
Preserving Colonial Heritage: A History of 
Film Exhibition and Reception in Colonial 
Hong Kong (1897-1925)

October 2025

Jeff LIU (Lingnan University)



Outline

2

Project Background

Digital Humanities?

About Lingnan University Library

Usage and Impact

Lessons Learnt



One of Eight Government-funded 
Universities in Hong Kong, China

3



4

Location

20
min

ShenZhen Port Lingnan University

Around 20 mins car ride

HK International Airport                Lingnan University

Around 30 mins car ride

30
min

HK International Airport

ShenZhen Port

Lingnan University



5

Numbers at a Glance

30+
Undergraduates

36
Research MPhil 

and Doctoral

48
Taught 
Postgraduates

Undergraduates
(1400+ intake for 25/26)

3600+
Taught 
Postgraduates

4400+

No. of 
Students

No. of
Programmes

           
       Data as at Aug 2025

150+
Research and 
Doctoral 
Postgraduates



Library Figures

• 4.5 M+ E-Books

• 0.45M+ Print Books

• 0.18M+ E-Journals

• 1,200+ seats in 4 

Floors
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The Project A History of Film Exhibition and Reception in 

Colonial Hong Kong (1897–1925)

殖民時期香港電影放映與接收史料庫 (1897–1925)

• Project collaborated with the Research Team from 

Centre for Film and Creative Industries and 

Library.

• Funded by the General Research Fund (GRF) of the 

Research Grants Council (RGC) of Hong Kong, China

• Research Team led by Prof. Emilie Yeh

• Dean of the Faculty of Arts

• Lam Wong Yiu Wah Chair Professor

• Department Head of Digital Arts and Creative 

Industries (formerly known as Visual Studies)

• Director of Centre for Film and Creative 

Industries
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The Project

A History of Film Exhibition and Reception in 

Colonial Hong Kong (1897–1925)

殖民時期香港電影放映與接收史料庫 (1897–1925)

• Survey the landscape of early screen practices in 

Hong Kong, including:

• These aspects of film presentation are crucial to 

understanding how movies were integrated into the 

social fabric of Hong Kong in the early twentieth 

century. 
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• All started from an email thread to ITSC in Nov 2020

• CIO & University Librarian passed the case to Library for handling 

because of librarian's expertise in supporting digital humanities

• Reference to some "traditional" Library databases

• To visualise research data of 

the Research Team
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Project Background



Project Background
(News/Advertisements Images from newspaper microfilm)
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Source: 
Hong Kong Public Libraries  Digital Collection The China Mail, 1921-07-12
https://sls.hkpl.gov.hk/digital-collection/tc/contentcoverpage.html?currentPosition
=1&catalogueId=188200929cb711ef9c2&mainKeyword=The+China+Mail%2C+1921-07-12&isHKMP=



Project Background
(News/Advertisement Images from newspaper microfilm)
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Project Background
(News/Advertisement Images from newspaper microfilm)

Period 
Covered

News Articles Advertisements Total

The China Mail 1897-1925 3,207 4,046 7,253 (23.5%)

Hong Kong Telegraph 1897-1925 2,707 4,516 7,223 (23.3%)

South China Morning Post 1904-1925 7,311 9.118 16,429 (53.2%)

Total 13,225 (42.8%) 17,680 (57.2%) 30,905

A History of Film Exhibition and Reception in Colonial Hong Kong (1897–1925)
殖民時期香港電影放映與接收史料庫 (1897–1925)

Year 1897 is the advent of film screenings, 
Year 1925 represents the maturity of movie exhibition as an industrial practice. 



• All started with a email thread:
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Project Background

Keyword:
Structured Data 
Copyright concern
Drupal CMS
GIS Presentation in map
Timeline Presentation
Wiki/IMDB



Preserve the Heritage: In terms of Research Data
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Correct Typos

1

Normalise special 
/ variant 
characters 
(e.g. Les 
Misérables , café)

2

Delimit Data from 
the researchers’ 
source file for a 
more structured 
database

3

Add Digital 
Humanities (DH) 
Elements into the 
project!
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• Explore to grab data 
from International Movie Data 
Base (IMDB)

• Actors

• Directors/Writers

• Country

• Runtime information

• Release Year

• Genre

• Plot

• Poster image URL

• IMDB detailed page URL

• etc
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Enhance the Project with DH elements?
(Get more data from IMDb)

https://www.imdb.com/



Enhance the Project with DH elements?
(IMDb via OMDB API)

https://www.omdbapi.com/ 16



Enhance the Project with DH elements?
(IMDb via OMDB API)
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• 3,978 out of the 9,971 unique film records have been looked up with 

corresponding IMDb (Internet Movie Data Base) records.

• A year later in 2021, IMDb launched its official API via AWS Marketplace for 

data search
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Enhance the Project with DH elements?
(IMDb via OMDB API)

https://developer.imdb.com/documentation/?ref_=side_nav
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Enhance the Project with DH elements?
(Theatre/Venue Location plot to interactive map)
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Enhance the Project with DH elements?
(Timeline showing the History of Theatres)
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Enhance the Project with DH elements?
(Visualising the No. of Films Exhibited by 
Years/Venues/Districts)



Full Text Images
(To have or not to have?)

