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Abstract 

Re-Imagining the Boxer Rebellion: 

Popular Culture’s Engagement with Colonialism, Anti-Imperialism, 

and Identities 

Nanjun Zhou, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2021 

Supervisor:  Katherine Arens 

By comparing the literary and cinematic representations of the Boxer Movement 

that target different national and international communities in conjunction with their 

respective historical narratives about the Boxer Movement, this study explores the 

relationship between history and fiction as well as the dynamics between the (popular) 

literary devices and the (expected) historical knowledge shared by cultural producers and 

their audiences. The unstable historiographical paradigms surrounding the Boxer 

Movement (including colonialism, anti-imperialism or postcolonialism), and the often-

belated use of the historiographical paradigms by the popular cultural producers reveal 

the complex and multi-faceted nature of the Boxer Movement as a historical event and its 

usefulness as the background for the exercise of historical empathy. This study suggests 

also how the cultural producers creatively deploy the genre conventions within certain 

cultural frameworks that are familiar to their targeted audience in order to create cathartic 

and subliminal effects.  

vi 
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Introduction  

The Boxer Movement (1898-1901, more often called the Boxer Rebellion) and 

the ensuing invasion of Beijing by the west's Eight Nation Alliance were significant 

events, and not only in terms of their weight in modern Chinese history or modern 

diplomatic history, the breadth of their coverage in international news at the beginning of 

the twentieth century, and the astoundingly large number of historical materials 

addressing the Boxers in seven or more languages.  That event also has had lasting 

influence on popular opinion and culture, in often emotionally charged representations of 

this political moment in popular literature and films of different countries and regions 

from that period forward. 

The goal of this essay is to address the widely varying and lasting resonances of 

the Boxer Movement in literature and cinema. As we shall see, the Boxer Movement was 

and is not only of great interest internationally, producing fictional narratives of its 

"history" that varied widely at all times. This creates opportunities for narratives in many 

media to be tailored to tell stories about the Boxers that suit the sentiments of various 

national (and sometimes international) audiences that literary and cinematic 

representations would eventually target and cater to.  

To explicate how a relatively local act of resistance against foreigners and (also 

arguably) the Chinese ruling classes became an incident worthy of international memory, 

this study will review two groups of literary/cinematic representations of Boxer 

Movement respectively, first from the 1960s and 70s, and then from more recent decades 

(after 2000s). These fictions about the Boxers all edit historical facts to appeal to their 

audiences while actually often serving as political and social statements about their own 

times and, more significantly, reimagining the Boxer Movement as an ethical issue and 
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re-engaging with its imaginable moral difficulties from a more present perspective. In 

other words, as is suggested by Hayden White in “The Practical Past” that specifically 

deals with the rise of historical fiction in the second half of 20th century, such historical 

fictions constitute the effort to continually use historical materials to negotiate meaning 

within numerous and multi-perspectival presents. To make this case, the first section 

below will introduce what facts are actually known about the Boxers and the political 

interests of the international powers involved in the original event. It will also discuss in 

passing the changes in historiographic paradigms of narrating and assessing the Boxer 

Movement as discrete historical events, significantly different for each of the nations 

involved in this international crisis of the turn of the century and for the issues they were 

transacting in the present.  

After that, individual sections will each treat one group of popular texts that 

represent or use the Boxers:  the first group is cinematic – the films 55 Days at Peking 

(1963) and Ba Guo Lian Jun ([Eight Nation Alliance], also known as The Bloody 

Avengers or Spiritual Fists) (1976) -- and the second is written – novels and graphic 

novels by Mo Yan (2001), Gene Luen Yang (2013), and Clare Kane (2019). In each case, 

the texts from a single era but different national and international communities will be 

contrasted with each other in terms of the authors' cultural location, the sociopolitical 

assumptions that connect them with their target audience, and the ideologies of 

representing the various historical groups involved. How the (popular) literary devices 

converge with the (expected) historical knowledge of the cultural producers and 

audiences is the point of interest in these sections. 

The conclusion will return the question of why the Boxer Movement, of all local 

rebellions or uprisings, should be the spur to political discussions in such widely different 

contexts.  The literary and cinematic representations of the Boxer Movement, as we shall 
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see, are good indexes for the various national politics and identities that continue to 

structure the stories told about international relations among major world powers, and 

how different cultural fields and the cultural producers position themselves by re-

presenting such moments in international political history and offering their own versions 

of “philosophy of history” from the perspectives of the needs of their respective 

“presents” (White 21). Historiographic changes, as well as the changes in the 

philosophies of history, as reflected in the historical fictions, are the results of authors’ 

and producers’ constant reassessment and reorganization of the numerous historical 

materials available in response to their own hopes, desires, fears, disgust, shock, and 

other forms of intuition as well as those of their imagined readers and consumers. 

 

A Historical Introduction to the Boxer Movement 

Any historical or diachronic introduction of Boxer Movement (or, in the older 

English convention, the Boxer Rebellion) should encompass its origin, development, 

escalation or culmination into a full-blown war, and its consequences or conclusion. One 

might also expect accounts of how actors from various groups or communities of 

different classes, nationalities, religious backgrounds, and cultural psychologies 

interacted and communicated (or miscommunicated) as they came into conflicts with one 

another. Finally, one must realize that such a complicated event has not been fully 

explored: newly emerging historical materials in different languages and ever evolving 

multinational historiographies are still changing people’s understanding and 

interpretations of an event that impacted so many global great powers. As I will show 

briefly, even when it comes down to the factual level, there are still quite a few 

controversies and problems that await disambiguation.  
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In the context of the Boxer Movement (1898-1902), "Boxer" is a term designating 

a group of Chinese who practiced martial arts and who claimed to be able to defend 

themselves against the bullets of foreign armies through spirit possession. This spiritual 

possession, which allegedly made its practitioners invincible to Western weapons, played 

a vital role in the following rapid expansion of Boxer movement in North China in an era 

of drought, hunger, and anxiety, and when a lack of government support or regulation 

added more fuel to the fire of their stress and discontent.  

An early slogan associated with the movement, “support the Qing government 

and exterminate the foreigners,” reveals their two motivations: first, a nationalist impulse 

rejecting foreign (principally European, but also Japanese) intervention into Chinese 

politics when its ruling dynasty was on the verge of dying out, and second, a rise of 

xenophobia directed particularly against the Western Imperial powers and their Christian 

missionaries.  Despite the harsh oppression by the Qing government of the Boxer 

Movement and the contingency of the cooperation between the Qing government and the 

Boxers at a later stage, it seems that, in fact, they did not rebel against their own 

government, but instead were protesting against the infiltration of Westerners, 

particularly missionaries, who were transforming traditional rural Chinese lives.  

The curious difference in historical terminology -- the choice of writers between 

"Boxer Movement" and the "Boxer Rebellion" in both the press and academic 

scholarship1 -- most likely reflects different evaluations of the semicolonial nature of the 

Qing (Manchu) government. That government had been forced to sign numerous Unequal 

Treaties following the Opium Wars (1839-1842) in order to guarantee the interests of 

colonialist (mainly European) countries in China. Attacking the foreigners present in the 

 
1 Estherick mentions this common misunderstanding or misnomer of “Boxer Rebellion” as well (xiv).  
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country was an explicit offense against those treaties and therefore an attack or "uprising" 

against the Qing government – the term "Boxer Rebellion" suggests that the Boxers, 

predominantly rural and poor, were working against their own government (rather than 

against those who forced the treaties onto that government, which seems to be closer to 

the truth). Only in this sense, then, can the Boxers be understood as a rebellion. A closer 

look at the name Boxer Rebellion also reveals the complex power dynamics among three 

major forces in Boxer Movement – Qing government, imperialistic countries (mainly 

European), and Boxers. 

In fact, the different names of the Boxer Movement, Boxer Rebellion, or Boxer 

Uprising (with the latter the most affirmative, suggesting a grass roots resistance to 

tyranny) foreground the unofficial and voluntary character of the Boxer Movement and 

its conflict with the more authoritative regional forces, originating from below – their 

fearful discontentment toward the more familiar Qing government and their bewildered 

hatred toward the foreign presence in China. This double oppression is also the reason 

why this xenophobic movement tinged with superstition has been characterized generally 

as an anti-imperialist, anti-colonialist or nationalistic mass movement, as well.  

The Western press has mostly used the term "Boxer Rebellion" in the past, 

perhaps because it suggests a reading of the incident that casts the European powers in a 

positive light:   the Eight-Nation Alliance helped the Manchu government quell a riot 

against missionaries and Christians in China, an account with few or any colonialist 

connotations. In contrast, the name Boxer War used by some more recent scholars directs 

attention to a war between these supposed allies (the Chinese and the Alliance), a shorter 

but also much more intense event than the Boxer Movement in general:  a war between 

China and the Imperialist powers that supposedly helped it, induced by the Boxer 
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Uprising in 1900, in which both the Qing armies and the Boxers fought against the 

foreign troops.  

More recent studies have adopted the term "Boxer Movement," the most generic 

and encompassing concept of all four common names for the incident.  Calling the events 

that surrounded the Boxers’ activities a movement, however, is also not correct, since it 

aggregates a series of wide-ranging smaller events of very different nature into the 

geopolitical origins of the conflict, suggesting a politics from below that was broader than 

the Boxers’ role and function in the Boxer War. Out of the four names, only "Boxer 

Movement" and "Boxer War" come close to representing the broader facts now being 

accepted as part of this historical moment. 

The earliest beginning of the Boxer Movement has a very particular 

temporospatial origin; an anti-missionary riot2 in Liyuantuan, Guan County (Guanxian) 

in Shandong starting in 1869 due to the conversion of a Jade Emperor Temple into a 

church, which intensified in April, 1887, with the extension of the church buildings and 

the ensuing protests and charges against the Christians and the local church by the 

villagers, and then developed into Boxer Movement itself in 1898 when a Boxer, Zhao 

Sanduo, was named as their leader (Dai 5-6; Lu vi). The unrest surrounding these 

missionaries grew as other supposedly parallel situations came to light: the growing 

foreign presence in China, regional bouts of friction between Christian and non-Christian 

Chinese, and the passiveness and seeming powerlessness of the Qing government to 

resist foreign interference and influences in their domestic affairs. The xenophobic 

 
2 This anti-missionary riot was only one among the many that took place in Shandong and Zhili around 

1900, where the conflict Christians (including both the Chinese converts and European missionaries) and 

non-Christian Chinese were most intense. See R. G. Tiedemann, Reference Guide to Missionary Societies 

in China (Armonk, NY:  M. E. Sharpe, 2009). 
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sentiments in Shandong induced by the aforementioned situations helped the Boxer 

Movement consolidate and grow.  

Another trigger point was more overtly political: the occupation of Jiaozhou Bay 

(“Kiautschou” in German) in south-Shandong peninsula by the navy of the German 

Empire in 1989 because two German Roman Catholic priests were killed by Big Sword 

Society members in Juye County, Shandong on November 1, 1897. The Bay's occupation 

(or “concession,” as it was euphemistically named) inflamed a more intense xenophobic 

sentiment among the Chinese in Shandong, even as it furthered a growing regional 

presence of the German missionaries from the Divine Word Society as a reaction. That 

presence, in turn, caused a new bout of friction between Christians and non-Christian 

Chinese and between common Chinese people and foreigners.  

In contrast with the temporospatial origin of the Boxer Movement, the 

Movement's organizational origins are still a controversial topic among history scholars. 

It has been long disputed whether Yihetuan (which could potentially be translated into 

“Militia United in Righteousness”) has developed out of the Shandong and Zhili local 

militias that had been organized to protect the safety and property of common people, or 

out of sectarian groups that practiced religious rituals, meditations, and martial arts, such 

as the White Lotus Sect (Dai, Estherick; Lu, Sāto).3 The most recent research by Lu and 

Sāto provides  extensive and substantial evidence for the connection between the White 

 
3 See George N. Steiger, China and the Occident: The Origin and Development of the Boxer Movement 

(New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1927); see also Victor Purcell, The Boxer Uprising: A Background Study 

(Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1963). China and the Occident is one of the first studies of the Boxer 

Movement by the West, in which Steiger claims that Boxer Movement originated in the North China 

militias instead of the White Lotus Sect. Purcell refutes Steiger’s claim by tracing the distinction between 

yihetuan (“Militia United in Righteousness) and yihequan (“Boxers United in Righteousness”) to a 

telegram sent by Shandong governor Zhang Rumei to the Manchu court on May 22nd, 1898, in which 

Zhang Rumei tried to use the word play to justify Boxers’ activities and win support from the Manchu 

court for the Boxers. Dai and Estherick support the claim that the origin of the Boxer Movement lies in the 

Militias, while Lu and Sāto argue for the White Lotus origin.  
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Lotus Sect and the practitioners of yihequan4 (“Boxers United in Righteousness”5); Lu’s 

studies exploit the oral history materials in Shandong University, which adds credibility 

to his account.  Additionally, according to Lu, the militias in Shandong and Zhili, which 

had been organized initially to suppress two White Lotus Uprisings in 1853 and 1863, 

actually either remained neutral during the Christian and non-Christian frictions, even 

helping to hide the Christians, or tried to mediate between Boxers and Christians (135).  

