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parlour in Beijing, Liu Pingguo (played by Fan), who 
is raped by her boss (Tony Leung Ka-fai). Her 
husband (Tong Dawei), who witnesses the incident, 
decides to take revenge and blackmail the boss, only 
to discover that Liu is pregnant. The plot grows more
complicated as the two men compete for the child. 

The film captures the rising materialism, social
conflicts, and everyday struggles of ordinary people 
in modern China. Western critics praised the film’s 
outstanding acting, but criticised the plot for being 
too contrived. 

Lost in Beijing brought Fan the best actress prize
at the Eurasia International Film Festival in 2007. 

The full version of the film, which was criticised
by the Chinese authorities for featuring too many 
sex scenes, had its premiere at the Berlin 
International Film Festival in 2007. It was banned 
from screening in China in 2008 and soon after a 
heavily edited version was shown.

The Matrimony (2007)
In this horror film, set in 1930s China, Fan plays the 
role of Xu Manli, who dies in a car accident on her 
way to see her boyfriend, Shen Junchu (Leon Lai 
Ming). Shen is then forced by his controlling mother 
to marry another woman, Sansan (Rene Liu Ruo-
ying). The ghost of Xu plans to reunite with her lover 
and hunt down Sansan. 

Fan won the best supporting actress prize at the
Golden Horse Awards. Western reviewers praised 
the film for its beautiful cinematography.

Buddha Mountain (2011)
The film revolves around three young, rebellious 
dropouts and a middle-aged landlady, who used to 
be a Chinese opera singer and mourns for her dead 
son. The story follows them as they sort out their 
values in life and find their dreams. 

Along with Lost in Beijing, Buddha Mountain is
regarded as a landmark of Fan’s acting career. She 
was acclaimed by Chinese internet users for her 
performance, and won the best actress award at the 
Tokyo International Film Festival in 2011. 

I Am Not Madame Bovary (2016)
Fan plays Li Xuelian, a village woman who divorces 
her husband to get a second property (because 
Chinese law only allows a married couple to have 
one property), only to be fooled by her husband, 
who marries another woman and spreads rumours 
of Li’s infidelity. 

Full of social commentary, the film sees her go on
a long journey of filing lawsuits and petitioning at 
every level of the government, fighting for justice 
against Chinese bureaucracy. 

The film won awards at the Toronto 
International Film Festival, the San Sebastian Film 
Festival and the Asian Film Awards. Fan won best 
actress at both the Golden Horse Awards and 
Golden Rooster Awards.

Fan Bingbing, who turns 38 today, is one of the 
highest-paid actresses in the world, but has hit the 
headlines for the wrong reasons since her massive 
tax evasion became public news a year ago. 

The Chinese actress is best known in the West for
her appearance in the Hollywood film X-Men: Days 
of Future Past, and for being a leading fashion icon – 
associated with brands such as Adidas, Louis 
Vuitton, and Moët Chandon. 

But her acting achievements have lately been 
overshadowed. She disappeared from public view 
for more than three months last summer, and spent 
her 37th birthday under “residential surveillance”. 
She broke her silence in October, when she issued 
an apology on Chinese social media platform 
Weibo for her failure to pay tax on time, and said she 
would pay fines of around 883 million yuan 
(HK$980 million) for tax evasion and other offences.

She made a rare public appearance in July in 
Shanghai for the first anniversary of Fan Beauty, her 
make-up line.

We take a look at five of Fan’s most famous and
award-winning films that made her a household 
name in China. 

Cell Phone (2003)
After playing supporting roles for seven years, the 
23-year-old Fan made her breakthrough in this film 
directed by Feng Xiaogang.

It follows two successful men whose marriages
are destroyed when their wives discover their 
extramarital relationships through information in 
their cellphones. 

The film explores how modern technology has
affected human relationships. Fan plays the role of a 
woman who has an affair with the main character, 
Yan Shouyi (played by Ge You).

For her role in the film, Fan was nominated for
best supporting actress at the Golden Rooster 
Awards, and won best actress in both the Hundreds 
Flower Awards and the Huabiao Awards; these are 
China’s three main film awards.

 
Lost in Beijing (2007)
Widely considered Fan’s best work, the film 
screened internationally but was mired in 
controversy domestically. It was directed by Li Yu, a 
former documentary maker with whom Fan has 
worked many times. 

It tells the story of a migrant worker at a massage
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Whatever mistakes Fan Bingbing 
may have made in her personal life, 
she has made great career choices

The finest acting roles of a 
beleaguered Chinese star 

Fan Bingbing in stills from Cell Phone (above), Lost in Beijing (below left) and The Matrimony (below right). 
The Chinese star is one of the highest paid actresses in the world. Photos: Handouts

about embroidery that lets me ex-
plore,” Amornthep says. “I like to 
create lots of fine details.” 