• 3 most distinct English-

language newspapers in 

colonial Hong Kong

• Copyright Issues

• Availability from other Open 

Access sources → Construct 

URLs to link images
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Total Image 
Size

Alternative Source

The China 
Mail

7,253 
(23.5%)

5.97 GB HK Public Library 
Digital Collection
(Open Access)

Hong Kong 
Telegraph

7,223 
(23.3%)

7.18 GB

South China 
Morning Post

16,429 
(53.2%)

11.5 GB ProQuest Historical 
Newspapers  
(Under Lingnan 
University Library 
Subscription)

Total 30,905 24.65 GB



Technical Spec.

• Drupal CMS

• Solr

• Leaflet (for showing venues 

on map)

• Flourish (for visualisation)

• Redis (for caching)

• AWS Cloudwatch (for log 

monitoring)

• AWS RDS (MariaDB)

Putting Everything Together!
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• A much better tool than Excel / traditional 

Library full text database

• For instance, Charlie Chaplin in Colonial Hong 

Kong has 974 entries while Buster Keaton recorded 

only 187, showing the wide gap of the exposure 

between the two iconic stars on Hong Kong’s early 

screens. And there are plenty of things to find in the 

two databases that will assist in developing 

hypotheses or agendas in need of empirical backing.
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Yeh, E. Y. (2024). Testing the canon: Digital scholarship and early cinema in Hong Kong.
Journal of Chinese Cinemas, 18(2–3), 375–396. https://doi.org/10.1080/17508061.2025.2518014

For Researchers 
(research on actor/person)



• Before the First World War, most of the films 

imported to Hong Kong were controlled by 

Pathé Freres (Abel 1999). It is telling that 

2314 entries on Colonial Hong Kong appear 

under the keyword Pathé. This figure is more 

than those found for American companies 

Paramount (1000 entries), Fox (722 entries), 

and Metro and Goldwyn (797 entries).

For Researchers 
(research on importers/distributors)
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Yeh, E. Y. (2024). Testing the canon: Digital scholarship and early cinema in Hong Kong.
Journal of Chinese Cinemas, 18(2–3), 375–396. https://doi.org/10.1080/17508061.2025.2518014

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17508061.2025.2518014
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For Researchers 
(research on movies)

Yeh, E. Y. (2024). Testing the canon: Digital scholarship and early cinema in Hong Kong.
Journal of Chinese Cinemas, 18(2–3), 375–396. https://doi.org/10.1080/17508061.2025.2518014



For Public
(theatre info, location, etc.)

South China Morning Post (1903-1941)
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1498848159/fulltextPDF/
742668D639BD419CPQ/3?accountid=12107&sourcetype=Newspapers27

https://www.proquest.com/docview/1498727695/pageviewPDF/D2D52E0862614A4EPQ/40?accountid=12107&sourcetype=Newspapers
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1498727695/pageviewPDF/D2D52E0862614A4EPQ/40?accountid=12107&sourcetype=Newspapers
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1498727695/pageviewPDF/D2D52E0862614A4EPQ/40?accountid=12107&sourcetype=Newspapers
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For Public
(movie info, year of exhibit, etc)

South China Morning Post (1903-1941)
https://www.proquest.com/pagemap/1499678985/pageview
/1D0DA1A3792F4D13PQ/8?accountid=12107&t:lb=t&sourcetype=Newspapers

https://www.proquest.com/docview/1498727695/pageviewPDF/D2D52E0862614A4EPQ/40?accountid=12107&sourcetype=Newspapers
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1498727695/pageviewPDF/D2D52E0862614A4EPQ/40?accountid=12107&sourcetype=Newspapers
https://www.proquest.com/docview/1498727695/pageviewPDF/D2D52E0862614A4EPQ/40?accountid=12107&sourcetype=Newspapers


• Over 90,000 web access recorded since its launch in 2021

• Books/Articles/Chapters were published by the Research Team 

using the findings of this project
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Usage and Impact

https://doi.org/10.1080/17508061.2025.2518014
https://doi.org/10.1093/9780197798331.001.0001 https://doi.org/10.2307/jj.21819454.25



• Articles cited/quoted this database from other scholars
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Usage and Impact

https://doi.org/10.58193/ilu.1733 https://doi.org/10.1080/17508061.2025.2541527 https://doi.org/10.1080/17460654.2025.2509164



Lessons Learnt

UNDERSTANDING THE 
PROJECT

LEVERAGING 
EXPERTISE OF 

RESEARCH TEAM AND 
LIBRARY

RESOURCES PLANNING
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Thanks to the 
Team!

Research Team 

• Prof. Emilie YEH 

• Ms. Snowie WONG (Senior 

Research Officer, our main contact) 

Library

• Dr. Louisa LAM (Chief Information 

Officer and University Librarian) 

• Mr. Tony TSANG (Digital Services 
Librarian) 
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Thank You!
Jeff LIU (Lingnan University)
jeffliu@ln.edu.hk
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