Lu argues that “yihequan” (Boxing of Righteousness and Harmony, more a 

Boxing organization than a practice of martial arts) derived most directly from Plum 

Flower Boxing (meihuaquan), which was the name for both a Boxing organization and a 

set of Boxing techniques, though Boxers United in Righteousness were not necessarily 

former Plum Flower Boxers (96-7).6 In contrast to Lu, other scholars, like Sāto and Lin, 

argue for simultaneously valid organizational origins of the Boxer Movement: they 

believe that Plum Flower Boxing, together with other sectarian groups like Red Lantern, 

Divine Boxing, or Big Sword Society, all contribute to the genesis and development of 

the Boxer Movement.  

What these accounts underplay is that these different sectarian groups had 

different focuses and activities. It seems that their different focuses have altogether 

contributed to a general impression people have developed about Yihetuan, the group, 

and the whole Boxer Movement. Yet significant differences existed among the groups. 

 
4 Plum Flower Boxing, according to a Memorial to the Throne in 1774, was a branch of Wu Wei Sect or a 

secret society that derived from Wu Wei Sect, which in turn was a branch of White Lotus Sect (Lu 95).  
5 This follows Cohen’s translation (16).  
6 In refutation of Estherick and Cohen’s idea that yihetuan derived from Big Sword Society, Lu argues that 

Big Sword Society (dadaohui) and Divine Boxing (shenquan), despite their respective Invulnerability 

Ritual and Spirit Possession, were not the immediate organizational origin of yihequan (3-4).  Lu’s 

narrative account of Boxers’ spatiotemporal origin seems to suggest that the Yihequan leader, Zhao 

Sanduo, a Plum Flower Boxer, used the name Yihequan to avoid bringing troubles to the Plum Flower 

Boxing group, though, as Lu points out by referring to Zhili governer Liu E’s memorial to Qianlong 

Emperor, the name Yihequan has come into being long before the Boxer Movement in 1767 (97-9; 93).  
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For example, the Red Lantern group consists only of women who practiced martial art 

practiced Taoist rituals, while Divine Boxing has a focus on spirit possession rituals. The 

Big Sword Society had the invulnerability rituals. As mentioned before, Plum Flower 

Boxing, which according to Lu served as the most immediate origin of the Boxer 

Movement, was the name for both a series of boxing techniques and one of the secret 

societies whose religious practices were frowned upon or even prohibited by Confucian 

Qing government and gentry class (Lu 92-3). Like many other sects, it had both the 

features of boxing societies and sectarian groups, where its practitioners might have 

trained in qigong (a traditional system of coordinated body-posture and movement, 

breathing, and meditation that is associated with both spirituality and martial-arts 

training), burned incense, recited the Taoist scriptures, prophesized with eight trigrams, 

and did the boxing for their physical training. The few official records of Plum Flower 

Boxing or other sectarian groups that exist – mainly in form of memorials by the Qing 

officials to the court – show that their practitioners were constantly in conflict with the 

local government or in hiding.  

Aside from the rapid expansion of the Boxer Movement in Shandong and Zhili 

between 1898 and 1900, another problem has interested the historians of the Boxer 

Movement greatly: why this movement led to a war between European imperialistic 

powers and the Qing government in June.7 This problem looks all the more interesting 

when one considers the fact that it was mainly the Qing government that fought with the 

Boxers until May 1900. Though the Qing court feared causing more riots and 

discontentment among the people, it tried to suppress the Boxer Movement to appease the 

diplomatic legations in Beijing. In fact, in response to the request of the diplomatic 

 
7 See Xiang and Lin for more detailed exploration of the topic of the contingency of Boxer War. Xiang and 

Lin both made reasonable speculations about Cixi’s motives to declare war with the eight-nation legation 

despite a general lack of first-hand materials.  
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quarter, including the embassies of the British Empire, France, Germany, Italy and the 

United States, to suppress the Boxer Movement more thoroughly, the Qing court replaced 

in 1899 the Shandong governor Yuxian with Yuan Shikai, the historical figure who 

appears in Mo Yan’s historical novel Sandalwood Death. The foreign diplomatic 

legations charged that the former did not actively suppress the Boxer Movement, who, as 

if to prove that he did harbor resentment toward the foreigners, when he was appointed as 

Shanxi governor later in 1900, he actually had all the foreigners in Taiyuan killed. 

Maneuvering between Imperial powers and Qing court, Yuan Shikai did prove 

himself to be the most active defender of the Imperialistic powers’ interests and succeed 

in effectively and efficiently subduing the uprisings of the Boxers in Shandong in 1900, 

while Yulu, Yuan’s counterpart governor in Zhili, did not wipe out the uprisings, despite 

his brutal killings of Boxers8 (Lin 80-90). However, seeing the Boxer Movement expand 

even more rapidly and their own diplomatic threats and display of naval forces to be of 

no avail, the imperial powers doubted whether Qing government had been dedicated 

enough to suppress the Boxer Movement and even suspected that it had been 

collaborating with the Boxers (Lin 112; Xiang 155-181). Therefore, following the 

requests of the diplomatic legation, among whom the British and American ministers 

were especially proactive, the foreign powers sent troops in attempt to contain and 

eliminate the Boxer Movement themselves.9 

 
8 Lin points out that Yulu, unlike what many other scholars has claimed, did not sympathize with the Boxer 

Movement and therefore adopted a laissez-faire attitude toward the conflicts between the Boxers and 

foreigners. Yulu, according to Lin, was devoted to his task of quelling the Boxer Movement but did not 

come up with a plan of suppression as comprehensively and efficiently as Yuan. Yuan mobilized and 

exploited all the resources at hand – the military force, the intelligence and police forces, the local gentry as 

well as the village leaders – to eliminate the Boxer Movement’s strength (Lin 80-90).  
9 Xiang examines the diplomatic papers in all languages involved in the Boxer Movement, except Russian, 

and reconstructs, especially in Chapter 7, the conflicts and miscommunication between Qing government 

and diplomats on the matter of suppressing the Boxer Movement thoroughly.  
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Several different views about why this war started are adduced by scholars.   For 

example, Xiang tries to refute the theory of the war's inevitability about the war, to 

explain that the Boxers’ initiation of the war, the acquiescence and participation of 

Manchu court’s conservatives, and the imperialistic competition all led to the war, but 

they did not cause it.   By examining the available diplomatic documents in all relevant 

languages, Xiang determines that the war was started despite the hesitations of the 

Manchu court and the imperialistic powers and their attempts to keep a balance. His book 

argues instead that misunderstanding and miscommunications between the Western 

powers and China, caused by the corps diplomatique of amateurs, led to the war, and that 

the war itself was not inevitable. However, Xiang also points out that the 

misunderstanding and miscommunications were to some degree intentional on the part of 

the Western powers – in the era, Japan, Germany, France, Russia, Austria-Hungary, and 

England were particularly interested in carving up Chinese territory. Thus, for example, 

diplomats with long experience in China were recalled after 1895 and replaced by new 

ones who did not care to understand Chinese etiquette and culture and were determined to 

use the “Negro method” to deal with the Chinese, meaning treating them as less human 

than Westerners (Xiang 353). Additionally, most interpreters who accompanied the 

ambassadors were purportedly incompetent. A popular opinion at that time, whose 

representative was the Prussian ambassador Edmund Friedrich Gustav von Heyking, was 

that an ambassador should eschew any effort at courtesy and use force with barbarians 

like the Chinese (Xiang 65). 

Lin’s study, like Xiang’s, also suggests that the colonizing strategies – both the 

diplomatic and the military – of the imperialistic powers were primarily responsible for 

the war, instead of the Qing government's wavering attitude or the expansion of 

xenophobic Boxer organizations. By analyzing the Imperial Edicts of Empress Dowager 
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Cixi (Tzu-Hsi), the documents that serve best to explain the motives of this de facto head 

of the state, Lin argues that the military threat of the Eight-Nation Alliance rather than the 

expansion of Boxer organizations forced the Qing court to change its diplomatic strategy 

and to declare war with the eight countries. It was not until June 16th, 1900, six days after 

Edward H. Seymour, the Commander-In-Chief of the Eight-Nation Alliance, along with 

2000 armed men, had gotten on the train to Beijing, that Empress Dowager Cixi indicated 

clearly in her imperial edict that she was considering recruiting Boxers to help in fending 

off the allied foreign forces (Lin 106). Knowing that a war was unavoidable, the Qing 

court made the decision to go into war with the eight countries, including the British 

Empire, Russia, Japan, France, Germany, United States, Italy and Austria-Hungary on 

June 19th, 1900 (Lin 129, Xiang 304-7). Starting June 10th, Boxers fought against the 

foreign troops led by Seymour in Tianjin (Tientsin); the Gansu Army (or Kansu Brave), 

the strongest Qing army, joined the Boxers on June 18th and served as the main force in 

preventing the foreign troops from entering Beijing by train (Lin 176-184). Despite their 

numbers, Boxers and Gansu Army lost the battle in Tianjin on July 14th.  

Another interesting point Lin raises by going through the official Qing court 

documents, reports to the British government, and analyses of the map of the Legation 

Quarter is that, in contrast to the common misunderstanding that the Boxers were the 

main force that besieged the diplomatic quarter in Beijing, it was actually the Qing troops 

that attacked the diplomatic quarter most vehemently (165). The subsequent course of the 

engagement was equally convoluted.  On July 14th, the Empress dowager stopped the 

siege and offered to escort the diplomatic personnel to Tianjin, only to resume the siege 

again, starting on August 10th. Lin hypothesizes that the siege, under the command of 

Cixi, was meant to exert pressure on the Western imperial powers and force them to offer 

peace by July 14th. The desperate attack by the Qing troops she launched on the legation 
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quarter again starting on August 10th would thus have made it possible for her to shift all 

the blame onto the Boxers, in the event that diplomatic personnel in Beijing were killed 

in the siege so that they could not tell the incoming expeditions about Qing court’s part in 

the siege. That plan, if true, did not come to nothing: though the eight-nation expeditions 

arrived in Beijing on August 14th and relieved the siege, there were still numerous rumors 

surrounding the siege and making the impression that Boxers were to blame for or took a 

more essential role in the siege depending on the negative or positive evaluation on the 

Boxers. Among these rumors, the most famous one has been the theory of false 

diplomatic note that claims Cixi lost her mind after she received a false diplomatic note 

with outrageous content written by an anti-foreign Chinese official and therefore decided 

to wage war – this, for example, has been represented as truth in Clare Kane’s historical 

romance Dragons in Shallow Waters. 

The result for China was devastating. The loss of the Boxer War by the Qing 

government led to the Eight-Nation Alliance's invasion of Beijing, Tianjin, and other 

cities in northern China under the command of German General Alfred Graf von 

Waldersee and another unequal treaty – the “Boxer Protocol” of 1900. Yuan Shikai – the 

villain in Mo Yan’s novel – in an attempt to ingratiate himself with the Alliance powers, 

killed tens of thousands of Boxers or common Chinese people that were suspected to be 

Boxers after the Boxer War ended.  

But these assessments of the Boxer Movement have always been subject to rapid 

and sometimes radical revision. In his 1997 classic on Boxer Movement History in Three 

Keys, for instance, Cohen already highlights the Boxer Movement as more an experience 

than an actual serious political move: rumors about spiritual possession and magic, as 

well as xenophobia on both sides (Chinese and foreigner), created highly emotionally 

charged first-hand or second-hand accounts and oral history, whose lack of reliability 
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does not make them less interesting or less able to give scholars clues pointing at the 

truth. Correspondingly, Cohen notes that the Chinese have long been portrayed in the 

foreign press at the time as xenophobic and barbaric, while the accounts of upper-class 

Chinese about the Boxers that describe their own countrymen as backward were no less 

negative. In contrast to the negative evaluation of the Boxer Movement by the Western 

press and earlier scholarly work, then, Cohen also reconstructs the ambiguity inherent in 

how Chinese intellectuals around the time of the New Culture Movement (mid-1910s – 

1920s) recast the Boxer movement as xenophobic or anti-imperialistic. After the PRC 

was established, the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) heralded the modernization of 

China and the myth-building around the Boxer movement that may well have overstated 

their strength as an organized movement from below. 

