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Chinese Animation: Multiplicities in Motion. Edited by Daisy Yan Du, John A.
Crespi, and Yiman Wang. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 2025.
Pp. 440. US$34.95.

In the last quarter century, animation has increasingly moved to the forefront of
global film and media studies. While the shift from analogue to digital caused heated
debates about cinema’s ontology and its indexical relationship to reality, it also paved
the way towards a re-evaluation of animation as perhaps the “true essence” of cinema.
It is therefore no surprise to see growing academic interest in Chinese animation—
an interest that has been further fuelled by the recent successes of blockbuster animation
films from the People’s Republic of China (PRC), with Ne Zha 2t 2 (2025) as
the most recent example. The publication of Chinese Animation: Multiplicities in Motion
serves to confirm the emergence of Chinese animation studies as a distinct field
of scholarly inquiry. It is certainly not the first book on the topic; still, it comes as
a culmination of a decade of relevant publications, with notable landmarks such as
a double special issue in the Journal of Chinese Cinemas (2017), as well as monographs
by Rolf Giesen (2015), Sean Macdonald (2016), Daisy Yan Du (2019), Teri Silvio
(2019), and others." A key moment was the establishment of the Association for
Chinese Animation Studies (ACAS) in 2015. It is the inaugural conference organized
by ACAS in 2021 that led to the publication of this edited volume. Published as part
of the Harvard Contemporary China Series by the Harvard University Asia Center, it
joins an illustrious catalogue of edited volumes on Chinese politics, society, history,
and culture.

Field formation is a leitmotif that runs through the essays framing this edited
collection. David Der-wei Wang’s foreword points out that the new field of Chinese
animation studies is emerging from modern Chinese literature and film studies. The
book’s editors, Daisy Yan Du, John A. Crespi, and Yiman Wang, further add the fields
of Western and Japanese animation studies to the new field’s intellectual lineage. It is
therefore appropriate that Wang, a leading scholar of Chinese literature, authored the
foreword, while the afterword is from the pen of Alexander Zahlten, an authority on
Japanese cinema. The field of Chinese cinema studies is finally represented by the late
Yingjin Zhang, who delivered one of the keynotes at the conference, and whose essay
serves here as a kind of supplementary introduction to the book.

' Rolf Giesen, Chinese Animation: A History and Filmography, 1922-2012 (Jefferson, NC:
McFarland & Company); Sean Macdonald, Animation in China: History, Aesthetics, Media
(London: Routledge, 2016); Daisy Yan Du, Animated Encounters: Transnational Movements
of Chinese Animation, 1940s—1970s (Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2019); Teri ]J.
Silvio, Puppets, Gods, and Brands: Theorizing the Age of Animation from Taiwan (Honolulu:
University of Hawai‘i Press, 2019).
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In their introduction, “Chinese Animation: A Statement of the Field,” the three
editors adopt Sergei Eisenstein’s “plasmaticness” as their guiding metaphor. Writing on
early Disney animation, Eisenstein used this term to describe the nature of animated
bodies as characterized by “a rejection of once-and-forever allotted form, freedom
from ossification, the ability to dynamically assume any form.”* Du, Crespi, and Wang
highlight plasmaticness to resist conventions and promote openness in the burgeoning
field of Chinese animation studies. For them, this resistance includes first and foremost
the oversimplifications and limitations that the term “Chinese animation” itself gives
rise to. Justifying the use of the words China and Chinese as what Gayatri Spivak has
called “strategic essentialisms,” they point to the wide variety of essays included in the
volume as a way of deconstructing/decentring Chinese animation in practice. The
three editors further extend this approach towards historiographical conventions and
announce that resistance to linear narratives and conventional periodization is also
among their goals.

The theorization of this latter aspect is further developed in Yingjin Zhang’s
keynote essay, which also serves to locate this collection of essays within the broader
intellectual turn from film studies to media studies. Drawing on Thomas Elsaesser’s
Film History as Media Archaeology (2016),’ Zhang makes an eloquent argument for
scholars to trace the “alternative parallel and parallax histories and trajectories” of
Chinese animation’s connections with various artistic genres and media, while also
recognizing it as itself producing new visual styles and forms (p. 14). From Elsaesser,
Zhang also borrows the concept of the dispositif—a combination of medium, image,
and spectator. For Zhang, animation is a playful dispositif, one that aims “to open up
a range of potentials for remediation across arts, media and technologies” (p. 21). Beyond
fostering an openness to cross-mediation, this playfulness has also historically enabled
Chinese animation artists to “negotiate or play with the dominant ideology” (p. 24).

