have sold
out of tickets, which shows the popularity of the film” (Fu 2017). Onemonth later, it
was reported that “Wolf Warriors 2 has been a constant topic of conversation since
its release on July 27, with a box office of over 5.65 billion. Not only that, it was also
released in Germany with an 80% attendance rate and was widely acclaimed by
the audience. Frank Grillo, who plays the villain in Wolf Warriors 2, told Chinese
media that several Hollywood studios had sent offers to director Wu Jing, with
more than a dozen phone calls a day asking ifWu Jing could speak English” (Btime
2017). Of course, we must first take the preferences of the Chinese audience as
the priority, so it is necessary to promote heroism and patriotism as the basic
aesthetics. This will at least meet the needs of the current market, and be in line
with the direction pursued by Chinese people today, and then furthermore have a
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more ambitious pursuit. To achieve this more ambitious pursuit, we need to pro-
mote, foster and cultivate more artistic films, including documentary films, films
that deeply express people’s emotions, films that reflect reality and have profound
meanings, and of course films that express the daily life of ordinary people. Chi-
nese cinemaneeds goodfilmswith such cultural and artistic traits, and the Chinese
filmmarket needs to rely on goodfilmswith such aesthetic ambitions to improve its
overall quality. What’s more, people need to perceive the beautiful spirit in an
aesthetic atmosphere and improve their aesthetic capacities.

With the emphasis on artistic expression, some films with excellent artistic
expression in recent years havemade up for the shortcomings of the past films. For
example, Tibetan director Pema Tseden’s 2020 film Balloon (Qiqiu, 2020) repre-
sents people’s daily lives in an original way, but reveals the profound emotional
entanglement of human nature. The artistic expression of his previous work Jinpa
(Zhuangsi yizhi yang, 2018) is alsomemorable. Particularmention should bemade
of the outstanding film of the new mainstream creation My People, My Country in
2019, which combines the daily lives of ordinary people with themajor event of the
70th anniversary of the founding of New China, and the sensitivity of its artistic
expression has won universal acclaim from the public.

3 Gains and Losses During the Aesthetic
Transformation

When analyzing artistic expression in the current Chinese film market boom, it is
time to take a serious look at the process of strengthening the aesthetics of film art
and remedying its defects. It is good to expect a healthy interaction between art
and the market, but most of the time, we cannot ignore the utilitarian hazards
caused by the loss of artistic spirit and simple market-oriented deviation, and the
artistic variation in film art due to the loss of aesthetics has constrained the long-
term development of Chinese cinema.
1. Themarket suppresses artistic development. There is a case that can serve as an

important starting point for us to think about and to make changes: adver-
tisements placed into films. For the sake of market needs, Chinese films have
gradually become the default way to promote the market to pay attention to
films, or to make some films acceptable to the market by means of advertise-
ments. Some art films are also forced to use soft advertising to obtain invest-
ment. This seems to show that films cannot be separated from themarket, but it
also shows that when people universally take soft advertising for granted as an
important part of film production, the whole value of film gradually mutates.
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What’s more, as the market’s standards for advertising placement become
lower and lower, and the placement of soft adsmore andmore abrupt, the logic
and integrity of the film are also affected. Film, like art, has an integrity of
thinking, instead of taking the market norms as the standard, of which the
products are obviously entertainment films. The standard of entertainment film
is to present the emotion that the market needs, to create according to the
thinking of the public and to generate revenue. Succumbing to secular culture
andmarket interests has largely prevented films from being purely artistic. The
integrity of artistic creation is to express according to aesthetic interests and the
understanding of real life. It is not difficult to find that many films have no
choice but to insert advertisements at the request of advertisers, and the hidden
ingenuity on the enlarged screenwill inevitably expose traces and affect artistic
viewing. In an absolute sense, the change of creation for artistic expression is
something that affects the whole spirit of artistic creation.

