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Abstract

In this paper I revisit the concept of wenyi L 2% (letters and arts) for the
following two purposes: to examine the role of literature in film distribution
and promotion in the Republican period (1910s-1930s) and to renegotiate
Chinese film criticism with Western theory. Unlike the negative connotations of
triviality, self-indulgence, and even puerile pursuits that the term tends to carry
today, wenyi at the time promised a sophisticated, worldly experience. My
paper will map the trajectory of wenyi and clarify its importance, including its
shifting meanings driven by literary and political forces, and, more crucially,
place it in a fluid cultural environment of literary enlightenment and social
reform. By means of content analysis of hundreds of film advertisements
printed in Shenbao, we discover that wenyi’s cultural currency was firmly in
place in promoting film consumption. By revising wenyi’s history during the
first decade of China’s full-fledged film production, we are also able to renew
the relationship between the indigenous film genre and its Western counterpart,
i.e., the melodrama.
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