With the editors’ introduction and Zhang’s keynote essay setting the stage, the
book itself is organized into five main sections that aim to provide some structure
even as it resists conventional historical and geographical boundaries. The first of
these sections is titled “Junctures” and consists of essays that highlight the encounters
of animation with other media. Chapter 1, by Panpan Yang, looks at instances
in Chinese silent cinema that blur the boundary between live-action cinema and
animation, such as so-called trick pictures, object animation, and special effects
in the martial arts—magic spirit (wuxia shenguai B (%t ££) films of the late 1920s.

Sergei Eisenstein, Eisenstein on Disney, ed. Jay Leyda, trans. Alan Upchurch (London:
Methuen, 1988), p. 21, cited on p. 5 of Chinese Animation.
Thomas Elsaesser, Film History as Media Archaeology: Tracking Digital Cinema (Amsterdam:
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Yang’s objective is both historical and theoretical: she draws attention to significant
films from a still understudied period of Chinese film history, while also counteracting
the marginalization of (Chinese) animation in film theory by returning to a period
when the distinction between animation and photography was not that clear-cut and
“animation” did not yet exist as a distinct category in motion pictures. The next two
essays take up some of the themes found in Yang’s chapter. Jinying Li, writing from
a genre perspective in Chapter 2, looks at the connections between martial arts films
and Chinese animation, especially their shared interest in depicting spectacular and
impossible feats of bodily action. Where martial arts films often rely on various forms
of animation (stop-motion, CGI, ...), Chinese animation often draws on the martial
arts tradition for its narratives and visual world. Moreover, both genres have often
been touted as especially “Chinese” in nationalist discourse, and, as Li argues, they
are historically connected “in their shared struggle with the external force of global
modernity and its relationship with the vernacular” (p. 80).

In Chapter 3, Linda C. Zhang discusses a form of Chinese stop-motion (object)
animation, the socialist puppet animation of the 1950s and early 1960s. Zhang’s
argument is twofold. First, a reading of three puppet animation films shows how
puppets and toys modelled, through childhood play, the labour of nation-building.
Second, an analysis of the writings by animators and film critics illustrates how puppet
animation was not only linked to traditional folk puppet theatre, but also how the
idea of a “puppet aesthetic” was informed by theories of education. In the fourth and
final chapter of this section, Shasha Liu looks at two 1980s animations inspired by
famed mural paintings in the Dunhuang caves. Like Zhang, she draws on the writings
by animators and critics published at the time, sketching out how the rejection of the
“obligatory realism” in Cultural Revolution animation paved the way for what was
referred to as “fine arts films” (meishu dianying Zili% ) and a more exaggerated style.
This was then followed by a more “cinematic” and plot-driven approach to animation
in the mid-1980s. As Liu points out, these shifts were the result of encounters with
worldwide animation after the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976), as well as the
increased marketization of the Chinese film industry.

Section 2 of the book contains three chapters that broadly deal with gender and
animation. In Tim Shao-Hung Teng’s Chapter 5, the central figure is the “psychic
granny”: both his own grandmother who works as a shamaness in rural Taiwan, and
the character in the 1998 Taiwanese animation, Grandma and Her Ghosts (Mofa ama
L[4 ). Teng uses the film and his grandmother’s profession to explore how two
words with the same linguistic root—animation and animism—can shed light on each
other. Engaging both media theory and scholarship on animism, his wide-ranging
discussion is a theoretical tour de force that in its final sections touches on, among
others, Yuk Hui’s cosmotechnics, the recent resurgence of interest in mythology, and
Bernard Stiegler’s work on generation and care. The next two chapters by Daisy Yan
Du and Paola Voci are highly complementary and together amount to a short history
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of Chinese (or Chinese-accented) women animators (or for Voci, “animateurs”).
In Chapter 6, Du provides valuable historical accounts of several women animation
directors in socialist China, in particular at the famed Shanghai Animation Film
Studio (SAFS). Based on her interviews with some of the directors themselves and on
their published writings, Du argues that although these women film-makers were not
explicitly feminist in their work, they still can be considered “cine-feminists” because
of the way they challenged conventions and left a visible mark at the SAFS. Voci
in Chapter 7 looks at the “feminist gestures” in the work of women “animateurs”
(an amalgam of animation, auteur, and amateur) of the past ten to fifteen years.
Resisting both Sinocentric and Sinophone perspectives, Voci proposes the notion
of “Chinese-accented” to account for the transnational existence of many of the
animateurs she focuses on, while not excluding those who are based in the PRC.
Unlike the animation directors in Du’s chapter, these women are not attached to
a major animation studio and make explicit “feminist gestures” in their work, for
instance, by decrying patriarchal entrapment and deception.