Clearly, the narrative truth of the situation lies very much on the diplomatic 

histories, oral histories in Shandong, and systematic studies of missionary activities: each 

nation acted with clear goals in mind, imperialism or a wish to drive out foreign powers; 

yet how the actual struggles played out on the ground were much less documented until 

very recent, given the lower class or rural status of most Boxers, far from the court, and 

the ambiguous activities of the Christian missionaries groups of very different natures 

widely scattered across the region. This has been a blurred canvas, onto which several 

generations of writers and filmmakers have drawn their own visions of heroism and 

martyrdom with relatively little restriction of the truth, as we shall track in the following 

sections.  

However, on top of the primary historical materials that await discoveries, the 

changing historiographic narratives about the Boxers reflect more of the changes in the 

evaluation and assessment of different groups of people in history as well as in the 

reorganization of existing ethnocultural groups. While historical narratives inherently 
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contain value judgments – for example, about which group is to blame for the outbreak of 

the Boxer War--, methodology is where historians show their rigor. A small change in the 

ways of using or approaching historical documents or other forms of historical materials 

will lead to very different conclusions, as one can see in Lin’s ingenious and rigorous 

deployment of existing historical documents that leads to refreshing conclusions.  

Yet there is a limit to what historians can do to narratives – this is also where 

producers of historical fictions give free play to their historical empathy and reconstruct 

the Boxer Movement as the experiment venue for an identifiable character/identifiable 

characters to go through physical, psychological or moral trials in historical situations. As 

White notes in the aforementioned article, the “technique of anachronism” is the common 

trick used by historical fictions: they more than often choose to represent a main 

character that has a mentality that is more typical of the time of the cultural production 

than of the represented historical period itself (21).  

For the different clusters of literary or cinematic works this study selects, different 

historical focuses constitute their backgrounds or pretexts. For example, the diplomatic 

history, missionary history, and a history of the mass media or public opinion at that time 

can be crucial to understanding the first cluster of historical novels from around 1900s 

written by British and Prussian female writers who both lived in China for a relatively 

long period of time by accompanying their husbands during their diplomatic or business 

travels to China -- works that will not be discussed here.  

A more up-to-date love story by Clare Kane, a British writer who lived in 

Shanghai and Beijing, reflects similarly aforementioned aspects, yet lightly in more 

updated versions. The two most familiar cinematic representations were released 

respectively in 1960s and 70s and by the U.S. and Hong Kong film production 

companies, both originally intended for mass entertainment. As we shall see in the next 
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section, 55 Days at Peking exploits the materials of both diplomatic and military history 

from an Anglo-American point of view, while Eight-Nation Alliance foregrounds the 

historical origin of the acclaimed bullet-repelling martial art techniques from the 

perspective of three Boxers. Lastly, the other two more recent representations about the 

Boxer Movement, Boxers and Saints and Sandalwood Death, both make use of the 

theatrical and performance-related elements in the Boxers’ organization and practices, 

which Estherick and Cohen analyze closely with anthropological interests in their books 

on the Boxer Movement. These texts come to the fore in the second-last section of this 

essay. 

In the final few words about history-writing offered here, it is important to 

mention two culturally interesting, if not so directly relevant, historical assumptions 

about the Boxer Movement. As Cohen brings up in his introduction to the Boxer 

Movement, the obscurity of the Taiping Rebellion, a peasant uprising against the Qing 

authority under the inspiration of Christianity only a few decades earlier than the Boxer 

Movement, forms a sharp contrast with the popular depiction and the wide media 

coverage devoted to the Boxer Movement in the West. It is the Taiping Rebellion as well 

as the ensuing Boxer Movement that remind people of the decline of the once prosperous 

Qing dynasty due to administrative inefficiency, financial crises and population growth 

under the leadership of Manchu elites, whose ancestors had established an empire across 

Mongolia, Tibet and much of central Asia (Hevia 157). The ruling of Manchu court as an 

ethnic minority or even a “foreign” ethnicity over Han people forms a compelling parallel 

to the Euro-American colonialism in China, which has been, according to Forman in his 

analysis of the Victorian adventure novels that fictionalize the Boxer Movement, 

repeatedly emphasized by British observers during that time period. These two seemingly 

irrelevant historical and ethnic complexities surrounding the event of Boxer Movement 
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perhaps make the contingency of its historical implications all the more inviting. They are 

the examples of the countless historical factors in/around the Boxer Movement, the 

change of whose place/ whose displacement in the historical picture could potentially 

impact the evaluation that a particular audience or readership would be brought to make. 

Let us now turn to how such shifts of evaluation are actually made in films and other 

texts. 

 

The Boxer War in Film Epics:  Simulacrum of the Traumatic 

Encounter 

Both the 1963 Hollywood film 55 Days at Peking and the 1976 Hong Kong film 

Ba Guo Lian Jun [Eight Nation Alliance] are relatively large-budget films made by big 

film production companies that represent and feature the Boxer Movement. 55 Days at 

Peking portrays how a diplomat at the British Embassy, Sir Arthur Robinson (David 

Niven), and American major Matt Lewis (Charlton Heston) led the foreign ministers to 

defend the Legation Quarter in Beijing against the attacks of Boxers and Qing armies for 

55 days, before Eight Nation Alliance came to rescue them.  

The kung fu film Ba Guo Lian Jun [Eight Nation Alliance] is a Shaw Brothers 

Studio production that, as if it had been constructed as a direct response to 55 Days at 

Peking, embraces a strong nationalistic ideology and offers a set of supposedly 

eyewitness accounts, told from the perspective of three Chinese young martial arts 

practitioners and sworn brothers, Chen Zhang (Bryan Leung), Shuai Fengyun (Chi Kuan-

Chun), and Zeng Xianhan (Alexander Fu Sheng), who participated in and got 

disillusioned with the Boxer Movement in their attempt to save China from imperialism 

and backwardness. 
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Despite their relative faithfulness to historical facts, both films conform to the 

cultural ideologies and the genre conventions of their respective fields of cultural 

production. 55 Days at Peking reflects the conventions of an American historical war 

epic typically made in Hollywood in the Cold War. Ba Guo Lian Jun follows those of a 

Hong Kong kung fu film that appealed to a large international audience, especially in 

CCP China, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia.10 Let me first offer a brief overview of the two 

film productions and a comparison of significant historical and cultural details present in 

each film, before I turn toward a comparative analysis of one scene from each film to 

highlight the underlying cultural assumptions and frameworks of each.  

55 Days enjoyed great publicity during its release thanks to Hollywood and 

MGM’s publicity outreach, though it has been said that it finished off the career of its 

director, Nicholas Ray, who was hospitalized in the process of filming this epic in Spain. 

In the 1970s, it had become necessary for Hollywood studios to let independent 

producers like Samuel Bronston make big-budget motion pictures with lower costs in 

Spain under the threat of “television and anti-trust rulings”11 (Rosendorf 77). According 

to Rosendorf, the Franco regime and independent Hollywood producers like Samuel 

Bronston cooperated between the 1950s and the 1970s without much political and 

 
10 Hong Kong has achieved the status of “Hollywood in the East” status in the 70s (Wang 150). Due to the 

“right-leaning” tendencies” of Sir Run Run Shaw, the founder of the Shaw Brothers Studio, Shaw Brothers 

films were allowed exportation and screening in Taiwan and in some theaters in North America that were 

under the KMT sponsorship. Thus, the Shaw Brothers films were able to serve a large group of diasporic 

audience (Wang 165). However, it is also widely acknowledged that Hong Kong film production’s 

cooperation with mainland China has become more and more common since the 70s, especially since the 

late 70s, which was marked by the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976. On top of the existing “left 

camp” of Hong Kong film production companies, the left turn of the Hong Kong film sphere has been a 

trend in the 70s.  
11 See also Thomas Schatz, “Part V 1947-1960: Decline,” The Genius of the System: Hollywood 

Filmmaking in the Studio Era (Pantheon Books: New York, 1988, pp. 411-62). During the end of studio era 

by the end of the 50s, MGM was “the last of the majors to phase out its studio contract personnel” (462). It 

is a useful supplement to Rosendorf's explanations of necessary co-productions associated with foreign 

filming of Hollywood films. 
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ideological friction to produce epic films that benefited both sides. For example, the 

gigantic sets built for 55 Days at Peking were notably exploited by Information and 

Tourism Minister Fraga for domestic and foreign guests’ VIP tours, whereas US 

Embassy similarly brought visitors to Las Matas to admire the sets. Because of these 

favorable production circumstances, the productions looked sumptuous: the incense 

emitted by the censer, the pillars with dragon carvings and the gilded screens in the 

chamber of the Empress Dowager’s Palace appear realistic and exquisite thanks to 

Bronston’s cooperation with the Franco government. This film was meant to be a 

spectacle, with lush historical sets surrounding an epic love story. 

The producer of the kung fu film, the Shaw Brothers film company, has long been 

the heart of the largest film production company in Hong Kong, one which boasts of 

specializations in blockbuster “epic productions based on traditional Chinese folklore” in 

Mandarin, as well as kung fu films in both Cantonese and Mandarin. Thus Ba Guo Lian 

Jun is no less entertainment-oriented than 55 Days (Wang 164) – both try to appeal to the 

mass audiences of their respective eras. Shaw Brothers Studio deployed astute, frugal, 

and practical production and distribution strategies, as a well-connected diaspora film 

company knew how to. It established close relationships with British colonial officials 

and rich men and had more “commodity manufacturing” than “artistry or craftsmanship” 

as its foremost goal12 (Davis 56).  

The film’s aliases in translation, Bloody Avengers and Spiritual Fists, reveal more 

clearly its genre film identity. Catering to the tastes of both mainland and overseas 

 
12 Shaw Brothers hired talent directly from overseas, especially Japan, and brought new elements into its 

cinematic repertoire. Cinematographers like Nishimoto Tadashi and Miyaki Yukio shot exclusively for 

Cheh Chang in the 1970s. Most notably, Miyaki Yukio (also known as Mu-To Kung or Long Mu-yi) shot 

for Ba Guo Lian Jun (1976). The reason why this film represents the conflicts between the three Brothers 

and the Japanese troops the most was probably a presence of much Japanese talent at Shaw Brothers 

Studio.  
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Chinese viewers, this film major’s connections with China and Southeast Asia figure 

prominently. According to Stephen Teo, Ba Guo Lian Jun’s director Chang Cheh, one of 

the older-generation Mandarin-speaking veteran film makers with an immigrant 

background from mainland China, has been a master of martial arts genre who reworked 

the kung fu clichés into cinematic art. Cheh is also the only director whose main interests 

concerned the representation of yanggang (qualities of manhood) – there is indeed a 

lavish display of masculine bodies in this film (98).  

Though these two entertainment-oriented blockbusters strengthen cultural and 

historical stereotypes by wrapping the history into genre conventions and elements that 

their intended audience were familiar with, as might be expected for commercial films, 

they also are convincing in their representations of the historical events and cultural 

elements within their limits. It is worth mentioning at the beginning that both films make 

the same historical “mistake” in order to establish the Chinese “side” of the war as a 

unified voice: they assume the cooperation or collusion of the Qing court with the 

Boxers, while the films' more detailed word choices depend on their respective 

assessments of the Chinese people and the allied troops. But as sketched in the historical 

introduction, the latest historical discoveries make it clear that the cooperation between 

Cixi’s Qing government and the Boxers was extremely contingent until the middle of 

June 1900 – the Boxers were an independent cell of resistance.  

Such misrepresentations of the relationship between the Qing government and the 

Boxers commonly appear in earlier Western popular literature and film, which relied 

heavily on the imperialist narratives inherited from the original event, stressing the 

mistrust of the diplomats and missionaries in China toward the Qing government – an 

"East versus West" divide which uncritically lumps the Boxers together with their 

governments, a clear contradiction to the facts of the situation. These older historical 
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narratives from the Western allies tended to underestimate the role Qing government 

played in the oppression of the Boxer Movement in their accounts and reports about the 

event.  