He produces each design
painstakingly, taking weeks or 
even months. Although he draws 
inspiration from paintings of ani-
mals printed on mass-produced 
T-shirts that are sold at Thai mar-
kets, he is a stickler for minutiae. 

Every stripe of a growling tiger
on a jacket and every feather of a 
peacock on a shirt has to be just so,
or creases and folds caused by 
wearing a garment could ruin the 
overall effect, he says. 

“We’re trying to create designs
that are unique, imaginative and 
eye-catching, not just something 
that looks mass-produced,” 
Amornthep says. 

The “Thaiger-Man” creation
has been selling well, especially 
on the mainland and in Hong 
Kong. People from as far away as 
Colombia, Dubai and Russia have
ordered customised versions of 
the denim jacket after seeing pic-
tures of it online. 

The jacket certainly turns
heads, with its tiger stripes shim-
mering in the sunlight as Santi-
chai walks around a retro outdoor 
market in north Bangkok. He runs
a shop there, furnished with an 
antique leather armchair. Deco-
rative leather-bound books are 
piled beside it on the floor.

 Pride of place in the market
goes to a vintage, World War II-era
American military plane mount-
ed overhead beside a steampunk 
coffee house.

Santichai does not mind the
attention his tiger jacket is getting.
“I think you dress up not just to 
impress other people but to im-
press yourself – though you do 
want to stand out in a crowd.” 

who work part time for Santichai.
The Thai designer launched

his clothing line two years ago and
has been harnessing the power of 
online marketing via Instagram 
and other social media. 

“Our designs are purposefully
unisex so anyone can wear them. 
It does not matter if they are men, 
women, straight, gay or trans,” 
Santichai says. “But most of our 
customers are male, gay and 
under 40.” 

The ostentatious embroidery
is the handiwork of Amornthep 
Jithnak, an up-and-coming de-
signer who started out honing his 
needlepoint skills by creating 
wedding dresses. On the side, he 
was selling grilled pork from a 
street cart. “I had to make a living,”
he says, almost apologetically.

His schoolteacher parents
were happier with him selling 
pork on the street (which is widely
seen as a lowly occupation in 
Thailand) than designing clothes, 

especially dresses. Amornthep, 
29, is boyish looking with close-
cropped hair, which at times he 
dyes platinum blond. He is openly
gay and his effeminate manner-
isms did not please his parents. 

“They are conservative and
could not accept the way I am. My
father was especially against it. I 
am his eldest child and he wanted 
me to be more macho,” Amorn-
thep says. 

Even in freewheeling Thai-
land, there is a stigma attached to 
being gay or transgender in 
certain social and professional 
milieus. “Many gay men lead dou-
ble lives – straight by day, gay by 
night,” says Narongchai Natee-
wanaphun, an accountant who 
works for Santichai and leads a 
double life of sorts himself, having
stayed largely in the closet. 

In Thailand’s ethnic Chinese
community, many people tend to 
look askance at openly expressed 
homosexuality within close-knit 
family circles. “It depends on the 
family. With mine, we do not talk 
about it,” Narongchai says. 

A youthful 48-year-old with a
bookish mien, Narongchai has 
never married, which, he says, is 
unusual for a Sino-Thai man like 
himself. “I try to stay in my com-
fort zone. That’s why I have decid-
ed to work for these two gay guys,”
he adds, referring to Santichai and
Amornthep. 

Plenty of artistically inclined
gay men gravitate towards Thai-
land’s fashion industry where 
they can give free rein to their cre-
ative urges. “There’s something 

They say you are what you wear, 
and for Thai fashion designer 
Santichai Srisongkram, the adage 
is something he takes to heart.

The founder of label Seasong-
calm, believes the shimmering 
animal patterns that adorn most 
items in his clothing line can have 
transformative powers for the 
people who wear them, in a sha-
manistic sort of way. 

“If you wear a tiger, you may
feel like a tiger,” says Santichai, 38,
a cordial man who sports ribbed 
stonewashed jeans, a black denim
jacket and mirrored shades. “I do 
believe that.” 

His cool-as-a-rock-star outfit
cloaks a man of shy disposition. 
Presumably, the pair of sumptu-
ously embroidered gold-and-sil-
ver tigers – snarling and ready to 
pounce – that cover the back and 
half the front of his jacket are giv-
ing him some extra power.

Called “Thaiger-Man” (by way
of a pun), the jacket, which costs 
18,990 baht (HK$4,870), is part of 
Santichai’s streetwear line, which 
runs to 116 styles, including 
T-shirts, sweatshirts, jackets, 
hoodies and nightgowns. 