2. “Streaming aesthetics” replaces “thoughtful aesthetics”. It is obvious that the
aesthetic transmutation caused by the times is permeating the direction of
creation, which is mainly influenced by both objective and subjective factors.
The aesthetics created in the network era is different from traditional art
aesthetics; most obviously the inner “thoughtful aesthetics” is gradually
indifferent, while the external audiovisual “streaming aesthetics” is high-
lighted. Aesthetics is a noble meaning derived from the literati’s interest in the
ages of words, which needs training to ponder the inner meaning, but also
requires people to have a certain cultural literacy, slowly understanding the
moral of the aesthetic object, to trigger a wide range of resonance and bring
profound inspiration. In this way, beauty or art is a formwithmeaning, and this
aesthetic tendency has always shaped our understanding of emotions, eyes,
physical forms, etc. between characters in ancient poems or plays. However,
thoughtful aesthetics requires conditions, especially cultivation, time and an
observant mind, which have become luxuries for people in contemporary so-
ciety. The huge amount of information brought by the Internet hasmade people
lose patience and time to analyze carefully, and has urged the gradual de-
parture of thoughtful aesthetics. The so-called streaming aesthetics could be
understood as the viral aesthetic. It gets people’s attention in the fastest
possible time, making them gradually lose the individual choice and interest of
self-study. Entertaining films are all about grabbing your attention for a few
minutes and bringing out laughter for a fewminutes, as the key to attracting the
public. However, such films ignore the natural laws of perception, not to
mention that the appeal of art is slowly eroded. What is scary is that enter-
tainment is slowly becoming a habit, especially of the new generation, thinking
that this is what we reasonably want and consciously sinking into it. It cannot
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be ignored that some researchers have helped to intensify the situation for the
sake of their research of the young generation, believing that one’s work must
submit to the public or the so-called psychology of youth to enter into the
market and gain attention. This is obviously based on a standard of appeasing
the market and popular culture, discarding the cultural responsibility of
cultivating aesthetics and enhancing education. Under the influence of this
standard, the aesthetics of the literati gradually becomes alien, and the
aesthetics of the public seems to become a reasonable, legitimate and normal
choice. However, the essential difference and mutual transformation between
the twowas discarded. The purpose of art is not for simplematerial production,
but to feel leisure outside the time of material production, the joy of life and the
beauty of nature. It is extremely necessary for art works to convey the kind of
relaxing spiritual and emotional satisfaction that people desire, and it is also
the basis for the existence of art. For a long time, secular culture and market
interests have increasingly encroached into the space of art. Yet this spiritual
preoccupation, which needs to transcend worldly acquisition and reinforce
self-consciousness, givesway to the goal of group convergence and gain, losing
the emotional aesthetic of spiritual perception of the world and allowing the
market’s sole standard to dispel the value of aesthetics. It is widely believed
that good work equals good market results, and in the case of art, neither
creation nor reception is an individual and unique innovation. In fact what
people like is still the feeling that art contributes to people. The magic of
thoughtful aesthetics is exemplified when the twomain characters look at each
other speechlessly in the prison visitation scene in Better Days.

3. Group characteristics obliterate individual characteristics. There is no doubt
about the significance of individuality in the creation of art, with its ever-
changing individual feelings and needs, leading to the wonderful harvest of
discovering the unique things of other individuals, and meeting people’s
different needs and stimulating a variety of unique feelings. Obviously, herd
mentality has created the current rise of fan groups, such that the creation of
film has to succumb to the commonality of the market. It will be difficult to
cultivate initiative and creative consciousness if we choose to swim with the
tide, instead of nurturing independent thinking. Cultivating aesthetic initiative
is related to the creation of aesthetics. Aesthetics based on the inner perception
of life, with a unique sensitivity towards the beauty of life, and individual
expression are all a part of spiritual creation. A work of course needs to be
understood by the audience, who, through reading andwatching, recreates the
work and generates new understandings, a process that is also the spiritual
composition of serial creation. Both the creation and the acceptance of the re-
creation of understanding is a process guided by the aesthetic spirit. But we
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gradually find that art becomes, from time to time, a passive perception. The
market principle, based on pandering to the audience, together with the
principle of public acceptance, replaces the idea that art should stimulate each
individual in a common aesthetic atmosphere. By neglecting the goal of
nonutilitarian aesthetics but agreeing with the market’s standard of shared
profitability, the creation of art from the very beginning has to speculate on the
market’s needs and the so-called habits of the majority, and creation becomes
an object of profit calculation. However, both creators and viewers, as well as
critics, are slowly acquiescing to passivity, and film and television creations are
increasingly catering to themarket and even using big data to prove the success
of their works, so as to get maximum benefits by adapting their creations to
market demands. The film market has already suffered from the phenomenon
of youth films, action films, comedies and so on, because they avoid contro-
versy, which leads to the adoration of fans rather than personal appreciation of
diversity, and inevitably forms a convergence bias in artistic perception.
Generally speaking, the fans’ admiration is certainly psychologically justified,
but it is not necessarily an appreciation of art, and instead constitutes a blind
group obedience and causes damage to aesthetics. Individual artistic creation
may not be acceptable to the public, but the unique artistic aesthetic becomes
an exclusive object that requires deep thought. How can a solidified perception
meet the spirit’s constant expectation for novelty? Not to mention the unique
thinking toward philosophy, and the inability to accept innovations required
by constant advancement of the times. For example, modern dance after ballet,
modern poetry after classical poetry, South American magical realism after
traditional fiction, postmodern installation art after traditional art, and so on.
The suppression of this individual creativity has turned into conformity to the
market. Instead of encouraging new ideas with individual aesthetics, it sup-
presses innovation with the commonality of the group market, resulting in an
art that is narrow and secular. Art will obviously carry the preference of self,
and inevitably carry the paranoia of artistic perception andmultiple meanings,
which in fact is a rich complement to the objectivity of aesthetics. People
appreciate the personalized and moving charm of the young director Bi Gan’s
“Little Jasmine” song in the long, long shot of Kaili Blues (Lubian yecan, 2015),
which seems to overflow with dull Mercedes on the highway, and remains
unforgettable.