Section 3, “Identities,” begins with a chapter by Shannon Brownlee that engages
the crucial issue of “Chineseness” that was also addressed by the volume editors.
Brownlee does this by looking at ink-painting animation. This is arguably the most
“Chinese” style of animation, partly because it resembles a celebrated traditional art
form, but also because it required Chinese film-makers to overcome the limitations
of Western animation technology. As Brownlee argues in her essay, however, this type
of animation is in fact “deeply heterogeneous,” in a way that is “partly intracultural”
but also “transcultural” (p. 208). In the era of digital cinema, for instance, the
development of realistic digital brushes was the result of efforts both in the “West”
and in the “East.” Discussing online digital ink-painting animated films, she notes
their stylistic and cultural hybridity, but also acknowledges that cultural identity
and difference remain important concerns in them. The next two chapters deal with
animated films from Taiwan and Hong Kong, areas where identity indeed remains
a common topic of discussion. Jasmine Yu-Hsing Chen in Chapter 9 looks at the
thirteen-episode animated TV series, The Little Sun (Xiao taiyang /N’ K%, 2010). Based
on a collection of essays by Lin Liang # & published in 1972, this animated mini-
series focuses on the daily life of a family of immigrants from Mainland China.
Chen argues that the original stories’ theme of homemaking on the island of Taiwan
indirectly undermined the Kuomintang’s propaganda centred on retaking the Chinese
“homeland.” She further asserts that animation’s capacity for omission and imagination
strengthens the mini-series’s ability to shape collective memory and the idea of Taiwan
as home. However, Chen does not fully explore the implications of this nostalgic
memory-making: if the publication of the original stories during the White Terror
period can indeed be seen as indirectly subversive, isn’t the animation’s nostalgic and
rose-tinted depiction of the Taiwan of the 1960s and 1970s rather problematic in
the post-martial law context of the 1990s and beyond? Jessica K. Chan’s chapter on
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the 1981-1983 Old Master Q %K+ animation trilogy from Hong Kong offers close
readings of the three films and provides an informative overview of animation’s history
in Hong Kong. Although long a major cinema hub, Hong Kong never turned into
a centre for animation. According to Chan, Wu Sau Yee’s &l {f Old Master Q films
were an attempt to change this and to develop “a global vocabulary of animation as
action” by experimenting with “realist, supernatural, and formalist modes of animating
action” (p. 252). The powerless character of Old Master Q himself, moreover, embodied
“the aspirations and values of Hong Kong’s colonial and capitalist modernity” in the
1980s (p. 275).

Section 4 is titled “Digitality,” but it might perhaps have been more aptly named
“Realism.” As the editors explain in their Introduction, the two chapters in this section
look at the intersection of digital animation and cinematic realism (p. 12). Chapter
11, by Wendy Larson, looks at the use of flash animation in 7he World (Shijie tt 52,
2004) by Jia Zhangke E &% 11, undoubtedly the PRC director most associated with
discussions of realism today. Larson argues that the animation segments in the film
should not be treated as an extension of its realism, but instead as a way of endowing
its migrant worker protagonists with agency and subjectivity, and of challenging
the art-house audience’s habits of interpretation. In other words, rather than as false
consciousness, these segments should be seen as migrant workers’ legitimate and
hopeful understandings of their own lives. In Chapter 12, Yiman Wang uses the
complaint of an IMDb reviewer about the traumatic harming of (animated) animals
in Cats and Peachtopia (Mao yu taohuayuan 35 1k 165, 2018) as a jumping board for
a theoretical exploration of “the real” in the digital age. Wang does this by considering
three different approaches to this topic: the revived discussion of what realism is and
does; the potential for revolutionary socio-political change inspired by what Jack
Halberstam has called a “Pixavolt”; and the critique of digital visual technologies
as complicit with the government-military apparatus and environmental extraction.
For Wang, Cats and Peachtopia’s commercial failure and its juxtaposition of different
future time-spaces allow it to reflect on the future of 3D animation technology itself.