The Chinese misrepresentation of the Qing-Boxer relationship might have come 

into being for a totally different reason: no matter whether a piece of Chinese popular 

literature views the Boxers negatively or positively, it tends to downplay the role of Qing 

armies and amplify that of the Boxers, aligning their attention with "the people" who 

were oppressed rather than with a regime that had contributed to that oppression. For this 

reason, British actress Flora Robson’s portrayal of Cixi as a cunning and calm politician 

in 55 Days might actually be more realistic than that in Ba Guo Lian Jun, with Li Lihua 

representing her as a beautiful, naïve, and pampered old lady. This difference between the 

two films' representations of the Empress, then, opens out the basic field of stereotypes 

and stock narratives that audiences for popular historical epics might be familiar with. 

More significantly, both films start their plotline by featuring Cixi’s sumptuous living 

quarter and the reverence or even obsequiousness of those around her: 55 Days represents 

Cixi’s exotic garden with a big golden cage for a nightingale (which is not even a 

Chinese bird) or the sumptuous interior setting of Cixi’s living quarter. This suggests that 

both films exploit Cixi’s image as one of the favorite historical icons – the last powerful 

monarch in Chinese history and a woman – and the exotic quality of that image (even to a 

modern Chinese viewer) to enhance their general appeal. 

The Hollywood epic is true to its type, combining a certain degree of authenticity 

with details that date the film.  Despite its “yellowface”13 casting and monolingual 

 
13 The term “yellowface” can be used to describe the situation where an Asian role is played by a non-

Asian actor with make-up. Fuller mentions the flexibility in the practice of creating Chineseness on the 

screen: in Dragon Seed, “from Katherine Hepburn’s New England patrician tones to Turhan Bey’s Turkish 

and Akim Tamiroff’s Russian accents” (xi), all portray Chinese characters. This echoes the fact in 55 Days 
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portrayal of a multilingual event, the historical depiction of 55 Days manifests a genuine 

struggle to accommodate historical research, as exemplified in considering its reference 

to the drought that led to discontentment in Chinese at the beginning of the film, the 

sequence of events, and its relatively realistic representations of important historical 

figures – yet, of course, as pro-foreigner and xenophobic types rather than real 

personages. The elegant and formal speeches in the film integrate many Chinese idioms 

into the dialogues of Chinese characters – in translation. For example, in the historical 

moment when the Empress Dowager Cixi dresses up as a common peasant woman in 

order to flee Beijing with the imminent arrival of the allied troops, which both films 

depict, Flora Robsen’s Cixi, with her face framed in the camera from a 45-degree angle 

and tears in her eyes, says: “Water can support a ship; water can upset it.” The intention 

of the scriptwriters who make her say this populist idiom by the Confucian philosopher 

Mencius (372-289BC) is unclear: it is possible that they just want her to say something 

characteristically Chinese and metaphorical.  However, though water means people while 

a ship the ruler in the original context, in this film’s context, water could mean either the 

Boxers or the imperialist powers whose support for the Qing court is extremely 

contingent and whose rebellion or revenge could be extremely dangerous. 

Smaller details also show the care in the epic's handling of history, even while it 

serves its audience. The deployment of a watercolor painting that depicts Chinese 

landscapes under the film's title sequence was by Chinese American artist Dong 

Kingman; it not only pleases the viewers' eyes, but also exemplifies the aesthetic and 

cultural subtlety the film overall has for visual representations that establish a particular, 

somewhat traditional but also fashionably appealing image of China in an Orientalist 

 
in Peking where Prince Tuan was played by Australian dancer Robert Helpmann and the Empress Dowager 

by British actress Flora Robson. 
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gaze. Similar observations apply to a scene set in the British Embassy in Beijing that is to 

be analyzed later, where crystal chandeliers and a long buffet table covered with white 

tablecloth in the Western style were set against carved loadbearing wooden pillars 

painted in red and yellowed mural paintings in Tang style on two sides of the wall in a 

Chinese-style palace transformed to a ballroom. Many, though certainly not all, of the 

color schemes, architectural features and interior layouts in the film are not only 

aesthetically, but also culturally impeccable.  

In addition to the aforementioned scenic merits of the film, some of the costume 

choices, though disturbing at first glance, reflect not only realistic historical details but 

also some degree of truth pulled out of the chaos in the changing historiographies of the 

Boxer Movement. For example, the Qing soldiers with black turbans in the film might 

look unfamiliar to a contemporary Chinese viewer, but they were in fact wearing the 

uniforms of the Muslim soldiers (also called Gansu Braves) from the Gansu Army that 

had been integrated into Beiyang Army and allowed to guard Beijing since 1898.  

More significant is a plot element. If a contemporary Chinese viewer were to 

complain that the Qing armies should not have attacked the Legation Quarter together 

with the Boxers,14 at least not as early as in the beginning of June 1900, it is more likely 

that he or she has been misled by standard history textbooks or even Wikipedia entry on 

the Boxer Rebellion to think that the Boxers were the main force or even the only force 

that attacked the Legation Quarter – which does not reflect history. As has been discussed 

in the historical introduction to this study, whether they considered the Boxer Movement 

in a positive or a negative light, many historians took it for granted that the Empress 

 
14 See Bin Yaom The Boxer Images in the U.S.: A Study of the Transnational Impact of Boxer Rising 

(World Knowledge Press: Beijing, 2010). Yao observes in his criticism of 55 Days that the Boxers were 

always represented as mixed together with the Qing soldiers (170). I agree with him, though, that the film 

rather simplistically casts the Boxers as an ignorant mob, a generalization that reduces the diversity of the 

movement.    
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Dowager did not dare to order a fierce attack at the diplomatic quarters, as she claimed to 

Western diplomats to cover up her own plans. Whichever sources the film’s scriptwriters 

used, then, the American film represents truthfully the historical details that would not 

usually be familiar to the contemporary Chinese audience.  

Despite those positive facets of 55 Days, the overt and unrealistic representation 

of Chinese women’s stealthy glances and their giggles directed at the American soldiers 

arriving in Beijing at the beginning of the film, for example, cater to stereotypes of Asian 

women that stayed tenaciously in popular culture. Some other representations, e.g., that 

of Prince Tuan (Robert Helpmann), the main figure who conspires against the foreigners, 

almost demonize the Chinese: he is triumphantly dressed as a Shaman and wearing 

fingernail guards15 in a celebration ritual in front of the Temple of Heaven16 – a role 

which a prince would scarcely have played because of his station, no matter that the 

Shaman costume is itself accurate. More significantly, though Boxers famously practiced 

invulnerability rituals and spirit possession, the sects they belong are not to be 

confounded with the Shamanism that the Manchu elites regularly practiced as 

descendants of an ethnic minority North of China. It is extremely unlikely that the two 

culturally divergent groups would engage in religious activities together or that the lower-

class Boxers would ever get access to the Manchu court. Not only does the representation 

of their "enemy" Prince Tuan demonize the characters, the representation of the Boxers’ 

collusion with him appears only too negative and simplistic, ignoring the many different 

factions that popular history has lumped together.  

 
15 Though Shamanism rituals was practiced often in the Manchu court, it was unthinkable for Prince Tuan, 

a royalty member, to dress as a Shaman himself. Additionally, based on his real-life support and 

enthusiasm for martial arts, it was also unlikely that he would keep long fingernails and need fingernail 

guards. 
16 As a minor note, the film also seems to falsely use this cylindrical building to represent the Empress 

Dowager’s living quarters. As the name of this building suggests, the Temple of Heaven was built for the 

purpose of worship. 
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However, the film does not appeal to its audience’s sympathies and warm feelings 

by demonization of other races, but by conjuring up the era's sentiments about the 

benevolence of the imperialists, which only highlights the negative Chinese stereotypes 

just when the film tries to do better. A romantic subplot in 55 Days between Major Lewis 

and a Russian baroness Natasha Ivanoff (US screen siren Ava Gardner) includes a 

second, sentimental subplot about a half-Chinese child Teresa, depicting words and 

actions that most forcefully reproduce Western ideologies of its time. In contrast, 

however, the film appeals to its audience’s sympathies and warm feelings by conjuring 

up the era's sentiments about the benevolence of the imperialists, which only highlights 

the negative Chinese stereotypes just when the film tries to do better. For example, US 

Marine Major Lewis is represented as friendly to and sympathetic with the Chinese – 

lecturing his subordinates to respect the Chinese culture, offering to buy the life of 

tortured British missionary from the Boxers with 20 dollars, and generously tipping the 

teenage Chinese doorman, which reminds one of the post-Cold-War American ideals of 

“middlebrow” tolerance and inclusion that characterized the representations of 

noncommunist Asia (Klein 11). At the end of the film, the outstretched hand of Major 

Lewis toward the 11-year-old half-Chinese-half-American orphan Teresa, with a timid 

and anticipating expression on her little face, crystalizes in a moment of humaneness. Yet 

one also realizes simultaneously that the empathies of the film’s targeted audience could 

probably only extend to the most harmless-seeming object, a little girl – and one who was 

half-American, not pure Chinese.  

In fact, the seemingly coincidental but predetermined death of Major Lewis’ 

lover, the Russian baroness Natasha, who had had an affair with a Chinese general – 

thereby committing the unforgivable crime of subverting the order of racial segregation 

in a Hollywood film – and caused the suicide of her husband, signals symbolically the 
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limit of tolerance in the film and from its own era time. After dutifully playing the role of 

a penitent sinner at the Legation Quarter clinic as a loving nurse, the baroness exchanged 

her invaluable sapphire necklace for opium as analgesics for the wounded soldiers in the 

Legation. She also showed no will to live after she got shot by the Boxers: no acts of 

kindness could bring her redemption, as a person who had violated racial lines as well as 

moral ones. Teresa’s father Captain Andy Marshall might have been killed in the defense 

of the Legation Quarter for the same reason – he has transgressed similarly against the 

racial segregation by having Teresa with an unknown Chinese woman. 

The 1976 Ba Guo Lian Jun [Eight Nation Alliance] represents what seem almost 

to be direct responses to 55 Days at Peking, as it embraces a strong nationalistic 

ideology. For example, it portrays the typical (for today's Chinese government) negative 

representation of a Chinese Christian who abused the influence of the church and 

foreigners to seize the land and property of other villagers. The film’s representation of 

Boxers is, however, also just as negative that of 55 Days at Peking. In its representation, 

the Boxers constituted an ignorant mob that vandalized and looted shops and houses and 

gave rise to chaos and unrest in the city. Both these scenes suggest an embrace of a 

conservative, nostalgic and nationalistic ideology that might have reached to a largest 

group of international audience – be they in CCP China, Taiwan, Southeast Asia or even 

in the KMT-sponsored cinemas in North America, they could all find some solace in the 

nostalgic and nationalistic tone of the film, which reflects both the right-leaning tendency 

of the Shaw Brothers Studio and the general rightward turn of Hong Kong film industry 

in the 70s to attract CCP audiences. 

The rather spontaneous and disorganized Boxer Movement is also interesting, 

since it is portrayed in the film as a scheme of certain careerists or scam-artists who 

wished to mislead the "little people." For example, the magic of spiritual possession is 
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portrayed as a deliberate lie spread by ambitious schemer-careerists like Li Zhongqing to 

encourage common people to sacrifice their life for his own gain– it could not be made 

more obvious in the film, for he appears in a silk jacket while all other Boxer-related 

characters wear cotton. Yet at the same time, the invincibility against common swords or 

daggers that some real Boxers claimed was depicted rather convincingly in the film as the 

product of a certain kind of Chinese martial arts, whose art required talent and practice of 

many years to master, even though it could still not defeat Western weapons. Most 

quickly recruited and faceless Boxers in Ba Guo Lian Jun naturally do not have the time 

to learn the difficult Boxing technique. The only person in the film who had mastered the 

art of invincibility, Zhang Zhenqiang (Yen Tsan Tang), has been shown as using it for the 

Boxers’ propaganda, and the script makes him pay for his allegiance, since he dies for the 

thirst for power of the Li.  

Yet the film's script has more nuance in it, as well, for those not seeking power. 

The three oath brothers around whom the film's plot revolves are represented as still 

determined to join the Boxers at the beginning of the film for patriotic reasons, even 

when they saw through the lies, only to become disillusioned later, when they realize that 

the Boxer movement could not “save” China from the hands of imperialists. In fact, it is 

an abstract principle like “save China” that allow the protagonists some emotional 

distance from the plight and bloodshed of the Boxers around them and lets them appear 

as more modern figures; in this sense, they represent the spirit of a Chinese-speaking 

audience in the 70s, who might think about ways out of the real China in their leisure 

time. The official mainland Chinese officials who booked a film like this one into 

Chinese cinemas would have required that their audience must not side with the 

revolutionaries, even when those revolutionaries were fairly protesting unjust conditions. 