4. Rational analysis of the fan club. One cannot ignore the danger of the current
group aesthetic after the rise of fan club. The aesthetics of fans is extremely
subjective and group-oriented, leading to a gradual shift from pluralism to
singularity. In recent years, fans have increasingly become the target group for
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creators to cater to, and the fan economy has become an object that creators
dare not ignore, leading to a narrower aesthetic, slowly becoming a tool for
works to adapt to the market or even to strengthen the interests of certain
interest groups. In 2017, rabid fans created a unique “session-locking” in the
Chinese film market to maintain illusory box office results, meaning that the
authenticity of the market was greatly undermined. “Session-locking” refers to
locking cinema schedules by buying a few tickets for certain sessions in
advance to prevent the cinema from withdrawing the schedule and thus
affecting the box office. “After the release of the film version of Once Upon a
Time (Sanshengsanshi shili taohua, 2017) starring Liu Yifei and Yang Yang,
their fans spontaneously organized ‘session-locking’ in many theaters.
According to reports, 42,091 sessions in 53 key cities of concern nationwide
were ‘locked’, with some theaters losing 40,000 yuan in ticket sales in a single
day due to ‘session-locking’. Many theaters fought against this by citing rea-
sons such as machine and equipment failure, sold-out venues, or raising ticket
prices to over 1000 yuan. The conflict between fans and theaters escalated,with
theaters even forcing refunds. The war between ‘session-locking’ and ‘anti-
session-locking’ has become a big drama in the filmmarket” (Li 2017). The fans’
paranoia towards ‘session-locking’, and the phenomenon of young idols
dominating the market attention in recent years, has damaged the order of the
art market, and moreover destroyed the rules of creative production. When the
creation of movies depends on the needs of age group and fan preferences, it
leads to the unreasonably high pay for young idols, reduces the quality of
creation, raises the cost of films, and replaces the content-oriented standards
with external selection. In that case, creators cannot fully express their
authentic perception of life and promote aesthetic interests from within. The
key is that films are no longer competing for themarket tomeet aesthetic needs,
but are driven by profit. At the same time, fan clubs and the popularity of young
idols increasingly show a tendency to no longer focus on creative expression.
It’s a good sign that young idols being criticized and abandoned by the market
are starting to withdraw, since it is against the law of art to only focus on
speculating which idol has the biggest fan club, the largest market appeal and
can ensure the success of the box office, while ignoring the content of film. “The
phenomenon that the pay of movie stars in one film or television work can
account for more than 50% of the total cost is common in the Chinese film
market, while being almost impossible in the market of the United States,
Japan, South Korea and other countries” (Sina Finance and Economics News
2016). The development of art aesthetics has gone through ups and downs
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under the influence of the fan economy, and the presentation and appreciation
of individuality has become niche, making popular interests and artistic in-
terests increasingly opposed, such that films well received by audiences do not
sell well at the box office, and films that sell well at the box office are often
criticized by audiences. For several years, this has become a common phe-
nomenonwhich is unreasonable but almost normal, and the unity of aesthetics
has been fragmented. We need to change this tendency, so that aesthetics can
return to its essence, and establish the concept that aesthetics is a blend of
diversity and individual creation, and that art creation should be adapted to the
masses but should also be harmoniously blended with individual creation.