Most are lavishly embroidered
and sequinned. Many boast 
stylised images of growling tigers, 
gazing cheetahs, preening 
peacocks, swooping eagles or 
slithering serpents. Each of the 
animals is embroidered by hand 
by skilled Bangkok housewives 

Tibor Krausz
life@scmp.com

Thai designer believes the elaborate animal motifs that adorn most items 
in his clothing line have a shamanistic power to transform their wearers

EXPLORING THE WILD 
SIDE OF EMBROIDERY

Santichai Srisongkram wears his “Thaiger-Man” jacket at a retro outdoor market in the north of Bangkok. Photo: Tibor Krausz
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Tong during Typhoon Mangkhut 
last year]. 

 The irony of Hong Kong police
using water cannons against pro-
testers this summer, thereby 
making his work all the more rele-
vant, is not lost on the artist. “I feel 
such a strong sense of déjà vu,” 
Ching says.

The sense of déjà vu is rein-
forced by Ho’s series of black and 
white photographs, The White-
ness of Trees (2018), which docu-
ments the destruction wrought by
Typhoon Mangkhut. Shooting 
quickly before government work-
ers removed mangled trees from 
the city’s roads, Ho captured the 
images in areas such as Tin Shui 
Wai, where he grew up, Sha Tin 
and Fo Tan, where his studio is. 

Ho likens the trees to people in
Hong Kong, especially those liv-
ing in older districts. “The general 
displacement of people living in 

older districts is similar to the way 
the trees, which were like old in-
habitants of the city, were imme-
diately cleared out. There was no 
attempt to consult environmental
experts who could perhaps have 
suggested means to allow slightly 
healthier trees to stabilise and 
heal,” he says. 

He raises the question of ac-
countability by invoking force 
majeure, a term in a legal contract 
that absolves parties to it of liabil-
ity in the event of unforeseen cir-
cumstances such as natural 
disasters. While Mangkhut was 
just such a disaster, its force and 
the damage it wrought had not 
been foreseen – as is the case with 
the current protests in Hong 
Kong. Ho applies force majeure to
current events in Hong Kong, and 
asks who is accountable for them.

Ho intended a video installa-
tion depicting footage of this sum-

mer’s rallies and marches to show 
the evolution of protests not just 
since the 2014 “umbrella move-
ment” occupation of Hong Kong 
streets, but the changing charac-
ter of the protests that began in 
June. The protesters’ slogans, de-
mands, and the targets of their 
anger have all changed, he says. 

 The exhibition is rooted in the
typhoon theme, gallery founder 
and director Mimi Chun says. 
“We didn’t predict it would open 
against the backdrop of the cur-
rent political movements. It is a 
strange coincidence, but very 
timely,” she says. 

Liquefied Sunshine/Force Majeure, 
until November 2, Blindspot Gallery, 
15/F, Po Chai Industrial Building, 28 
Wong Chuk Hang Road, Wong Chuk 
Hang, Hong Kong. Open Tues-Sat 
10am-6pm. Closed Sundays, 
Mondays, and public holidays

Ching explains the inspiration
behind the work. “There were two
images that lingered in my mind. 
First, the use of water cannons to 
disperse protesters in the 2014 
‘sunflower movement’ in Taipei 
[against a free-trade pact with the 
mainland], and second, the rain 
falling through the ceiling of the 
Festival Walk mall [in Kowloon 

This is Ching’s Liquefied Sun-
s h i n e  ( 2 0 1 4 - 2 0 1 5 ) ,  a n d 
accompanies a video installation, 
Weather Report: Liquefied 
Sunshine (2014-2015), in which 
the artist subjects Hong Kong and 
Taiwanese landmarks to 
torrential rainfall to stress the 
destructive power of water – and 
politics. 

visitors to reflect on Hong Kong’s 
identity and what it means to be a 
Hongkonger – and strike a re-
sounding chord at such a time. 

The first things visitors to the
exhibition see are 721 postcards of
Hong Kong and Taiwanese land-
marks, almost fully obscured by 
white ink that mimics the effect of 
rain. 

Cockroaches, remnants of trees 
mangled by last year’s Typhoon 
Mangkhut, postcards of Hong 
Kong landmarks, polycarbonate 
acrylic sheets used to reinforce 
windows against storms and foot-
age  f rom this  summer’s 
anti-government rallies and 
protests – objects and images 
representative of the city, both 
glaring and subtle, fill Blindspot 
Gallery’s 7,000 sq ft industrial 
warehouse space. 

Taken together, they offer a
timely narrative. They form the 
elements of an exhibition by two 
Hong Kong artists, “Liquefied 
Sunshine/Force Majeure”, at the 
gallery in Wong Chuk Hang. The 
artworks by South Ho Siu-Nam 
and Luke Ching Chin-wai compel 
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Reflections on the destructive power of nature take on new meaning 

A still from Like Ching’s Weather Report: Liquefied Sunshine; South Ho with one of his works. Photos: Handouts