 28 

Aside from this ideological orthodoxy, the film also evokes numerous 

conventions from popular literature and the kung fu/historical epic genre: for example, 

the stock set of characters as three sworn brothers, each with a very distinctive 

personality – as one can see in classical novels like Romance of the Three Kingdoms or 

even Journey to the West. In fact, “saving China” is one of the two guiding principles that 

motivate the plots of these texts; the other one is subservient to the nationalistic principle, 

the qingyi (tie and call) principle that prevails in Hong Kong kung fu or gangster films, 

stressing ties within the community that call to action. Shuai was the only person out of 

the three friends who always contemplated the future of China as the nation sought her 

way out of her plight. The film portrays him as a man of foresight who read 

appreciatively Sun Yat-Sen’s Manifesto of Revive China Society (published in 1895 in 

Hong Kong) and made the soundest judgement based on the situations at hand. Not 

surprisingly, he was also the only one who survived the Invasion of Beijing by the Eight-

Nation Alliance.  

In contrast to Shuai, the other two sworn brothers, Chen and Zeng, were more 

motivated by qingyi, the ideology of the revolution doomed to fail: even when they knew 

they would clearly die if they fought the allied troops heads-on, they would still rather die 

than disobey the call of duty or disregard the cherished ties to people they loved and 

respected. For example, the real invulnerability practitioner, Zhang, felt that he had no 

choice but to block the machine guns of the Japanese troops, because he had no choice 

but to use his life to avenge his brother, who was shot by a foreigner. Chen, the oldest 

among the three and the one who knew the world of kung fu the best, after seeing the 

heroic acts of Zhang, repeated to himself that a hero should be just like Zhang; he himself 

died later just as he wished, in a futile attempt to stop the allied troops from entering 

Beijing.  
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The camera use in the film is noteworthy in making these points. A close-up on 

the determined face of Zhang and a stop motion portrayal of Chen jumping emphatically 

into midair during their deaths are the badges the film gives to its heroes. A close-up is 

also dedicated to Zeng, the youngest one who never misses a good laugh even in the 

direst situation, when he died standing after fighting with the guns to the last breath. 

Significantly, the film adopts montage and pans over historical photos to depict the 

legation of Peking by the Eight Nation Alliance, depicting the damage the Boxer War did 

to the historical Peking and stressing the odds against which these heroes struggled.  

The language use in Ba Guo Lian Jun is also an interesting case: first, it 

represents the transition and change in Hong Kong film industry; second, characters from 

different countries speak different languages. In the 70s, few of the Shaw Brothers Studio 

directors used Cantonese anymore. Directors that were active in the 70s, like Cheh 

Chang. turned toward Mandarin (Teo). Apart from Mandarin Chinese, however, the other 

non-Chinese characters in the film used their own languages. The German field marshal 

Alfred von Waldersee (Richard Harrison), head of the eight-nation relief force, whose 

affair with the Chinese courtesan Sai Jinhua (Hu Jin) is depicted at length here, conversed 

with her in German. The reason why spoke German was that she, a real historical 

personality, had been the concubine of Chinese ambassador to Russia, Germany, the 

Netherlands, and Austria between 1887 to 1890 and accompanied him these countries 

during his diplomatic career in the name of his wife. Though Sai’s acclaimed moderating 

influence on Waldersee, who revoked his Vergeltungsoperation (vengeance operation, 

using a telling word for post WWII audiences -- the Nazi buzz bombs were V-2 rockets, 

Vergeltungswaffen) because of her eloquence, has been dismissed by historicists as myth, 

the representation of her influence in Ba Guo Lian Jun, is also built upon the conventions 
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of generations of Chinese popular literature on the life of Sai dating back to Qing 

dynasty, e.g., the popular novel A Flower in a Sinful Sea published in 1905. 

What popular representations on the Chinese and Western sides are obsessed with 

– the spirit possession and invulnerability rituals – are the main features of the two 

similar scenes from the two films that also deserve special attention. A scene from 55 

Days shows a performance of invulnerability of the Boxers, staged at the party 

celebrating the birthday of Queen Victoria at the British Embassy, while the scene from 

Ba Guo Lian Jun includes a similar invulnerability display of the Boxers, performed in 

front of the Empress Dowager Cixi. The inappropriateness and impossibility of both 

performances – it is logically impossible for the lower-class Boxers to get access to either 

of the occasions – to a contemporary viewer is the exact reason why these two scenes 

matter.  

In 55 Days, Prince Tuan, the main patron of and advocate for the Boxers, after 

stating curtly that most of the Boxers were merely “harmless vagabonds, entertainers at 

the marketplaces, much like the gypsies in your country,17” still brought the Boxers in 

what was a most inappropriate manner to the British Embassy, in the name of celebrating 

Queen Victoria’s birthday. Such an invitation, in the world of 55 Days, underscores the 

stereotype of Chinese degradation, here shown as bad manners, in a very British 

representation. The martial art performance of the Boxers with their greasy, bare upper 

bodies and the jangling sounds of sword fighting provides visual evidence only for 

Chinese barbarousness, underscored because it is clearly marked as a source of fright to 

 
17 This remark, first of all, constitutes a stigmatization of Romani people. Also, though many of the Boxers 

were indeed street performers of martial arts, it is not correct to say that most of them were vagabonds, or 

to say that they had been vagabonds for generations. It was due to draught, famine or oppression by the 

Qing government and foreign church establishments that many Chinese lost their homes around 1900l. 

More importantly, this statement does not correspond with the official attitude of the Qing government 

toward the Boxers on May 24th, 1900. The Qing government was at the time trying its best to undermine 

the Boxer Movement to appease the diplomats in Beijing.  
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the diplomatic personnel and other people who were present. The reactions of 

bewilderment, contempt, or fear on the faces of the guests – a Japanese colonel’s wife 

even hid behind her husband’s back – form a sharp contrast to Prince Tuan’s sinister 

composure. This scene is no doubt a caricature of Prince Tuan’s or Chinese people’s lack 

of understanding of the universal or diplomatic codes of conduct in the civilized society – 

or of his utter lack of civilized manners, if he did know that code. The bulkiest Boxer, 

played also by a white man, demanded the American major to strike him with a single-

edged sword, only to be made a fool of himself, crashing onto the buffet table and 

causing plates to roll across the floor. These are not only barbarians, but foolish ones who 

underrate Western power. 

This scene is also used by the scriptwriters to show positive contrasts between the 

politeness and empathy of the British diplomat, Sir Arthur, and the tough and 

straightforward character of the American solder, Major Lewis, and to anticipate the 

perfect combination of Sir Arthur’s wisdom and judgment and Major Lewis’ courage and 

perseverance that will carry the day politically. In a gesture of kindness in such an 

embarrassing situation, Sir Arthur apologized to Prince Tuan on behalf of Major Lewis 

for his neglect of the fact that they “must play the game according to Chinese rules.” 

Major Lewis, though apologizing for his behavior, said frankly that he thought Prince 

Tuan did not come to the party “to play games.” In a rigid calmness that hid his true 

intentions, Prince Tuan retired in response to Major Lewis’ criticism, leaving the 

embassy.  Moreover, by contrasting Sir Arthur’s humor and tolerance in response to this 

outrage with, for instance, the German ambassador’s superfluous indignation, the film 

establishes Sir Arthur as the spiritual leader of the Legation Quarter before showing 

Major Lewis as its physical protector. 
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Though it is not clearly indicated in 55 Days why the sword left no wounds on the 

belly of the bulky Boxer, the curiosity about invulnerability or about Chinese people’s 

psychology of investing faith in it serve as the reasons why both 55 Days and Ba Guo 

Lian Jun choose to display its violence in a most disturbing way. Both scenes are strongly 

performative, but this performativity is heavily highlighted in Ba Guo Lian Jun because 

of the film’s juxtaposition of invulnerability ritual and Peking Opera. The invulnerability 

performance took place in the film immediately after a direct military confrontation of 

the Boxers with an armed Japanese troop. The leader of the Boxer group (or a Boxer 

“alter” as is called in the film), Li Zhongqing, required the Boxers to paint their faces and 

attack the Japanese soldiers, knowingly sending the oblivious Boxers to death in a human 

wave attack. Witnessing thousands of Boxer deaths, including the death of their respected 

and beloved friend Zhang, the three sworn brothers managed to kill nine Japanese 

soldiers in the woods after they ran away from the Japanese bunker. After seeing the 

corpses of the Japanese soldiers, Li bragged that he killed all nine Japanese with his bare 

hands, which in a chain of rumors, became the news to the Empress Dowager Cixi that 

the Boxers killed nine thousand foreigners.  

The hypocrisy of Li reached a climax in this scene of the invulnerability 

performance, in which Li ordered one Boxer to bear sword strikes and another to endure 

gun shots with unchanged facial expressions so as to coax Cixi into believing the 

nonexistent invulnerability of the Boxers, which serves as a reasonable enough version of 

an explanation for the invulnerability of the Boxers that has acquired a mystic luster over 

the years. This fraudulent theory of the invulnerability of the Boxers also very well 

illustrates the psychology of the eyewitnesses of invulnerability. Out of the belief in the 

necessity or benefits of this fraud that could “save China” or the coerced complicity in its 

completion for fear of losing the “sunken costs,” eyewitnesses like the three brothers and 
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Prince Tuan – who appeared more like a victim of Li’s lies than the demonized villain as 

in 55 Days – did not choose to reveal the fraud. The tactic Li adopted to silence the three 

brothers in Cixi’s palace was to tell them that the blood of innocent Boxers had already 

been shed, and that revealing the truth could only make the blood be shed in vain.  

The fraud associated with the performativity of the Boxers’ spirit possession and 

invulnerability becomes amplified through the rumors and propaganda the film portrays. 

After Li used the deaths of ignorant Boxers to win more fame, people’s wish to believe in 

a quick remedy to China’s problems led them to spread rumors that helped the 

propaganda of defeating a few Japanese enemies to grow into a monstrous lie about a 

triumph over nine thousand foreigners. Cixi’s enjoyment of the ensuing Peking Opera 

featuring the triumph of Boxers over foreigners and her order to disseminate its 

performance leads to possible understandings of her reactions to the vulnerability 

performance and the Peking Opera: the film suggests either that she was too ignorant or 

insensitive to detect the obvious lies or that she had no real information about the battles. 

The scene also tries to suggest that the truth beyond the reality which was presented to 

her no longer mattered to this head of state who lived in a luxurious and comfortable 

bubble. This scene, lastly, offers an opportunity for its director to bring kung fu – a lavish 

eleven-minute display of martial arts and masculine bodies – to the fore in this historical 

epic. The oiled and bare upper bodies of the three protagonists, in contrast to the Boxers 

in 55 Days, are attempts to elicit admiration instead of repulsion from its audience – 

whether it can be successful is left to individual viewers to decide.  

An analysis of the two films and specifically of their invulnerability performance 

scenes reaffirms the common sense that large-budget films intended for mass 

consumption have to conform to numerous conventions, but it also reminds of the relative 

aesthetic freedom allowed within the limits (through either setting, costume choice, 
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camera work, etc.) and their active exploitation of conventions to appeal to their 

audience’s sympathies and target their soft spots.  

An American historical epic and a kung-fu film both in their ways communicate 

many salient points about their eras' assumptions about the Boxer Movement and its 

position in the two countries. The American epic is a story of the last "great" moment in 

western imperial history: noble Christian missionaries helping a backward people recover 

its dignity from a decadent ruling class. The Chinese film, oddly, also shows the Boxers 

as victims of their rulers, but not as backward: at least some of them are the precursors of 

nationalistic heroes who defend the little people and establish the Republic of China in 

1912.  

Oddly, almost three decades after the films, contemporary novels (graphic and 

popular) do not represent history as expansively or heroically as they did. Instead, they 

offer miniatures about nuances of person and station, each of which serves a particular 

cause in the worlds of their composing. The Boxers are still present, but now in the 

present, as social types. 