5. The mainstream creation cannot give up aesthetic expression. As a medium of
cultural communication, film should focus on the public interest of the market,
with artistic aesthetics being the best lubricant. If ideology becomes as profit-
oriented as the market, it will certainly be counterproductive. When artistic
aesthetics is not considered to be the core of film creation, the consequences of
the market’s decisive role are obvious. However, the inducement of policies
and the reinforcement of public interest can also have an impact on people’s
aesthetics and influence the direction of artistic creation. The guidance of
policy in each historical period has its own cultural needs. But when policy
becomes an important guiding factor, or an authoritative requirement, the
spirit of artistic creation and expressionmay be changed as a result. If we create
works purely out of the encouragement, support and guidance of policies given
to certain themes, there will often be themes such as the stories of college
students, village officials, and teachers in poor areas, which experienced a
boom some time ago. The diversity of such stories should reflect the diversity of
life and focus on artistic expression, but since these themesmust be directed or
encouraged by certain policies, it is inevitable that artistic expression and the
infectious power of the stories will be neglected and eventually become uni-
form and boring, and the presented works will eventually lose their in-
dividuality and emotions, becoming an interpretation of policies. Practice has
proven that works that do not conform to the reality of life and are purely
products of imagination are narrow art. On the other hand, works that show the
feeling of life will definitely have a human touch and uniqueness. For example,
Guan Hu’sMr. Six (Laopaoer, 2015) is praised for its portrayal of the characters
and the depth of their lives, even though its theme and content are realistic. It is
time for film art to reach the core stage of strengthening artistic and aesthetic
expression. The Founding of an Army (Jianjun daye, 2017), produced by Huang
Jianxin and directed by Andrew Lau, has made innovations in many aspects.
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Instead of using typecast actors as usual, the film chose many young actors to
portray this historical story. This break with tradition was met with criticism at
the beginning, including comments from the families of the martyrs during the
August 1 Nanchang Uprising, “Ye Da Ying wrote in his microblog: ‘The history
of the revolution is being turned into entertainment, which is a humiliation and
distortion of it. As a descendant of General Yeh T’ing, I would like to ask Huang
Jianxin (executive producer) andAndrewLau (director), do you really not know
history? Or do you have an ulterior motive to use a major historical event to
make money? Who are you insulting when you cast this fresh meat who can’t
even stand up straight?’” (Guan 2017). The fact is that old rules may not
necessarily be unbreakable, and artistic creation requires constant exploration.
Restricting creation with a certain theme or other rigid rules will not help
creativity.Wolf Warriors 2 is an eye-opening presentation of the transcendence
of the hero’s personality and national responsibility. “Wolf Warriors 2 breaks
the constraints of its theme,making the protagonist Leng Feng a character with
both the lonewolf characteristics of aWestern hero and the characteristics of an
Eastern hero loyal to his country and people, invariably breaking the concep-
tual model of traditional mainstream films in which the character seems to be
impeccable and infallible. The boldness and success of Leng Feng’s portrayal
lies in the fact that he stands out from traditional restrictions, transcends the
mundane and has a unique personality and superhuman quality” (Zhou 2017a,
2017b). Restricted works are aesthetically deficient in fostering artistic
expression and appreciation. Many of our works are created according to a
social concept rather than a personal feeling, according to a policy requirement
rather than a sense of reality derived from life. They are created according to a
variation of a theme, rather than according to a theme based on his inner
impulse. The wide popularity of the red classic film The Taking of Tiger
Mountain (Zhiqu weihushan, 2014) lies in the innovation of the old tradition,
which deserves recognition. The success of this innovation provides a good
experience for the production of melodramatic movies, but by the same token,
the film also has obvious aesthetic flaws, such as not highlighting the char-
acteristics of the hero by portraying inner emotions, although the effect pre-
sented by the picture is awe-inspiring, such as the scenes of tanks and cannons
driving into the deep mountains, it is not a perfect creation reflecting reality.
Operation Mekong does go beyond the usual in terms of police storytelling for
its innovation. It is possible to create a moving work by producing from reality,
starting from emotions, and developing from the inner logic of the narrative.
The spirit of aesthetics is to constantly create beautiful things. In fact, creation
based on the emotions of the human heart requires constant innovation of
artistic feelings, and realization of the needs of the audience. Whether the
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American film Inception (2010) presents a science fiction world, or the Chinese
filmWolf Warriors 2 breaks the traditional limits, they all meet the expectations
of the audience.

