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Haunted by Hollywood: Hong Kong Noir,
Horror, and RUNNING ON KARMA*

Gina Marchetti™

Abstract

In 2003 when Johnnie To and Wai Ka-fai directed RUNNING ON
KARMA, Hong Kong was haunted by the specter of SARS and the dread of
living under the draconian possibilities of the anti-subversion regulations of
Article 23. Hong Kong cinema had been in decline for several years, hounded
by Hollywood as a magnet for its creative talent and a competitor for the
domestic as well as regional box office in Asia. Suspended between mainland
China and American film, Hong Kong filmmakers like To and Wai turned not
to one or the other but to a hybrid mix that could confront this dual challenge
in one fantasy. Their decision involved a story featuring a former Buddhist
monk from mainland China turned bodybuilder/male stripper (played by Andy

Lau in a muscle suit), who can “see” the past lives of the people he encounters.

* This essay was originally presented at the symposium ‘Haunting and Globalization: Symptoms of
the Present,” Faculty of Arts, Chulalongkorn University in July 25, 2011. Another version of the
essay is scheduled for publication in Hong Kong Neo-Noir, edited by Esther Yau and Tony

Williams, under contract at Hong Kong University Press.

** Professor, Department of Comparative Literature, The University of Hong Kong
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He comes to the aid of a Hong Kong policewoman, Lee Fung-yee (Cecilia
Cheung), who suffers from very “bad karma,” being troubled by her past life in
which she served as a Japanese soldier during the Occupation. PRC censors
frown on ghost stories which they vilify as “superstitious,” but RUNNING ON
KARMA defiantly showcases cinematic apparitions, Buddhist-inspired

action/fantasy, and a mixture of horror, noir, and romantic comedy to confront
the malaise associated with 2003, head on.

Chiaroscuro shadows, faces within the mise-en-scene, the cityscape of Hong
Kong appearing in darkness punctuated by the neon of nightclub signs and the
glare of police car lights and exteriors outside the city take on the quality of
dreamscapes displaced from the daylight by the low-key gloom of memory.
Images emerge, as the theme of karmic return implies, “out of the past,” and, as
in film noir generally, the characters shoulder this burden of history (social,
cultural, political, and personal). RUNNING ON KARMA engages, then,
with global pop aesthetics but the film goes beyond Hollywood’s constraints to
address themes of loss, betrayal, predestination, alienation, and existential
despair that defy the boundaries of any specific genre and speak to ghosts
haunting Hong Kong at a highly vulnerable moment in its recent history. This
paper examines the various ways in which RUNNING ON KARMA haunts
(and is haunted by) Hong Kong’s geopolitical position and the aesthetics of

global cinema.
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