 

The Boxer Movement as the Pretext for the Sublime 

At first glance, it might seem odd that I compare the work of the Nobel laureate 

Mo Yan’s work Sandalwood Death18 (first published in 2001, English translation in 2012 

when he received the Nobel Prize for Literature), supposedly an exemplar of high 

literature, with popular fiction – Clare Kane’s Dragons in Shallow Waters: A Novel of 

Love and Death (2019) – and with a graphic novel – Gene Luen Yang’s Boxers and 

 
18 Mo Yan’s Sandalwood Death cited in this study will be from Goldblatt’s translation. As Goldblatt notes 

in the foreword, a more direct translation of the original title would be “Sandalwood Torture” or 

“Sandalwood Punishment”, but he chooses for the sake of sound “Sandalwood Death”. 
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Saints (2013). Such a comparison rests not only on my conviction that the lines between 

high art and so-called middle-brow art nowadays ever more blurred through cross-

referencing or cross-fertilization, but also their shared quality of representing common 

people in their diversity with more sympathy. These three works also draw on different 

cultural, political or historical aspects of the Boxer Movement to reach their specific 

audience or even to create an experience of sublime for them. Each has a specific 

readership that harbors a particular ideological expectation, as it re-draws the Boxers to 

create an experience of sublime, catharsis or identification within the limitation of 

audience expectations. They are, however, less interested in the historical moment as the 

beginning or end of a political era, and more on the sociological and identity problems 

that the Boxers represent.  

These more recent representations are better examples of historical empathy, or at 

least better examples of historical empathy from a 21st century perspective: they all 

represent the perspectives of little people instead of high-rank historical figures in the 

past. If one considers again the “technique of anachronism,” it becomes clear that it is 

with the little people that the sympathy of today’s cultural consumers lies. Or to be more 

exact, today’s cultural consumers does not want to sympathize, but to identify with the 

main character – this explains why they can no longer cheer for the heroes of high station 

by the road; instead, they want to imagine themselves to be the heroes and to be able to 

make heroic actions in mundane daily choices. Moreover, as the waves of anti-imperialist 

and post-colonialist discourses settle down, the rather grotesque or faceless images of the 

Boxers in red have been more and more humanized.  

To be sure, the genres of these texts are very different, which already sets them 

apart from each other. The Nobel-Prize-winning author Mo Yan’s Sandalwood Death is a 

story about cat opera (Maoqiang opera), cruel torture, and the love and death of an 
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extended family in Gaomi, Shandong – the kind of historical epic and folk literature like 

“Red Sorghum” (a 1986 novella made into film of the same name in 1987 by the Chinese 

director Zhang Yimou) that is just waiting to be made into a film. Rephrased in a perhaps 

more appealing way, Sandalwood Death is a juicy story about an attractive woman, Sun 

Meiniang, and her three “daddies” – daddy is rendered as “dieh” in Goldblatt’s 

translation – her biological father the folk opera singer Sun Bing, her father-in-law, the 

master executioner Zhao Jia, and her sugar daddy, the local magistrate Qian Ding. After 

Meiniang’s biological father Sun Bing joins the Boxer Movement, kills a German 

technician, and ravages the railroad, her father-in-law Zhao Jia is given the order by the 

Germans as well as by the Qing government to execute the singer Sun Bing using the 

cruelest form of torture, while her lover Qian Ding sympathizes with the local people but 

can do nothing to deliver Sun Bing from his miseries. 

Clare Kane’s Dragons in Shallow Waters: Love and Death in the Boxer 

Rebellion, published in Hong Kong by Earnshaw Books, which focuses on, according to 

their website, “books about China and occasionally beyond” and available through 

Amazon to the readers in the United States, narrates two fruitless love affairs – one 

between a married British diplomat and the China-born daughter of a British scholar of 

Chinese philosophy, another between a Scottish journalist, the narrator, and a married 

Italian countess – that take place in the tightly circumscribed space of the Peking 

Legation Quarter during the Boxer siege. Author of another novel that sets love into 

political times of trouble (that one set in Shanghai), Kane works in London after having 

worked as a journalist in Shanghai and Beijing – and after completing a degree in 

Chinese from Oxford. Her work is exemplary historical romance, focusing on individuals' 

decisions while swept up in and respond to the pressures of the era.  
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The third text is actually in two parts – two interlocked graphic novels published 

by First Second, a graphic novel publisher located in New York. The Chinese American 

author Gene Luen Yang’s Boxers and Saints is a graphic novel, the first part titled 

Boxers, the second Saints. Gene Luen Yang is also the author of the only one graphic 

novel nominated for National Book Awards in 2006 – American Born Chinese. As the 

titles suggest, the two parts juxtapose voices from martyrs on both sides of the conflict, 

first from the perspective of a young Boxer, then from the perspective of a Chinese 

Christian girl who dreamed to be like Joan of Arc. The Saints volume was dedicated, 

according to its dedication page, “the San Jose Chinese Catholic Community,” while 

Boxers was more based on historical research – according to an interview with Yang, the 

book he referenced the most was Esherick’s The Origins of the Boxer Uprising 

(Solomon). In the same interview, Yang also tells that the inspiration for the graphic 

novel duo came from the canonization of a group of Chinese Catholic saints in 2000, 

among whom a Dr. Won, the “only [opium] addict saint.”  

The essential difference in these points of departure sets up how the three authors 

deploy representations of the manifold social conditions and the socio-economic and/or 

cultural-ethnic groups present in China during the Boxer Movement. Each novel uses the 

conventions of its respective genre and cultural-political contexts to have the readers 

draw some kind of morality fables or obtain a kind of didactic catharsis from learning 

about the specificities of the Boxer era.  

Mo Yan’s Sandalwood Death, a piece of literature admittedly not intended to be 

“a favorite of readers of Western literature, especially in highbrow circles,” is 

deliberately a fiction about folk opera, parodying folk opera and enacting the patterns and 

sensuous (sometimes vulgar or crude) qualities of folk opera – and importantly, a specific 

kind of folk opera that is at the other end of the spectrum on which German or Italian 
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operas find themselves in the position of highbrow art. Maoqiang opera (cat opera) is a 

version of the Chinese operas, one variant among the many that is local to Gaomi, 

Shandong. The self-acclaimed “lowbrow” novel is set exclusively in Gaomi, a rural 

district or a town, without any mention of urban or cosmopolitan experience except in the 

memories of some characters. Mo Yan notes in the book’s afterword that he has written 

his work for lovers of folk literature, which sets up the assumption and context that 

Chinese literature, at least during when Sandalwood Death was written, has long been 

under the influence of Western Modernist literature as a kind of highbrow art.  Prior to 

this work, Mo Yan had written short stories like “Kuhe [Dry River]” under the influence 

of Western Modernism and avantgarde literature in the 1980s. Thus he is making a self-

professed return to a “favor of stronger images of the people and a purer Chinese style” in 

the process of composing Sandalwood Death. He had, notably, abandoned an earlier draft 

of the book that betrayed too great an influence by magic realism, Mo Yan’s choice of 

returning to folk opera as its source of inspiration indicates an awareness of the 

resurgence of the local in an ever more globalized literary sphere19 (691). 

Sandalwood Death is just as Mo Yan himself says: a novel of sounds. According 

to Mo Yan, most of the short “arias” that comes before the flowing rhymed prose in each 

chapter in “Book One: Head of Phoenix” come directly from the scripts of the 

Sandalwood Death Opera that had been transcribed and made neater by local 

playwrights.20 The countless rhymes in the prose, in fact, do not actually make the novel 

sound more literate or refined. On the contrary, just as in the English translations of some 

Brecht’s plays that rhyme too easily and sometimes too nonsensically or some plays by 

 
19 Mo Yan mentioned in an interview in 2003 that he was inspired by the fact that a very local experience 

in Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude could be well understood by readers across 

the world. That reminded him of his own hometown Gaomi, which serves for him as both “a place” and “a 

symbol” that “transcends the regional limits” (48).  
20 Strangely, Goldblatt cuts out this sentence from the original book.  
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Thomas Dylan, too much rhyming adds vulgarity or coarseness, and even a folk quality, 

to the novel. It also deliberately uses local vernaculars when it emulates the voices of 

marginal characters and by reenacting an excess of sensuous experience. Even a 

translator that is as good as Goldblatt admits that it is not able to keep all the rhymes in 

English.  

There are no such "leaks" between domains of language, class, and experience in 

the romance novel that I am comparing to Sandalwood Death. Writing as a non-Chinese 

Westerner, Clare Kane’s characters, mainly British or European by birth, are confined for 

the most part to the space of the Legation Quarter in Beijing. Her protagonists are 

diplomats, scholars, and missionaries – technocrats who have been capable and rational 

in their accustomed environments. The plot follows the siege, as a China-born 

Englishwoman who has never set her foot on England endures and observes the small 

self-sufficient imperial world from the house of the British diplomat in the Legation 

Quarter as she is forced to get accustomed to the ever more xenophobic Beijing. 

Eventually, she is imprisoned in the claustrophobic space of the Legation Quarter in 

which she takes shelter like dragons in shallow waters, as the title, a Chinese idiom, 

suggests, and where she is forced to confront her affair with a married diplomat while 

subjected to the fear of dying at the hands of the Chinese armies and Boxers, whose 

positions she has been able to sympathize with from the very start. One example of her 

asking whether “England [is as] green as Shandong is green” indicates her position as an 

inappropriate oddity in the household of the British diplomat (62).  

These spatial limitations are not present in the graphic novel from the same era. 

As befits graphic novels, the setting in Boxers and Saints is more fluid, and more 

specific. The text follows the perspectives of one particular Boxer, Little Bao, among a 

large group of Boxers and Red Lanterns (women warriors who participated in the Boxer 
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Movement) as well as that of a Chinese Christian girl, Four Girl (with the deliberately 

archaic Christian name Vibiana that she took as her Western name by excavating it out of 

a book, which indicates subtly her lack of familiarity with Christianity in its original 

context). The setting switches from a village (supposedly in Shandong) to a Christian 

town that has been guarded by high walls and Western troops, then finally to Beijing. The 

perspectives of the Boxer, Little Bao, and the Chinese Christian girl converge in the 

Christian town, where Vibiana, refusing to renounce her faith, dies at the hands of Little 

Bao, who later ironically escapes death in Beijing by reciting the few French prayers 

Vibiana taught him and appearing to be a Christian to the armed allied troops.  

The second set of significant issues in the two texts follow the problems of 

historical understading discussed above: the authors represent identities and affiliations of 

historical figures and cast them in positive, negative, or ambiguous lights in order to 

make them more legible to their readerships. However, this pair of authors of historical 

fictions and a graphic novel wrangle with the historical materials perhaps even more 

industriously and rigorously than their film epic counterparts.   

Mo Yan, who obviously has sympathy for the common Chinese people and, as a 

native to Gaomi, Shandong, works hard to represent the voices of characters of 

completely different social statures truthfully. Apart from the town folks native to Gaomi 

like Meiniang, the owner of a shop that sells dog-meat stew and Xiao Jia, a butcher, the 

novel introduces also a representative group of Qing functionaries, from Qian Ding, the 

Magistrate of the Gaomi County, through Zhao Jia, the master executioner good at 

torture, offering a rich portrait of the people in Gaomi. Using local oral history to enliven 

his texts, the author quite properly recovers the opposition between the Boxers and the 

Qing government (unlike the films) and notes how the government was in collusion with 

other nations to oppress the locals. The main idea for the book did also find its origin in a 
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Maoqiang opera piece sung to Mo Yan by the village elders in his early childhood. He 

recalls in the afterword to the book that there was “the story of Sun Bing’s resistance 

against the Germans […] in the last years of Qing” (690).  

That is also the reason why the figure of Yuan Shikai, a Qing general who was 

appointed as the Shandong Governor during the rise of the Boxer Movement and who 

oppressed the Boxer Movement in Shandong (mentioned before in the historical section) 

has become so predominant in Mo Yan’s story. What is not mentioned in Mo Yan’s 

story, possibly because of the limit of the novel’s temporal scope, is that he gained 

thereby the favor of the imperialist powers, and even became the president of the 

Republic of China later in 1912 – a deeper historical reference that suggests some 

allusions to China's actual history since then. Mo Yan narrates through the memories of 

Zhao Jia the executioner how Yuan exerts cold-blooded sabotage of Hundred Days’ 

Reform, issues ruthless orders about killing the reformists and their sympathizers, and 

collaborating with the Germans, which makes him all the more a menacing presence in 

Shandong. He is a prototype of a vicious Qing official, an opportunist, an anti-

revolutionary (or an anti-reformist), and a comprador who sells out his own country. 