4 Rational Analysis is the First Step to Changing
the Status Quo

Chinese cinema is developing more and more deeply in terms of artistic expres-
sion, entering a stage that can be called the fourth Chinese film climax. Whether it
is the fact that Chinese cinema is the second largest producer in the global market,
the first in the world in terms of the number of screens, and the second or third in
terms of the number of films produced each year in the world; or the fact that
in recent years Chinese cinema has adhered to its own creative aesthetic ten-
dencies in a special context, with the film The Eight Hundred (Babai, 2020) winning
the first place at the global box office in 2020, all deserve praise. Looking at the
developmental trend of Chinese cinema in recent years, there are several condi-
tions that deserve special consideration and analysis. Chinese films should create
their own aesthetic world based on market construction, so as to provide a good
foundation for the long-term development and solid survival of Chinese cinema.
(i) Seeing specific or big-picture impact issues.

1. To make the aesthetic concept of Chinese cinema more clearly established
nowadays. Chinese cinema needs to change its featureless and unclear
appearance. While film diversity needs to be maintained, the performance
of film concepts is not pure enough, and the attitude towards artistic
aesthetics is gradually indifferent. We should be wary of a market that
shows disorder and is eager to achieve profit. In fact, the utilitarian nature
of the market is one of the causes of today’s chaos. In the Internet era, the
market has abandoned its adherence to art in order to satisfy the desires of
fan groups, the shift of the new generation’s cultural language has affected
the aesthetic tradition of cinema, the wandering of creative subjectivity
leads lack of distinctive style, and the overemphasis on technology has led
to the neglect of the aesthetic spirit. Internally, we need to establish the
aesthetic values of Chinese cinema and form a group of aesthetic and
cultural projection objects; externally, we need to create a symbolic label to
cover the overall aesthetic form of Chinese cinema, which can be called
“Chinese cinema school”, such as Hollywood’s high-tech creation and
genre films, Bollywood’s singing and dancing, Iranian cinema’s quiet style,
Japanese cinema’s “chrysanthemum and sword”, etc.
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2. Revision works are similar and lack individuality. The commonality of
Chinese films prevails, and individuality is gradually lost, from the situa-
tion where various types of films such as martial arts films, youth films and
comedies blossom to the situation where IP films are prevalent in recent
years, and the space for individuality to survive is restricted. While IP
movies under various banners are emerging, movies with innovative con-
tent are becoming less and less common, with profit-oriented imitation
replacing self-creation. The meaning of film art has become indifferent,
making entertainment a spell that is hard to get rid of; the change of motive
is the enemy of creation, and instead of creating because of the inner
change of deep feelings, it is speculation onmarket direction and passively
following the changes of themarket. Only the emergence ofmore filmswith
characteristics such as Kaili Blues, Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains
(Chunjiangshuinuan, 2019), Crosscurrent (Changjinangtu, 2016), Balloon,
etc., which express regional characteristics, can foster the personalized
development of Chinese cinema.

3. The regeneration of creative teams. A generation of filmmakers, who have
already achieved considerable success, including Zhang Yimou, Chen
Kaige, Jiang Wen, Feng Xiaogang, and Huo Jianqi, still persist in their
creations, but always face the challenges and crises of the current market.
They are still trying to express their own values and artistic style, but are
questioned from time to time, yet they are a generation that can never be
replaced.How to encourage and care for this group of creatorswho insist on
presenting aesthetic culture in Chinese films is a reflection of whether
Chinese cinema itself has a spirit of tolerance. The core generation of
Chinese cinema is divided from time to time, a group of relatively young
creators, such as Wang Xiaoshuai, Jia Zhangke, Guan Hu, Zhang Yang,
Wuershan and so on, who still maintain their individuality in creation,
but also another group of guardians of the creation and perseverance of
Chinese film art and culture. However, the new upstarts still struggle to
achieve greatness. The newly emerged generation is uneven. Films such
as Crosscurrent, The Master (Dashi, 2015), Cock and Bull (Zhuixiongzhe ye,
2106), Kaili Blues, The Piano in a Factory (Gangdeqin, 2010) have stood out,
but it seems that the traditional spirit of Chinese cinema’s group creation
still needs to be strengthened. Director Zhang Yimou’s artistic presentation
in the film Cliff Walkers represents the pursuit of mature directors, and Jia
Ling’s first time as a director won the highest female director at the global
box officewithHi,Mom (Nihao Lihuanying, 2021), all of these achievements
represent the continuous exploration of the new class of directors and
prove that the new era requires the concerted efforts of creators.