The fifth and final Section of the book is titled “Practices” and features three
shorter essays by practising animators/scholars. Jake Junjie Zhang in Chapter 13
provides a “state-of-the-field” of VR animation in China from 2015 to 2022. While
very informative, the account given is perhaps slightly Mainland-centric: although two
VR animations supported by Taiwan’s HTC VIVE are discussed, there is no mention
of the long-running Kaohsiung VR Film Lab, which has also produced a number of
VR animations over the years. Chapter 14 returns once more to Hong Kong, with
Isabel Galwey giving an account of the digital turn in the city’s independent animation
that complements Jessica K. Chan’s chapter on the more mainstream Old Master Q
trilogy. Adopting Voci’s term “animateur,” Galwey spotlights early independent digital
animation shorts produced around the time of the 1997 Handover. The discussion
touches amongst others on shorts by Raman Hui & # %%, who later directed the major
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Chinese animation blockbusters Monster Hunt (Zhuo yao ji #& #k ¢, 2015) and its
sequel (2018), and by Toe Yuen % & f, who would go on to direct some of the early
McDull Z2 % animation films in the 2000s. Chapter 15, by Hannes Rall and Emma
Harper, shifts the discussion to VR in Singapore and spotlights the authors’ own VR
adaptation of Wayang Kulit shadow puppet theatre to retell the story of the semi-
mythical prince Sang Nila Utama, credited with founding the Kingdom of Singapura
in 1299. Adapting a traditional Southeast Asian form and working with Singaporean
Chinese animators, their goal was to create a “distinctly Singaporean” VR experience
that celebrates the cultural diversity of the city-state. Like Singapore’s artistic outputs
in general, this work, they argue, also requires “an expanded concept of Chinese
identity” (p. 354).

In the Afterword, “Lessons from Japanese Animation Studies: On the Future
Directions of Chinese Animation Studies,” Alexander Zahlten revisits the problems
with nation-based qualifiers (such as “Chinese” or “Japanese”) that were also
discussed by the volume editors in the Introduction. He argues that the study of
Chinese animation should not just “unsettle” itself but should enter into dialogue
and unsettle also “the study of animation associated with Japan.” The latter is the
clunkier phrasing Zahlten adopts to resist the essentializing tendencies of national
frameworks, such as those active in the term “Japanese animation studies.” He sees
potential for this unsettling to take place in Chinese animation studies, partly because
of the breadth of approaches and media objects that are included in this particular
volume—which contrasts with the tendency to focus solely on anime in studies of
Japanese animation—and partly because of the complexity of the Chinese nation
itself (as exemplified amongst others by debates about the Sinophone). He concludes
by warning that while the plasmasticness of the emerging field of Chinese animation
studies is its strength, it is one that will have to be actively protected against the
“systemic tendencies” that often accompany institutionalization.

Zahlten very eloquently addresses what is perhaps the central question posed
by this volume. Given the editors’ self-conscious positioning of Chinese Animation as
a milestone in the institutionalization of Chinese animation studies, how do they
think chis field should look? Cynically speaking, the “plasmatic” approach adopted
here is a convenient one for a volume that has grown out of the almost inevitable
heterogeneity of papers that get presented at a conference. Still, the editors’ decision
to avoid a conventional geographic or historical structure should be taken seriously
as an effort to combat ossification and facilitate unexpected connections as well as
new perspectives. The key here is what one believes contributes to field formation,
and, in this respect, the attempt to create something more systemic is not necessarily
as nefarious as the volume’s framing essays make it out to be. Looking at the history
of film studies, one could argue that the field developed dialectically, with certain
paradigms becoming dominant before they got deconstructed and replaced by new
ones, with the process starting all over. Does this dialectical process perhaps help keep
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a field vibrant over a longer time? Irrespective of one’s position on this issue, Chinese
Animation: Multiplicities in Motion contains a wealth of stimulating and original
scholarship that has moreover been carefully edited and generously illustrated with
colour images. The volume is certainly timely, given the increase in prominence of
Chinese animation even since 2021, when the ACAS inaugural conference took
place. Its growing international circulation might soon be further stimulated by the
immensely popular Labubu toy figures, the work of a Hong Kong illustrator, which
are reportedly the subject of an upcoming animated series and feature film. Scholars in
this emerging field will certainly have more to write about.

DOI: 10.29708/JCS.CUHK.202601_(82).0010 Kristor Van DEN TrROOST
The Chinese University of Hong Kong