Most significantly, he represents the large fraction in Qing government that represents the 

interests of the imperialists out of opportunistic reasons. 

If Yuan’s presence in the novel is already fearsome, then Yuan’s readiness to take 

orders from the Germans make them appear just as hateful as Yuan. As Yixu Lü notes in 

her comparative study of Sandalwood Death and a contemporary German novel on the 

Boxer Movement, the Germans appear in Mo Yan’s novel almost as a group of silent 

barbarians “who simply act, and do so with seemingly unthinking brutality” (73). This is 

not only a direct reversal of the old trope of the rural Chinese as uncivilized – it also 

suggests any foreigners on a strange land who do not speak the local language could quite 
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often appear to the local people as barbarians. However, as far as I can see, the character 

of the German minister Clemens von Ketteler21 is allowed to speak, but he talks in an 

elaborately cruel and derisive way in Mo Yan’s imagination. The character makes a 

typical Chinese reader relives the shame in their imagination for the country’s past 

backwardness, when he suggests through the interpreter that “China is backward in 

everything but punishment techniques” (153). Von Ketteler is also the one who 

contributes significantly to the new way of torture to be executed on Sun Bing the opera-

singer/Boxer: it is through his suggestion about impalement to the Chinese interpreter 

that Zhao Jia comes to the idea of sandalwood torture, a hybrid punishment technique 

that bridges the East and West.  

The portrayal of “von Ketteler” in fact reflects a contemporary Chinese reader’s 

simultaneously sadistic as well as masochistic self-scrutiny: just as Li Jingze suggests, 

the Boxer Movement embodies simultaneously justifiable anti-imperialism and ignorant 

resistance to modernity; it suggests two “self-portraits” for Chinese people as a whole – 

one that is angry and powerless, the other that takes on the logic of the colonialists in the 

attempt to empower itself (Li 76). In fact, China’s road to modernization is such an 

acceptance of the colonialist logic in a similar ruthless exploitation of natural and human 

resources. This explains the psychological necessity behind the common trend in modern 

Chinese literature to revisit the “shameful” historical moments in the past – the lesson of 

shame in modern Chinese history is a way for Chinese people to justify their incentives to 

follow the colonialists’ path on their way to full modernization. 

Dragons in Shallow Waters offers a more comprehensive ethnocultural 

representation of the Boxer Movement than Sandalwood Death including the Anglo-

 
21 Goldblatt translates back from a modified Chinese transliteration of the name of the German minister 

von Kettler into “von Ketteler”  
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American missionaries, diplomats, trade officials, student interpreters as well as the 

people who are connected to them, e.g., a journalist (the narrator) and a scholar (the 

protagonist Nina’s father), or a hotel owner (the narrator’s friend) in the Legation Quarter 

and the well-off Chinese families like that of Nina’s friend Chang, the Chinese 

servants/the Chinese who work for the narrator, a large number of Chinese Christians 

who take refuge in the Legation Quarter, and finally the Boxers that the narrator 

personally encounters. Framed and limited by the restrained and intelligent tone of the 

narrator-journalist, many of the historical events or historical figures during the Boxer 

War (for example, the Empress Dowager Cixi’s decision to go to war with eight nations) 

appear only in the form of hearsay or second-hand accounts, rather than being 

dramatized. The people involved, not the large events, stay in the author's focus.  

The sympathy of the Clare Kane’s narrator clearly aligns with the people who live 

in the Legation Quarter, but he distances himself from the majority of them, whom he 

considers to be small-minded and frivolous – a stereotype of a large Victorian population. 

He bestows his respect and friendship on a few people among them like Nina, the 

“Anglo-Sino hybrid” and Nina’s father, the sinologist Nicholas Ward, for their 

supposedly genuine understanding and appreciation of the Chinese cultures (251). With 

his mind “uncomfortably open” due to his experience as a well-traveled journalist, the 

Scottish narrator Alistair Scott considers himself a “globalist” rather than an advocate of 

the empire (169). By stating that “just because a man may not swell with pride for his 

country does not mean he might not cringe with shame at its wrongdoing,” Clare Kane 

gives her narrator a consciousness that is more akin to the contemporary reader than 

similar to the narrator’s peers (169). The narrator witnesses and reports equally the 

violence the Boxers do to his countrymen but also the violence the allied troops do to the 

Chinese civilians, for example, the innocent Chinese Christians that take refuge in Prince 
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Su’s palace. Reflecting on the terrible situations caused by wars, in which “every conflict 

requires its participants to choose one side over another,” the narrator sympathizes only 

more with people like Nina who “hovers between two worlds” (186; 171). 

In the extreme conditions created by the Boxer Movement that locks them into the 

European quarter, the narrator gradually loses his interest in the event and concerns 

himself only more and more for Nina. It is through his observations of Nina and the 

British diplomat Oscar Fairchild’s behaviors, his conversations with the two as well as 

Nina’s father, and the gossip he gathers about Nina that the reader reconstructs for 

themselves the affair between Nina and Oscar. Following the natural development of his 

sentiments, the reader learns to sympathize with Nina who is culturally Chinese: she 

speaks perfect Mandarin, is versed in Chinese fairytales, but ignorant of Bible stories, and 

more at ease with her Chinese friends than with the European and American personages 

who are forced like her to stay at the British diplomat Oscar Fairchild’s house for safety. 

Her father Nicholas Ward painfully realizes that Nina is “an oddity” and “an Anglo-Sino 

hybrid” who can hardly fit in anywhere, at least not in the increasingly hostile Beijing or 

in the gossiping, aloof, and intolerant environment of the diplomat’s house (60, 251).  

The reader, like the narrator, then understands only too well why Nina falls for the 

seduction of the married diplomat: in a friendless environment she cannot escape, while 

her father considers the plight she is in a trivial matter, Nina seeks understanding and 

intimacy in Oscar Fairchild, the married diplomat who like herself loves to read: he 

trades his Far from the Madding Crowd volume for Nina’s Dream of the Red Chamber. 

Even though she has little regard for Christianity, Nina also eventually finds consolation 

in the company of Christian Chinese orphan girls who take refuge in Prince Su’s palace, 

as they do in her, because “they see that, like them, Nina hovers between two worlds” 

(171). Here is the author’s morality fable. She induces the reader to acquire, like the 
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narrator has, the sympathy or even love for the humans who dwell in the realm of 

liminality. The Chinese Christians, though appearing Chinese, have also become hybrids 

like Nina: they have access to both worlds but are no longer able to stay rooted in one 

single world for too long. As the story shows, the Chinese Christian girls have good 

reasons to fear both the hatred from the Boxers and assaults from the alliance troop 

soldiers. 

With an ethnocultural representation that is just as diverse as Dragons in Shallow 

Waters (or even more so), the identification problem stands out more significantly in the 

Chinese American author Gene Luen Yang’s graphic novel duo. The tributes differ 

greatly from those in Sandalwood Death and Dragons in Shallow Waters. The most 

sympathy from this author goes to the Chinese Christian community – specifically, the 

Chinese Catholic community, though he also tries also sincerely to understand where the 

Boxers come from. It is not only because of the simple culturo-political environment in 

today’s U.S. that prescribes a Christian female as easier to sympathize with than a 

“pagan” male warrior, when both of them are non-white, but also because of more vivid 

and moving real-life details that have been ascribed to them in the Saints volume. The 

varied community of Chinese Christians is  represented with numerous little twists in this 

very slim volume: there are girls like Vibiana who seek warmth outside her misogynist 

family in Christianity, Chinese orphans whom Vibiana takes care of, pious, kind and 

helpful Chinese Christians like Dr. Won and his wife, and a single ex-bandit who really 

converts and gives up his life for faith, though the graphic novel also depicts ill-

intentioned bandits and criminals who use Christianity as an excuse to obtain protection 

from the law and then fall out with the pious French priest whose Chinese has just gotten 

better. As the story unfolds, more complexity in human nature gradually reveals itself. It 

turns out that though Dr. Won is an opium addict, he does it only to sustain his life 
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tormented by a stomach disease in order to help other people. This is an extremely 

humanist approach to figuring Chinese Christians as the group that try to understand both 

Chinese and foreigners and forgive the violence from both sides.  

But it is of course not the intention of the author of Boxers and Saints to cast the 

Boxers in a negative light. On the contrary, it is obvious to the reader that he tries to 

make the reader see both sides of the Boxer Movement and sympathize with the 

perspectives of two different groups of common Chinese folks that were blindly set 

against each other. In fact, Boxers and Saints weaves skillfully the tropes surrounding 

Ch’in Shih-Huang (the legendary first Chinese emperor that unified the China) as a 

commentary on the nationalist ideology of unification at all prices. Joan of Arc, who 

appears behind Vibiana on the book cover, just like Ch’in Shih-Huang behind Little Bao, 

is perhaps also a commentary on the canonization of a national hero that has taken 

hundreds of years to take place. In a way that is similar to Sandalwood Death, the Boxers 

volume also incorporates magic realism in its portrayal of the Boxers and their spirit 

possession through Chinese gods that are present in folk culture through forms of folk 

opera or traditional performative art of storytelling.  

In Sandalwood Death, Sun Bing, a former opera singer has been considered as 

practicing a lower-class occupation – in the traditional Chinese culture and in contrast to 

the Western culture, just as novel writer is somehow less than a poet. He decides to learn 

Divine Boxing, from one of the many sects that form the general core of the Boxer 

Movement, in this case, a newly rising group of Boxers in Caozhao, Shandong. Those 

Boxers rose after the Germans perpetrated a massacre in the town of Masang, which also 

caused the deaths of Sun Bin's wife and two children. When he comes back from 

Caozhao “in a full-length white robe under silver armor,” the town folks realize to their 

surprise that the old man who earlier had not been able to catch his breath after two 
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somersaults onstage has really acquired unimaginable boxing skills through divination 

(279). The theatricality of the scene is amplified through Sun Bing’s aria that 

accompanies his display of boxing skills, which bring town and village traditions together 

in epic fashion.  

A parallel scene in Gene Luen Yang's Boxers makes one wonder if he has read 

Mo Yan's novel. Like Sun Bing in Sandalwood, Little Bao, the protagonist of Boxers, had 

an affinity with local Chinese opera since early childhood and thereby become good 

media figures in thinking about the mythic Gods of Opera. As figures in a story, the Gods 

of Opera have indeed become an effective way for common Chinese folk to think fondly 

about all the deified historical figures or fictional figures they had adored or felt close to 

in premodern history. In such a way, Ch’in Shih-Huang (259-210BC), the deified first 

Chinese emperor who possesses Little Bao’s body in the story, for example, is able to be 

juxtaposed naturally with Monkey King, a fictional character from Journey to the West, a 

novel published in 16th century, not unlike the convergence of Marvel universes for 

today’s U.S. audience. Boxers offers vivid images with many details woven together 

from past and present, showing how the Gods of Opera have been growing in Master Big 

Belly’s “bean garden” and how those gods then possess the common Boxers and give 

them the capacities to fight against the foreigners – but still, in practice, they are still not 

invulnerable against the bullets, once the Boxers have swallowed Ashes of Charms and 

complete the Rituals. However, despite the rigor with which the author has devoted to the 

historical research – for example, it incorporates the burning of Hanlin Academy into its 

story, just like Dragons in Shallow Waters does, Boxers lacks the touch of lived 

experience that makes Saints far more effective in appealing to the readers’ emotions 

than itself. 
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Let me now turn to some comparisons between these three very different visions 

of how the Boxer history appeals today, before I return briefly to the films and how 

audience expectations have shifted over 30 years.  

 

Some Final Thoughts: The Boxers Transfigured in Infinite Mirrors 

The depictions of the Boxers in the three written/drawn texts all contain many of 

the same elements, but they are not, however, parallel: different clusters of people and 

groups in these three different discursive or visual representations are brought together to 

grab for the reader’s identification and sympathy. There is a clear limit to the sympathies 

of each author: for example, Mo Yan neglects the Chinese Christians who have tribute 

paid to them by both Boxers and Saints and Dragons in Shallow Waters, while Clare 

Kane’s narrator finds it harder and harder to sympathize with the living hell around him 

as the novel progresses – not because he lacks interest in Chinese culture or language 

(otherwise he could not be friends with Nina and her father), but because there is a 

natural limit to human empathy that is usually present on healthy individuals. 