370 X. Zhou



4. Changing audiences and aesthetic tastes influence the development of
cinema. The new generation is subject to the influence of film trends,
including advertising and anime, and is more interested in Hollywood
technology and in seeing stars in movies. Opinions and criticism circulate
very quickly on the Internet and influence each other, resulting in film
works often becoming a group entertainment choice. Some viewers may
even arbitrarily judge current works based on the previous works of some
directors, and irrational subjective emotions may cause greater harm to the
evaluation of creative works. It is important to believe that new audiences
have a certain degree of acceptance for artistic and aesthetic expression,
and that works that create a true representation of life and truly reveal the
psychological and artistic emotional richness of characters are bound to be
welcomed by new audience groups. A Little Red Flower is highly infectious
for different age groups, and Hi, Mommoves audiences young and old, all
of which are excellent works that illustrate the above.

(ii) Changing concepts to create a new view of film

The implementation of artistic and aesthetic expression naturally corresponds to
the concept of market, so it needs to be noted that:
1. First of all, we need to change the assumption that the market should be the

only standard. In fact, the market is only the test for the popularity of one film
among the audience, but it should not be the only criterion for judging thework.
We do need to pay attention to the audience’s recognition, which is also an
important factor in the realization of the value of film. Creating for the intrinsic
requirements of the market is used to test whether the author has kept up with
the trend of the times, but in no way does it mean that the acceptance of the
market is justified, and that the aesthetic value of creation is fundamental. If
there is no market or attention for any movie, it is necessary to reflect on
whether it is misplaced or ahead of its time, or even whether it is making a new
innovation. In short, market survival cannot be the whole reason for creative
survival. In particular, it should be clear that whether it is creation or criticism,
the greatest danger is to replace themarket acceptance offilmswith an essential
judgment of film art, without understanding the high or low value of aesthetic
culture, completely rejecting the connotation of film creation, and being unable
to objectively appreciate films and evaluate their artistic value.

2. Continuously researching and adapting to the audience’s preferences and
needs is not to passively submit to them, but to conform to the context of the
times and find the direction that guides the aesthetic expression of art.
Reasonable market indicators will lead us to pay attention to the changing
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audience of the times, such as the psychological analysis of the current audi-
ence group of about 21 years old, etc., in order to have a grasp of the audience
group, but not to replace everything. Importantly, studying the passive con-
sciousness of the audience is never what culture does. The cognitive age group
characteristics were originally sought to be elevated in order to know and find
closeness, in order to create the possibility of active guidance. Just as for 10
years, we have some misconceptions that to adapt to children we need to bend
down to fit them, while ignoring one of themost important things, which is that
we need to elevate children to stand up and give them the ability to think
autonomously, even philosophically, to perceive the world. So we relish some
animal cartoons in the early childhood stage, only to be left with childish stories
that happen between various animals, lowering the standard of our entire
cartoons. Aesthetic or philosophical thinking is crucial for human beings, while
film, as the latest visual cultural product, should be more of a guide to meet the
audience’s demands and reflect the future, instead of yielding to some of the so-
called audience’s needs. When the market becomes the only standard, when
the audience becomes the default indicator, our most important goal should be
to lead the direction of cultural development and make it climb again, which is
slowly fading or even disappearing. A choice built on the right view of the
audience cannot be simply a goal of profit, but a goal of leading a positive spirit.
We should nevermake it our sole task to satisfy the needs of the audience, not in
the same way that the singularity of that educational approach of training
college students simply to fit into some established employment, rather than
training them to be leaders in creating the world, transforming it and creating
newways of life, both are equally dangerous. The same is true of film culture. If
one simply takes the needs of a certain type of film audience as the target, such
as that of the audience of Tiny Times, and then to submit, to imitate, to guess the
theme they like, it will naturally result in the hollow ignorance of the youth
genre in terms of story content, and even attract more genre films becomemore
and more boring.

3. For a long time, the Chinese cinema has held up Hollywood as the standard for
film production. There are many factors that contribute to the success of
Hollywood films, such as high technology, nationalism, cultural strength,
strong economic measures, market manipulation ability, etc., which are all
worth learning. But in adopting the Hollywood model, it is obviously insuffi-
cient and parochial to simply imitate its forms, especially the so-called genre
films. Genre films do not satisfy all aesthetic needs; they are designed in a fixed
form to achieve commercial value and meet the needs of a specific audience.
The Hollywood model is more of an aesthetic business model that adapts to the
interests of Western audiences and reflects Western values, but how can it
transcend the cultures of different countries and be universally applicable?
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Hollywood is constantly adding new elements and creating new genres, and its
films implicitly propagate Westernism and Statism. While it is necessary to
study external forms, it is clearly inappropriate to use them as the only criteria.
We should have a traditional aesthetic concept. To forget the uniqueness of
Chinese culture and Chinese aesthetic culture and to follow the same pattern of
Hollywood is against the idea of absorbing creativity in Eastern culture.
Hollywood has its own advantages, and learning from its successes is good for
broadening our horizons and seeing the common appreciation of human in-
terests. We should, in turn, learn from the Hollywood films’ grasp of human
psychology, aesthetic interests, and the commonality of beauty, instead of
relinquishing the advantages of psychology, characterization, and the grasp of
emotions.We should also create film genres that only belong to Chinese culture
and focus on the expression of emotions. Chinese audiences are full of expec-
tations for innovation and breaking the stereotypes of the genre. Operation
Mekong andWolf Warriors 2 are typical examples. As long as the creators have
great desire and enthusiasm, and can devote themselves to bring forth the new
through the old and express Chinese distinctively emotions and behavior, they
can create great value and market interest. On the contrary, superficial imita-
tions, such as the formulaic youthfilm series, quickly lose their viewing interest.
Both positive and negative examples prove that movies, as an important part of
art and culture, need to constantly innovate, reflect real life, and create new
images in order to achieve a new world of cinema.

5 Conclusions

Chinese cinema has the conditions to create new market revenue and achieve
aesthetic ideals, and it is the first priority for Chinese cinema to follow the road of
market development to strengthen artistic expression and national culture, to
firmly establish the image of “Chinese film school” containing excellent works and
adhering to core values and culture (Zhou 2017a, 2017b). Realizing a new situation
of Chinese film culture should become a common goal pursued by the whole
industry. It is thus necessary to emphasize the following points:

First of all, Chinese cinema should reflect reality and truly express the
aesthetic interest of daily life. For example,Mr. Six reflects the reality of daily life;
Hi, Mom, the public psychology, and Cliff Walkers, the convergence of mainstream
values and commercial characteristics of spy films.

Secondly, Chinese films must show a unique cultural expression and under-
standing of aesthetics with Chinese characteristics, and express inner feelings in a
serious way. Films in the past such as Springtime In a Small Town (Xiaocheng zhi
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chun, 2002), My Memories of Old Beijing (Chengnan jiushi, 1983), Postmen In The
Mountains (Nashan naren nagou, 1999), etc., and films in recent years Kaili Blues,
Crosscurrent, Dwelling in the Fuchun Mountains, etc. are all examples of this kind.

Thirdly, we should encourage more individual creations in Chinese films,
whether they are works that explore new knowledge and feelings of life, or crea-
tions that create spiritual sensations, just like the documentary 22 and Paths of the
Soul.

In addition, we hope that Chinese films should have better aesthetic stan-
dards, a grand imagination, and also the publicity of national heroism. This
change is presented from films such asWolf Warriors 2 to the newmainstream film
My People, My Country andMy People, My Homeland (Wo he wode jiaxiang., 2020).

And remember, from the perspective of aesthetic appreciation, it is a top
priority for Chinese films to be more in line with reality and traditional culture. All
these should be based on a foundation, that is, the criteria for judging the
aesthetics and culture of Chinese cinema should be measured by Chinese culture,
Chinese values, and the criteria of Chinese visual culture, rather than simply
applying the standards of foreign countries. This is an increasingly important issue
of the times for the reconstruction, establishment and development of Chinese
visual culture.
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