In a mirror reversal to Mo Yan’s Sandalwood Death, the narrator in Clare Kane’s 

novel, Alistair Scott, a Scottish journalist, gradually shows in the narrative how any 

sympathy he may have had gradually drains away and becomes more indistinct and that 

the scenes of misery became “tapestry of conflict” or “a hellish, crawling tableau” (153, 

242). As a Scotsman whose own country people were mercilessly treated by the English, 

and despite his general sympathy for the suffering Chinese people in China – Chinese 

Christian refugees at first, then the Boxers, finally the Chinese civilians under the 

invasion of Eight-Nation Alliance – he cannot hold onto his initial, humane opinion in the 

face of the stereotypes common to British colonizers. The language barrier might be 
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crucial here: Mo Yan’s world is monolingual,22 while Alistair Scott does know some 

Chinese – therefore he has to try very hard to desensitize himself to the situation by not 

“glanc[ing] at their faces, allow[ing himself] to imagine their names” (93). He ultimately 

reacts as a colonizer recoiling from the colonized in not wanting to realize what they 

really want or need. 

More importantly, this novel follows another problem familiar since Nazi 

Germans had also become known as torturers: it reconstructs realistically how people 

have to desensitize themselves and numb their own senses as they directly witness scenes 

of suffering or with direct visual stimuli that counters their belief and morality. In fact, 

this novel suggests the psychological necessity of detachment and distancing in such 

situations. At least at the beginning of the narrative of Dragons in Shallow Waters, the 

Boxers, though not really invulnerable to bullets just as is shown in all other narratives, 

are described sympathetically by the narrator as slight and tall young men with “proud 

red turban[s]” who move in dance-like rhythms and are too young to believe that they 

will die (98-9). But the narrator’s rather human way of describing them does not 

preventing him from shooting one of them out of his sense of duty. This suggests how 

often a modern colonialist’s duty overrules his conscience in similar situations so he has 

to shut down his senses or feelings to fulfil that duty. 

Finally, to be successful with their audiences, the three representations still have 

to create feelings that bring catharsis to their respective readers, despite the different 

world views refracting from each of them. In Sandalwood Death as well as Boxers and 

Saints, which already accentuates performativity in their stories' self-referentially, the 

 
22 Mo Yan confesses in the “Author’s Note” that he once believed as a child that all the Chinese who could 

speak German have their tongues trimmed like parrots (687-8).   
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conflicts of each story culminate in a climax of utmost theatricality23 that can potentially 

elicit in the reader moments of recognition and experience of sublimity. In contrast with 

the two, Dragons in Shallow Waters creates its sublime not in the public or directly in the 

visual sphere. This more intellectually-oriented and self-reflective novel generates its 

sublime in the private sphere – in the form of unconsummated love through intellectual 

affinity between the narrator and Nina, which is not untypical of a historical romance.  

In Sandalwood Death all the voices and narratives from different temporal 

perspectives prepare the reader for the climax – the scene of execution that is at the same 

time the scene of multiple performances. The newly built, grand Ascension Platform on 

which Sun Bing is to be executed serves as the stage for both Sun Bing the condemned 

and Zhao Jia the executioner, where both opera singing and torture constitute the 

performances of an aesthetic of violence. Sun Bing is someone who performs for more 

than the price of his life. By singing in the face of cruelest torture, he shows resistance, 

defiance and loyalty to his people, while Zhao Jia as well as many other characters 

consider themselves as his fellow actors and helpers. He becomes a martyr for a cause 

that is acquiring a public. For example, in a gesture of reverence to Sun Bing and also in 

an effort to produce the best theatrical effects, even the torturer Zhao Jia uses the best 

wooden wedge he has, one made out of sandalwood, to penetrate Sun Bing’s body, and 

he even feeds him the most nutritious and mild soup made out of best ginseng to make 

Sun Bing live longer and thereby prolong the process of execution – he is honoring a 

brave soul in these small gestures, even when he has to kill him. Additionally, a person 

who looks just like Sun Bing volunteers to die in his stead. Qian Ding the magistrate is 

eager to help substitute the look-alike for Sun Bing, but Sun Bing refuses all the help, 

 
23 I do not distinguish so clearly here between theatricality and performativity. However, it is to be noted 

that performativity is more conscious of itself than theatricality. 
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while lamenting that his refusal makes this innocent person still have to die, just to finish 

his performance.  

On this stage of opera and torture, the differences between life and theatre and 

between viewer and performer vanish into thin air. During the final scene of execution, 

Sun Bing’s performance attracts all the poor itinerant Maoqiang actors to Gaomi to 

perform Sun Bing’s own story along with other Maoqiang arias including “Chang Mao 

Weeps for a Departed Spirit” opposite the Ascension Platform (578). In this doubled, 

enhanced and again extremely self-referential performance, all the Maoqiang actors, 

along with the viewers lose themselves in a communal ecstasy, which concludes with 

German troops’ mass shooting as a response to this mass offense. Again, this scene is the 

perfect embodiment of the sadistic/masochistic logic behind the reinvented traumatic and 

embarrassing East/West encounter. 

Just as Zhang Qinghua points out, this scene reiterates Lu Xun’s theme of 

cannibalism24 (Zhang 40). Especially in the classic of Chinese modernism, The True 

Story of Ah Q (1921), Lu Xun represents how common Chinese folk, especially the 

ignorant villagers among them, took pleasure in watching the scenes of execution and 

specifically expected the condemned to sing Chinese opera during the parade before 

execution. The Chinese execution viewers who relish in scenes of cruelty and torture 

under Lu Xun’s pen are actually comparable to the ravished audience for the public 

display of corporal punishment and redemption in the first chapter of Foucault’s 

Discipline and Punishment. So such a practice that is usually linked with voyeurism, 

schadenfreude or sadism can easily serve as a marker for the lack of modernity in the 

text. What Lu Xun desired for China was its modernization. However, it seems that, 

 
24 Lu Xun’s theme of cannibalism is to be found in both his The Diary of a Mad Man (1918) and The True 

Story of Ah Q (1921). 
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while Lu Xun’s satiric rendering of such a scene accentuates the indifference of the 

viewers and the ignorance and backwardness of such practices, Mo Yan’s novel restores 

their cathartic and performative elements and push them to the fore, as an affirmation of 

these older arts and their ability to speak for and through the people. This aesthetics of 

violence turns some readers away in repugnance, while enticing the others to the extreme; 

but more importantly, it reenacts the pains on the way to modernization that still haunts 

China. Considering Modernism’s inherent attraction to violence, this novel depicting the 

resistance to modernity is in fact in its spirit truly modern.  

Like Sandalwood Death, Boxers and Saints features death in its moment of 

sublimation. However, here it is the visuality instead of the sounds that does the work. 

The moment of recognition, if one reads first Boxers and then Saints, comes in when one 

sees through Vibiana’s perspective, when she is dying, how the holy wounds on Jesus 

Christ’s hands open up into eyes and how the aura surrounding Him appear as hands with 

open eyes -- a scene of magical realism or Catholic mysticism. This moment obtains its 

impact through a gradual build-up of momentum after a scene of momentary happiness 

between Little Bao and his girlfriend, Mei-Wen, in which Mei-Wen reads in Hanlin 

Academy to Little Bao the story of Thousand-Hand Guan-Yin (the Sinicized name for 

one of the most famous and beloved bodhisattvas in China, Avalokiteshvara), or the 

Goddess of Compassion.  

Directly after that, Little Bao decides to burn down the Hanlin Academy, despite 

his promise to Mei-Wen, pressured by his demon Ch’in Shih-Huang, for the purpose of 

finding the easiest gateway to the Legation Quarter and quickly burning it down. The 

visual impact of Guan-Yin and Jesus Christ looking extremely similar to each other in 

their representations is of course very hard to be transformed into words, but its message 
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about forgiveness, compassion, and tolerance is clear. The different elements Gene Luen 

Yang adopts to weave the story (or stories) crystalize into a whole in this moment.  

In contrast to the other two fictions, death does not appear as significant as love in 

Dragons in Shallow Waters, though its subtitle is “A Novel of Love and Death.” Death 

has been hovering in the air, closing in on the main characters in the story, and even 

taken away a few lives near them, but never truly descends on them. Death serves as the 

catalyzer for love – for thrill and for connection. However, in terms of the thrill of 

excitement and horror that prevail in the romances, this novel which accurately weaves 

many important historical moments into its story is not as directly eventful as its 

counterparts. It is not that nothing happens; on the contrary, different things happen all 

the time in the novel on both historical and personal levels. However, the events in the 

story – from the declaration of war by Cixi to the death of the narrator’s lover, La 

Countessa, at the hands of her husband--, are often mediated through the second-hand 

accounts of the narrator. They are heard rather than experienced directly. Even in cases of 

the narrator’s first-hand experience, his detachment and clear conscience of a 

professional journalist serves as the shield that protects the reader from too much shock 

or too much identification with either side of the conflicts. Such a narrative scheme 

makes the events that are seen feel even more real to the because of its mediateness that a 

contemporary reader is used in their daily engagement with news and online posts to and 

allows for in fact more psychological and emotional depth. 

As mentioned earlier, the love affair of Nina, the most important plotline in the 

whole story, is narrated mostly in second-hand accounts and deductions by the narrator. It 

is also through his eyes that the reader cares more and more about Nina and grows angry 

toward the people around her who make her suffer in a space that she does not belong. 

The end of the love affair is extremely uneventful: Nina tells the narrator calmly that her 
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affair is over after Oscar has taken her to the Summer Palace in a farewell trip and admits 

that what happens between her and Oscar might have been an “affair,” though “what a 

flimsy word [it] seems for what [they] experienced together” (305). In all the chaotic 

feelings that finally come through this very open conversation, Nina and the narrator 

exchanges a kiss, which serves as the climax of the novel. Then in an anti-climax, Nina 

quickly marries a young banker who proposes to her and moves back to England. 

All the representations appeal to the emotions of their audience in intricate ways 

and through the evocation of a large complex of interwoven symbols, signs and 

conventions that are often transcultural. They are, too, like the figures in their stories, the 

products of liminality that hovers between different worlds. 

As a final point, I would like to suggest that the countless literature on, of, and 

about the event of the Boxer Movement to be like Infinity Mirrors that reflect not only 

the image of the Boxers but also that of any figure or event that is placed next to it in an 

infinite chain of reflections. The reason why I use the metaphor of mirror instead of some 

other warmer and softer materials like textiles is that, despite the contingency and 

ambiguity surrounding it, clarity and the appearance of truth are still what scholars and 

cultural producers strive for. Moreover, the occurrence of the Boxer Movement in 

modernity gives it a undeniable and unavoidable visuality despite its transfiguration in a 

moment of ugliness and embarrassment on both sides – for both the colonized and the 

colonizers. As is specifically indicated in the film Ba Guo Lian Jun with its use of 

historical photos showing relics of the event in Beijing, Chinese people with broken 

limbs and allied troops in uniforms, the fact that the Boxer Movement took place at the 

beginning of 20th century determines its affinity to media and to visual representations. 

Finally, the reflection of the subject who looks back at the subject, resulting in a chain of 

reflections that are extremely generative, multi-perspectival and never-ending, a narrative 
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situation which metaphorizes the infinite possibilities for fictions that are based on 

historical events, in this case, the Boxer Movement. 

These texts show how useful the split historiography of the Boxers is as vehicles 

for political critique in an East meets West situation, as was the established popular 

account in 55 Days in Peking, and how attractive the emotionally charged materials about 

individual in those epic moments of cultural transformation could still appear to cultural 

producers and consumers of today. However, the difficulties of handling such complex, 

ever-morphing, multifaceted and even sensitive materials are perhaps now obvious to the 

reader of this study – the actual story-lines available from history are just as confusing as 

the historical narratives available from the many sides of the Boxer 

War/Rebellion/Uprising. The truth of local studies in a large and epic historical shift is to 

be found in individuals, not in the world politics that drive big-screen epics. In fact, as the 

readers and audience are more informed than ever, what they expect could not be a 

simplistic treatment of the subject matter. Any attempt at leveraging a small part of the 

materials will be caught in the infinite chain of reflections that renders the figures as well 

as the mirrors clearer.  

The fact that these materials are still used and reused today points to the 

impossibility of the cultures looking away from each other or denying the visibility of the 

other however traumatic and embarrassing their earlier encounter may be. The later 

stories that include memories from the “little people” and local events and reactions to 

them show the truth of the big budget international films of the 70s and 80s:  the political 

narratives can be sorted out in terms of winners and losers, but what that meant on the 

ground to a country as large and various as China still needs much attention to show us 

new truth.   
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